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In Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Books VIII and IX provide a philosophic 

examination of friendship. While these books initially appear to be non sequiturs in the 

inquiry, a closer examination of the questions raised by the preceding books and 

consideration of the discussion of friendship’s position between two accounts of pleasure 

in Books VII and X indicate friendship’s central role in the Ethics. In friendship, 

Aristotle finds a uniquely human capacity that helps readers understand the good is 

distinct from pleasure by leading them to think seriously about what they can hold in 

common with their friends throughout their lives without changing who they are. What 

emerges from Aristotle’s account of friendship is a nuanced portrait of human nature 

that recognizes the authoritative place of the intellect in human beings and how its 

ability to think about an end and hold its thinking in relation to that end depends upon 

whether it orders or is ordered by pleasures and pains. Aristotle lays the groundwork for 

this conclusion throughout the Ethics by gradually disclosing pleasures and pains are 

not caused solely by things we feel through the senses, but by reasoned arguments and 

ideas as well. Through this insight, we can begin to understand how Aristotle’s Ethics is 

a work of political philosophy; to fully appreciate the significance of his approach, 

however, we must contrast his work with that of Thomas Hobbes, his harshest Modern 

critic. Unlike Aristotle, Hobbes is nearly silent on friendship in his political philosophy, 

and examining his political works – especially Leviathan – reveals the absence of 

friendship is part of his deliberate attempt to advance a politics founded on the moral 



teaching that pleasure is the good. Aristotle’s political philosophy, by way of contrast, 

aims to preserve the good, and through friendship, he not only disentangles the good 

from pleasure, but shows a level of human community more suitable for preserving the 

good than political regimes because these communities have more natural bonds than 

any regime can hope to create between its citizens. 
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CHAPTER 1

FRIENDSHIP AND ARISTOTLE’S POLITICAL PHILOSOPHY

1.1. Friendship and the Good Life

Of the many distinctions between Ancient and Modern political thought, one area

that seems neglected is the differing emphasis each school places on friendship. Plato’s Lysis,

for example, examines the nature of friendship, and Aristotle dedicates two of the ten Books

of his Nicomachean Ethics to the same subject. By contrast, Modern political philosophers

are relatively silent on the nature of friendship.1 This leads to two questions. First, what

accounts for this difference between Ancient and Modern political philosophers? Second,

how important is understanding friendship for understanding politics?

To answer the first of the two preceding questions, it may be helpful to consider some

of the main points of contention between Aristotle and Thomas Hobbes, Aristotle’s harshest

Modern critic. At first glance, the primary concern of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics seems

to be the nature of human happiness. Hobbes, by contrast, speaks not of “happiness,”

but the passion of “felicity,” his closest corollary to happiness. Whereas Aristotle defines

happiness as an activity of the soul according to virtue (1098a30–31), Hobbes defines felicity

as a continual progression of one desire after another ending only in death (Leviathan XI.1).2

Further, Aristotle speaks of happiness after first raising the question of whether or not there is

a single good at which all things aim (1094a1–3), then suggesting the political art could secure

this good (1094a27–1094b10), which according to the opinion of many is happiness (1095a14–

20). Hobbes, on the other hand, denies the existence of a “greatest good” immediately before

defining “felicity” (XI.1). Hobbes does say, however, that the “greatest of goods for each

[individual] is his own preservation” (De Homine XI.6), and so the purpose of politics is to

create a commonwealth by which individuals are secure and provided the means by which

they may live “a more contented life” (Leviathan XVII.1).3 Thus, at the same time as both

1Two Modern philosophers who are exceptions to this observation are Michel de Montaigne and Sir Francis
Bacon, both of whose accounts of friendship are examined in relation to Aristotle’s in Lorraine Smith Pangle’s
book, Aristotle and the Philosophy of Friendship (2003, 2–3, 51–52, 57–78).
2All Leviathan citations are from Edwin Curley’s edition (Hackett, 1994).
3All De Homine and De Cive quotations are taken from Bernard Gert’s edition (Hackett, 1991).
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Aristotle and Hobbes speak of happiness in close proximity to statements about the good on

the way to considering how politics could contribute to happiness, we ought to take notice

of an important distinction between each thinker’s approach: whereas Aristotle’s inquiry is

open to a broader question about the good, Hobbes attempts to settle the question in order

to move forward with his political project.

In addition to their disparate treatments of the question of whether or not there is

a single good at which all things aim, Hobbes disagrees with Aristotle’s understanding of

the soul in a similar way. While the nature of the soul is a recurring question in Aristotle’s

Ethics, Hobbes effectively writes this question out of his political philosophy, for in De Cive

he says, “It is the soul by which a man hath a will,” and the will is responsible for the actions

of human beings (VI.19, V.1). But in both De Homine (XI.2) and Leviathan (VI.53), Hobbes

defines the will as nothing more than the last appetite in an alternation of appetites (i.e.,

bodily motions towards objects of desire) and aversions (i.e., bodily motions away from

undesirable objects). Consequently, when Hobbes claims the only function of the soul is

willing, he truly says there is no soul and that the source of all action and choice is the body.

Granting the nature and existence of the human soul is a question fraught with many

difficulties, let us set aside this question for now in order to consider how Hobbes’s bodily

account of human nature offers a point of entry for considering why friendship is nearly

absent from his own political philosophy and that of his successors.4 In De Homine, Hobbes

counts friendship as a power that is useful for the sake of preservation, enjoyment, and the

limitation of pain in one’s life (XI.6). For Hobbes, then, it seems the most friendship can

be is a means to the end of self-preservation. But is self-preservation desirable as an end

in itself? While it would be difficult to argue against the good of living, it is reasonable to

question whether or not a life dedicated solely to self-preservation is a happy one. Further,

is it not odd to suggest human beings seek friendship only for their own preservation? Even

if one adds (as Hobbes does) the pursuit of pleasure to the end of self-preservation, one may

still wonder if human beings simply choose friends based upon what they hold to be the

most expedient means for satisfying the pleasures they desire at any given moment, or if

4Cf. Pangle (2003, 3), who also sees Hobbes as the thinker responsible for pushing friendship out of political
philosophy.
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they may long for something more.

1.1.1. The Problem of Happiness in the Modern World

Recently there have been several books and articles (both academic and journalistic)

revealing the difficulties encountered in trying to understand the nature of happiness in the

modern world. For one, members of the scientific community cast doubt on the traditional

assumption that happiness is good. An article published by The Greater Good (a center

at Berkeley University whose mission statement offers “The Science of a Meaningful Life”)

surveys recent scientific studies to show the ways in which happiness can hurt human beings

(Gruber, 2012). Similarly, Dr. Richard P. Bentall, a psychopathologist, wrote an article

two decades ago suggesting happiness should be classified as a psychiatric disorder and listed

in future diagnostic handbooks as “major affective disorder, pleasant type” (1992). While

the conclusions scientists come to are surprising in their own right, what is perhaps more

intriguing about their approach is the assumption that happiness is a matter of bodily health.

In this respect, some scientists who engage in the study of happiness appear to begin from

Hobbesian assumptions about the primacy of the body.

One problem facing scientific studies of happiness is the inability to define happiness as

anything other than individuals’ own assessments of “feeling good.” Such vague definitions,

however, do not seem to be confined merely to the scientific world. One of the more obvious

areas of contemporary life filled with proclamations of happiness is the realm of consumer

products. Walk by a Coca-Cola R© display in a store and one will likely see the current

advertisement saying, “Open Happiness.” In Europe, an advertisement for illy R© espresso

says, “Live Happ-illy R©.” With these advertisements, each company suggests its product

holds the key to a happy life. But what is the basis of this happiness? Since both products are

objects of consumption (both in the physical and economic sense), they promise happiness by

pleasing the senses. Much like Hobbes’s felicity, consumer products offer happiness through

the perpetual and continual satisfaction of one desire after another.

While one may perhaps take some solace in thinking shallow approaches to the na-

ture of happiness exist only in the sciences and the realm of consumer products, it seems

governments around the world adopt the same approach in order to guide their policy (Mc-
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Closkey, 2012). Every year, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development

releases a report on “life-satisfaction in the developed world,” ranking countries according

to their national happiness (Sauter, 2012). According to the study, “Economic prosperity,

health and a strong social support network continue to correspond highly with happiness”

(Sauter, 2012). The primary indicator for “a strong social support network” is individuals

“reporting having a friend or relative they could rely on in a case of need” (2012). Notice

how these studies rely upon individuals reporting their own happiness without providing

any explanation of its basis. Presumably the study shows wealth and health are the keys

to happiness, which ignores the possibility that there could be a weak connection between

an individual’s material life and happiness. At the very least, then, it seems the Modern

world’s engagement with the concept of happiness is limited, if not altogether shallow.

1.1.2. Philosophy and the Good of Friendship

In the above-mentioned study on national happiness, friendship seems to be an impor-

tant part of happiness, and it appears individuals’ happiness has some effect on their states’

happiness. On the one hand, this study is in agreement with one characteristic of Sir Francis

Bacon’s account of friendship, where he identifies “the ease and discharge of the fulness and

swellings of the heart” (which “redoubleth joys, and cutteth griefs in halves”) as “a principal

fruit of friendship” (1626, 88–89). On the other hand, while this study wishes to make a

connection between individuals’ happiness and the happiness of states partly on the basis of

friendship, Bacon, noticing the great stock kings and those in power put on friendship and

the lengths to which they go to acquire it, wonders if this is actually harmful to their “safety

and greatness” (1626, 89). This latter points receives more attention in Xenophon’s Hiero

or Tyrannicus, where Hiero, tyrant of Syracuse, admits to the poet Simonides that even

though cities recognize “friendship is a very great good and very pleasant to human beings,”

it is not so for tyrants, who find themselves in a position either to kill or be killed by their

parents, children, siblings, wives, and comrades, all of whom are friends (2000, 3.3–9). As a

result, tyrants who are at the peak of political power are unable to place their trust in anyone

(2000, 4.1–2). Though tyranny is an extreme example, it presents us with a clear question:

To what extent are friendship and politics compatible with one another? More specifically,
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consider the famous motto of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity” from the French Revolution: Is

friendship (“Fraternity”) a desirable and realistic political end? How compatible is it with

other ends such as liberty, equality, and justice?

To answer the question about how friendship relates to politics, we must first wonder

about the nature of friendship. While this may at first seem to be a simple task given the

ease with which we speak about or use the term “friends” (especially on Facebook), such

casual conversation about friendship conceals the depths of the questions it raises. To bring

these questions forth, consider the following short (and far from complete) survey of opinions

on friendship from two prominent philosophers.

Starting again with Bacon, in addition to sharing the heart’s passions, he suggests

friendship is good for sharpening and clarifying our thoughts, as well as providing counsel,

“For there is no such flatterer as is a man’s self; and there is no such remedy against

flattery of a man’s self, as the liberty of a friend” (1626, 92–93). A friend, then, seems

necessary to free us from our own self-delusions. This seems to be why Bacon considers

Aristotle’s understanding of the friend as “another self” (cf. Ethics 1166a28) deficient, and

when combined with the friend’s ability to extend a man’s actions to others, Bacon concludes

“a friend is far more than himself” (1626, 94). Thus, for Bacon, it appears we need friends

to enrich our passions and increase our capacity to accomplish a multitude of tasks.

In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche mutes the benefits of sharing passions with

friends and amplifies an adversarial element of friendship, advising against friends’ wanting

to learn everything about one another and asserting “compassion should conceal itself under

a hard shell” (1982, 169). Such limits to intimacy and compassion are necessary, for “one

should have one’s best enemy” in a friend since the friend is vital to creating the new values

necessary to bring about the “overman,” the new goal humanity lacks that has yet to be

defined by those brave enough to move beyond “good” and “evil” (1982, 168, 171–172, 174).

On this last point about values, Nietzsche’s teaching is that humanity must recognize what it

calls “good” and “evil” are principles derived neither from nature nor God, but things they

create and impose on themselves; it follows, then, that those who recognize this truth about

moral values would be able to create again by annihilating what has come before (1982, 171).
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Accordingly, there are at least two points worthy of notice from this all-too-brief summary

of Nietzsche’s teaching on friendship. First, there is no moral foundation for friendship;

rather, friendship is, at bottom, what we make of it. Second, and more pertinent for our

own approach to the Nicomachean Ethics, friendship functions for Nietzsche—as it does for

Aristotle—as an effective vehicle for the realization of his philosophical goals.

With the preceding philosophical treatments of friendship in mind, we can now turn

to some more general questions about friendship. For one, to what extent should we share

our passions with friends? Should we turn to our friends more in good times than bad, or

vis-a-versa? With respect to the problem of self-flattery, is friendship not susceptible to the

same error? How do we know if our friends are not flattering us? Is it better if they oppose

all of our judgments? Given these questions, it seems there are two general questions guiding

them. First, do we need friends? Second, if we do need friends, should our priority be their

good, or our own? To answer the two preceding questions, however, we must first confront

the question on which they depend: What is good for us as human beings?

1.2. Friendship and the Nicomachean Ethics

By placing the discussion of friendship just over two-thirds of the way into the Nico-

machean Ethics—which quickly turns its focus towards happiness as the human good in

Book I—Aristotle seems to indicate the need to understand friendship in relation to the

human good. When we reach Book VIII, however, the nature of happiness remains an open

question. Indeed, between Books I and VIII, happiness is nearly absent from Aristotle’s

inquiry, and it does not emerge again until the latter portions of Book IX—the second Book

on friendship and the penultimate Book of the Ethics—in anticipation of its definitive treat-

ment in Book X. Consequently, it appears Aristotle’s account of friendship not only clarifies

the nature of its subject, but the human good itself.

In addition to drawing his inquiry into happiness to a close, Aristotle uses Book

X to transition into the Politics in order to complete “the philosophy of human things”

by studying legislation and the best regime (1181b13–15). While this statement bridges

Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics, we should wonder why Aristotle refers to the Ethics in Book

I as “a sort of political inquiry” (1094b1), for this suggests the Ethics is, at the very least,
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the beginning of his political teaching, and may even contain its own political teaching that

bears upon all legislation and regimes.5

Without wading into Aristotle’s particular arguments on the subjects of happiness,

friendship, and politics, it is self-evident how these belong to “the human things.” What is

not immediately apparent is why we need a “philosophy of human things,” especially since

the traditional criticism of philosophy is it tends towards abstract contemplation that accom-

plishes nothing. Further, it is not clear why philosophy would have anything good to offer

those who seek happiness. The same objection could apply to philosophy’s attempts to make

inquiries into the political things, which seem more related to action than contemplation.

Through friendship, we may be able to glimpse how Aristotle’s Ethics uses philosophy

to broaden our understanding of the human things. In the latter chapters of Book VIII, on

the subject of friendship and politics, Aristotle first examines how friendship and justice

(the virtue that is the sole subject of Book V) relate to one another, then analyzes different

regimes by comparing them to friendships that exist within the household. Setting aside

the details of this examination for now, Aristotle’s approach suggests friendship is an apt

model for understanding the nature of justice and regimes. Turning now to philosophy, we

should begin by taking notice of the meaning of its name: love (in the sense of friendship,

philia) of wisdom (sophia). In Book VI (which seems to focus primarily on prudence), after

introducing wisdom, Aristotle makes a curious digression, saying, “It is strange if someone

supposes the political art or prudence to be most serious, if a human being is not the best of

things in the cosmos” (1141a21).6 To be a lover of wisdom, then, means holding the political

(and therefore human) things in lower regard than the cosmos, which leaves us with two

questions. First, if philosophy is a form of friendship capable of transcending politics, to

what extent is friendship outside of politics? Second, and more importantly, if the political

art and human beings are not “the best of things in the cosmos,” what is?

5Richard Bodeus offers an interpretation of the Nicomachean Ethics along these lines, arguing in The Political
Dimensions of Aristotle’s Ethics that Aristotle’s work is primarily advice for legislators (1993). While there
are clear instances where Aristotle addresses legislators, reading the Ethics in this way ignores its more
philosophical arguments, particularly those concerning the good.
6All Nicomachean Ethics quotations are taken from the translation by Robert Bartlett and Susan Collins
(University of Chicago Press, 2011). When necessary, I amend the translation.
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To answer the two preceding questions, we need to take notice of a further com-

plication Aristotle presents in the discussion of friendship regarding philosophy. As noted

above, the operating definition of happiness throughout the Nicomachean Ethics holds it is

an activity of the soul according to complete virtue. Interestingly, when Aristotle examines

two virtues he designates as complete—greatness of soul in Book IV and justice in Book

V—neither are associated with happiness. In Book VIII, Aristotle says “complete” (and

therefore the best) friendships exist between “the good and those who are like according

to virtue” (1156b7–9), and further, that those who hold philosophy in common are similar

to those who are friends according to virtue (1164b2–5). Considering the Ethics lacks a

satisfactory account of “complete virtue” in Book VIII, the association between virtue and

philosophy begs the question of what is the virtue according to which human beings are

good.

In addition to the perplexities philosophy raises in relation to virtue in the account

of friendship, Aristotle coins the term “political philosopher” in Book VII, which seems to

focus squarely on a distinction between vice and the lack of self-restraint, but is mostly an

inquiry into the nature of pleasure. To introduce the political philosopher, Aristotle says,

“Contemplating what concerns pleasure and pain belongs to him who philosophizes about

the political art. For he is the architect of the end with a view to which we speak of each thing

as being bad or good [simply]” (1152b1–3). Although Aristotle’s introduction of the political

philosopher seems to be out of place, it makes more sense in light of his statement in Book

II that virtue and vice—the things by which human beings are either good or bad—concern

pleasures and pains (1104b27–28). Shortly before establishing this connection between virtue

and vice, pleasure and pain, Aristotle states his inquiry is more for the sake of becoming

good than contemplation (1103b26–29). On first reading, since the virtues (which Aristotle

divides into the moral and the intellectual in Book I) are the primary subjects of Book II–VI,

it seems the inquiry holds to its practical aim. By Book VII, however, Aristotle’s inquiry

is not complete, and the introduction of the political philosopher in Book VII forces us to

raise the following question about the account of the virtues in Books II–VI: How does this

account aim at revealing the end necessary for understanding what is good and bad?
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With the work of the political philosopher in mind, we should briefly return to the

beginning of the Ethics and its opening statement wondering if all things aim at the good.

As presented in Book VI, if wisdom looks beyond the human things towards the cosmos and

all things, it stands to reason that the political philosopher contemplates how the political

art relates to the good at which all things aim. Here we must not let it escape our notice

that Aristotle’s introduction of the political philosopher prepares the way for him to raise

a question in Book VII to which he only alludes in earlier parts of the Ethics : Is pleasure

the good? While Book VII wrestles with this question and concludes by suggesting the

inquiry into pleasure has reached its end, this question reemerges and receives its answer in

Book X. Curiously, in Book X’s examination of pleasure, Aristotle begins to disentangle the

good from pleasure on the basis of a distinction between a friend and a flatterer (1173b33–

1174a1). Accordingly, in addition to this line of argument, the placement of the inquiry into

friendship between the two accounts of pleasure in the Ethics suggests Aristotle’s treatment

of friendship helps us understand how pleasure is not the good.

How friendship alleviates the confusion between the good and pleasure may be seen

through arguments in Book IX about the basis of friendship setting the stage for Aristotle’s

final discussion of happiness in Book X that makes a key revision to its association with

virtue. Although Book VIII presents virtue as the basis for the best friendships, Book IX

turns to being (1166a1–33), which Aristotle finds belongs most in thinking and, therefore,

the intellect (1168b24–35). Before proceeding, two conclusions that follow from the intel-

lect’s authoritative place in friendship should be noted. First, because the intellect is the

“most authoritative” thing in human beings, those who seek to gratify it exhibit the proper

love of self characteristic of the best friendships. Second, at the end of Book IX, Aristotle

emphasizes that living together and holding one’s being in common with another is some-

thing all friendships aim at, and it is possible to share one’s being in drinking, playing dice,

hunting, and philosophy (1171b30–1172a8). Thus, there is a multitude of possibilities for

friendship, for friendships seem most of all to be about the things we think, and nothing we

do occurs without thinking about it in some way. What remains for us to wonder, however,

is if friendship is truly about thought, are there some things we could think about and share
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in thinking of them with our friends that are more lasting than others?

In Book X, Aristotle designates the intellect as “the most excellent virtue” whose

activity constitutes “complete happiness” because it is both “the most excellent of the things

in us” and its concern is “of the most excellent things that can be known” (1177a12–21).

Once again, Aristotle brings in philosophy as a model, and after noting contemplation is

the “most continuous” activity, he adds the pleasures of philosophy are “wondrous in their

purity and stability” (1177a22–27). The significance of this conclusion must be understood

in light of what precedes it. At the end of Book VII, Aristotle entertains the possibility

that what is pleasant by nature may be found in the activity of the god (who seems to

be intellect) who experiences pleasure in only one way (1154b26–31). Immediately before

this argument, however, Aristotle notes human nature is not “simple,” for there are two

things in our nature that become destructive when one is set against the other (1154b16–

25). This question about human nature seems to pick up on Aristotle’s supposition in Book

VI that human beings are one of two things: intellect characterized by longing, or longing

characterized by thinking (1139b5). Though it at first appears Aristotle wonders his way

into the preceding supposition about human beings, it is, in truth, a continuation of his

inquiry’s engagement with the question of what is authoritative in human nature.

Back in the last chapter of Book I, after supposing happiness is an activity of the

soul according to virtue, Aristotle provides a preliminary account of the soul, positing (in

accord with others’ opinions on the subject) it is on the one hand with logos (i.e., reason),

and on the other hand without logos (1102a26–27). There are two complications within each

of these divisions. With respect to whatever is without logos in the soul, in addition to

nutritive functions, it includes both desires and longings which may in fact be subject to the

commands of what is with logos (1102b12–35). As for what is with logos in the soul, it could

be divided into either possessing logos in the sense of being obedient to something else, or

possessing logos on its own (1103a1–3). Noticeably absent from Book I’s characterization

of the soul is the intellect, which in Book VI’s description of human nature is more closely

bound up with longing in a way to which Book I merely alludes. While many translations

and commentators on the Nicomachean Ethics present Aristotle as speaking consistently of
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“parts” of the soul throughout his inquiry, his use of this language is sparse. Of further

significance on this point about reading Aristotle’s description of the soul is his remark

that the things of the soul may be “two in logos (i.e., speech or reasoned account) but

naturally inseparable” (1102a27–31). Consequently, when looking at Aristotle’s own logos

about the nature of the soul, we ought to wonder if the things he separates out for the sake of

understanding them are as independent from one another as the inquiry makes them seem.

The problem of how longing and logos relate to one another and to pleasure is an

important theme in the discussion of the moral virtues, which is where we begin to under-

stand pleasure and pain are not just bodily responses to physical things, but have intellectual

causes through arguments and ideas that affect the way we think about what is good for

ourselves. For the moment, it will be sufficient to note two virtues where this important

insight into pleasure and pain is most apparent: moderation, the second moral virtue to be

examined, and friendliness, the first of three virtues relating to “partnership or community

in logoi and actions” (1108a10–31). In the discussion of moderation, Aristotle describes the

longing for pleasure as “insatiable” to the point that desire becomes the only activity of the

soul, thereby driving out the ability to think about logos when desire should obey the rule of

logos (1119a35–1119b11). Immediately before this argument, Aristotle makes a puzzling ob-

servation about the pursuit of pleasure: if one solely pursues pleasure, it eventually becomes

painful since one cannot always have what one desires (1119a1–5). Though Aristotle speaks

of logos ruling pleasures and pains in the account of moderation, it is not until the account

of friendliness—a virtue concerning what is pleasant in “all that relates to life”—that we see

the possibility for logos to cause pleasures and pains (1108a11–14). Of further interest is the

way prudence—which belongs to the intellect—is implicit in the account of friendliness, thus

anticipating the inquiry’s movement towards the intellect’s authoritative place in the best

friendships (1126b12–16). Given the supposition that all moral virtues concern pleasures and

pains, moderation and friendliness deserve special attention because they not only highlight

the central concerns of moral virtue, but force us to examine pleasures and pains from two

different perspectives, namely, in relation to ourselves through moderation, and in relation

to others through friendliness. Notice, however, that while both moral virtues center on the
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question of logos and pleasure, only friendliness receives the superlative reach of touching

“all that relates to life,” which implies friendship may relate to all things. It follows, then,

that friendship relates to all forms of “partnership or community in logos and actions” (i.e.,

the political things), and might even extend to that at which all things aim: the good.

How friendship establishes a bridge between the political things and all things in

Aristotle’s Ethics may be seen by returning to the beginning of his inquiry. Between the

opening statement wondering about the good of all things and the supposition that the good

belongs to the political art, Aristotle raises his first explicit question about the good in the

Ethics : If there is an end we choose to guide our actions so that our longing is not “empty

and pointless,” would knowing this good “hold great weight” in our lives, and much “like

archers possessing a target,” would we be more able “to hit on what is needed?” (1094a23–

25). Although the intellect seems not to emerge in the Ethics until Book VI, it appears

in Book I in two key ways. First, when “soul” first appears in the inquiry, the intellect

is analogous to sight in the body (1096b27–30). Second, in two lists of four things good

in themselves, while pleasure and honor appear in both lists, the place of “prudence” and

“seeing” in the first list is taken by “every virtue” and “intellect” in the second list (1096b17,

1097b2). The second list of the four good things is also notable since it connects its good

things to happiness. Honor is of particular interest for the question of happiness since it is

the subject of two moral virtues in Book IV—greatness of soul and the nameless longing

for honor—that also turns out to have a problematic relationship to friendship in Books

VIII and IX with respect to the question of whether loving or being loved defines friendship

(1159a14–16). Not only does Book IX reveal the attachment to honor is an intellectual error,

but this argument serves as the basis for understanding how pleasure resides in an activity

where one thing holds in relation to another by looking at it (1174b35–1175a3), thus leading

to the conclusion that the best human activity (i.e., happiness) and most complete pleasure

depends upon the intellect looking to the best things (1177a12–21, 1177b31–1178a5). Setting

aside for now how all of these arguments develop, we need only take note of one thing in

Aristotle’s final treatment of pleasure in the Ethics : the best pleasure is not itself the target

to which our intellects look, but is the result of our intellects looking to a target.
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Leading in to Book VI’s presentation of human beings as either intellect characterized

by longing or longing characterized by thinking, Aristotle explains how the longing, logos,

and thinking necessary for choice cannot begin without an end (1139a31–1139b5). A key

term in these arguments is archē, which can mean “first principle,” “beginning,” or “origin.”

In the preceding passage, Aristotle designates his own characterization of human nature

as an archē. Though Book VI presents some ambivalence about what is the authoritative

characteristic of ourselves, in Book VII’s examination of vice, Aristotle reveals the intellect

is an archē that is the origin of vice when it thinks of a base end, primarily in the form of

pleasure (1150a4–9, 1151a15–25). In Book I, the first appearance of archē coincides with

that of Plato and the question of how we can come to know first principles—and the good in

particular—with Aristotle deciding to consider how we can come to know these by beginning

with the things known to us (1095a31–1095b5). Later in the same Book, Aristotle reveals

there are limits to the precision with which we speak about first principles, suggesting the

most we can do is point them out (1098a34–1098b5). As for what the first principles are, the

candidates in Book I are the good (1094a2), the noble things and the just things (1094b15),

happiness (1095a19), and (in a slightly muted way) pleasure (1101b27–31). Of these first

principles, the noble things and the just things receive the special designation of belonging

to the political art at the same time as Aristotle notices a problem with them: because the

political art contains disputes about the noble things and the just things, they seem to exist

only by law or convention and not by nature (1094b15–16). From these passages, we can

draw two conclusions. For one, if we pay attention to the use of archē in the Ethics, we see

Aristotle tying together that which thinks in human beings (i.e., the intellect) to the things

it thinks about. Second, with regards to the political art, its connection to the various first

principles from the outset of the inquiry and the difficulties it creates in understanding the

noble things and the just things points towards the broader horizon of Aristotle’s Ethics : If

the work of the political philosopher is to be “the architect of the end with a view to which

we speak of each thing as being bad or good [simply],” what is this end, and does it exist

only by law or convention, or does it exist by nature as well?

As ends, the noble and the just are tied together by the political art and friendship,
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though in relation to friendship, each end’s status diminishes throughout the Ethics, espe-

cially when compared to the decent. In spite of Book I’s presentation of the noble and the

just as complementary first principles, the noble hardly appears in Book V’s examination

of justice, which suggests the noble and the just conflict with one another. The nature of

this conflict between the noble and the just unfolds in Books V–IX, starting in Book V with

Aristotle leaving open the question of how we know what the good and bad things are and

how they relate to ourselves (1129a31–1129b12). While Book V wishes to say such knowl-

edge is the concern of justice, it offers no such conclusion when it takes up the question of

whether or not there is justice or injustice towards oneself (1138a4–1138b17). Nonetheless,

immediately before raising this question about justice towards oneself, Aristotle discusses

the decent, which comes in to correct the application of general laws to particular cases, and

often involves taking less for oneself than what the law commands (1137a31–1138a2). The

decent, then, is unjust in the sense that it modifies or ignores the law, but not in the sense

of being malicious; rather, the decent seems to be above the law on account of its associ-

ation not with what is just by law or convention, but by nature (1134b18–1135a16). The

natural basis for the decent does not become fully apparent until Book IX, where Aristotle

associates it with the proper love (philia) of self and obedience to the rule of the intellect

that corrects the tendency towards constant competition of friendships aiming at the noble

since such friends always (and even unjustly) want to have more of the noble than the other

(1169a16–1169b1). Accordingly, through the decent, we learn two things regarding the noble

and the just. First, there is more to friendship than justice, and this seems to be because the

proper love of self is not something justice addresses. Second, the noble is not compatible

with friendship because it cannot be shared and seems to cause a misunderstanding about

the proper love of self.

Although the preceding arguments would make it look like the decent should also

have a claim to the title of first principle, its connection to Book VII’s final argument about

pleasure suggests the decent helps draw us towards the good by nature. When Aristotle

presents the pleasure of the god as what is pleasant by nature, he does so on the grounds

that the god’s nature is decent because it is in constant activity and not in need of change
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(1154b26–31). In Book IX, when Aristotle identifies being with thinking, he notes how human

beings choose the good things for themselves but not in such a way as to become someone

else, adding the odd statement that “even now, the god possesses the good” (1166a19–

22). Initially this statement seems out of place, but when considered in light of Book

VII’s statement about the god and its juxtaposition with human beings’ non-simple nature

containing two things, it begins to make sense: the good is not fully bound to our nature

like it is to the god’s. Whether or not the god exists is secondary to Aristotle’s argument;

instead, his point is human beings lack the good associated with the best, eternal thing in

the cosmos (whatever it is). As a result, not only does it appear we are always at a remove

from the good, but our capacity to experience the pleasure of the good continuously has an

inherent limit.

If we consider where the god and the good make their first joint appearance in the

Nicomachean Ethics, we see how one of the underlying arguments of the entire inquiry is the

distinction between the good and pleasure. Though Aristotle dismisses the life of pleasure’s

claim to happiness in Book I, later in the same book, he mentions Eudoxus, who held pleasure

is, like “the god and the good,” the standard to which all things have reference (1101b27–31).

This comment comes after the first appearances of “the god” and “intellect” in the inquiry

as two things which are spoken of as “the good” (1096a24–27). It is not until the beginning

of Book X that Eudoxus reappears, with two subtle but significant changes in Aristotle’s

approach to Eudoxus’s arguments. First, whereas Aristotle mainly implies Eudoxus argues

the good is pleasure in Book I, this argument is made explicit and challenged in Book X.

Second, in the course of challenging Eudoxus’s arguments that pleasure is the good at which

“all things aim” (1172b8–11), Aristotle also considers how logos can be trustworthy when it

concerns “passions and actions,” for in these cases the works one performs seem to be more

persuasive than any logos about such things (1172a34–35). A serious negative consequence

of this problem is the truth of any logos can be undermined whenever one acts contrary to

the logos (1172b1–8). Aristotle’s primary interest, then, is preserving the truth in logos. But

what is this truth? According to Aristotle, the truth in logos that serves as the basis of all

trust is “all things aim” at “a good”; to claim otherwise would “make no sense,” for if human
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beings with intellect and prudence long for pleasure, since logos is unique to human beings,

pleasure is not merely something we feel, but something about which we think (1173a3–5).

Thus, if the life of pleasure is not happiness, yet the activity of the intellect with the most

complete pleasure is the source of happiness, to what good does the intellect look in order

to bring about happiness?

With Aristotle’s concluding arguments about trust in logos related to some good and

the need for logos to preserve the truth in mind, we can return to Book I to consider how the

first appearance of “friends” in the Nicomachean Ethics hints at the prominence of friendship

in his inquiry. After briefly outlining the lives in which happiness may be found, Aristotle

supposes it is necessary to examine the arguments about the universal good, yet finds reason

for some hesitation: recognizing “those who introduced the forms are friends” (i.e., Plato

and his students), Aristotle acknowledges his work will be difficult, but presses on by saying

philosophers should be willing to part with their own things—including their friends—“for

the sake of preserving the truth” (1096a11–13). To those inclined to philosophy, Aristotle

presents a noble goal. But behind this noble aspiration is a troubling idea: however much

we love our friends, if we truly wish to be philosophers, our love must be more for the

truth, even to the point where the need for its preservation outweighs the continuation of

our friendships. Aristotle’s preference for preserving the truth over friendship seems rather

cold, if not inhumane. After all, how personal could the truth be, and could one love it

as a friend, especially if it does not love us back? While there is perhaps a harsh truth

in Aristotle’s allegiance to the truth and the philosophic life, there may be more goodwill

in his statement than initially appears if we recall how wisdom comes forth in Book VI to

show human beings are not the best thing in the cosmos. When considered in this light, the

exhortation to philosophers to preserve the truth seems to come from the recognition that

there are more lasting things than the human things. With regards to friendship, one of the

things we wish for most is for our friendships to endure. Some things, however, are more

enduring than others, and the changes in our own friends over time reveal a limit to our

wishes more easy to acknowledge than our greatest limit: mortality. But if we wish for our

friendships to endure, we are partly wishing for our friends to remain who they are. What,
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then, could serve as a lasting basis for friendship that enables constancy in character in spite

of the inherent variability of human life? Could this foundation for friendship be the truth?

By asserting in Book X that trust in logos resides in a good, Aristotle recalls the

opening sentence of the Nicomachean Ethics and its implicit question of whether or not all

things aim at the good. This implicit question sets us on a quest for “the best” end, the

first explicit question about which is if it would give meaning to our longing and help us “hit

on” the things we need. Though the first principles of the noble, the just, happiness, and

pleasure all attempt to lay claim to the title of the best end, by the end of the Ethics, only

the good remains. The inquiry’s turn to friendship in Books VIII and IX turns out to be

decisive on this score, for aside from Book I’s inquiries into the nature of the best end, it is

not until Book VIII that Aristotle sets the good and the pleasant against one another as ends

(1155b20–21). Insofar as the tension between the good and pleasure remains throughout the

entirety of the inquiry, it is no accident that Book IX’s teaching on the proper love of self

based on the intellect and sharing in its activity through logos and thought with a friend

as “another self” provides the context for understanding in Book X how the intellect is the

“most excellent” virtue whose activity and pleasure depends upon looking to the best things.

Because the inquiry’s turn towards friendship is essential for understanding how virtue and

vice require thinking about pleasure and pain in relation to an end outside of themselves,

we see how the Nicomachean Ethics is the work of a political philosopher: Aristotle, its

architect, uses friendship to show the need for the human things to aim at the good. In this

way, Aristotle provides a careful and insightful account of human nature and the limits of

political life fit for preserving the truth that the good is that at which all things aim.

1.3. Approaching Aristotle’s Ethics as a Work of Political Philosophy

1.3.1. A Brief Overview of Prominent Interpretations of the Ethics

From the preceding summary of how the examination of friendship in the Nico-

machean Ethics ties together the work’s most important themes, we can see why it will

be necessary to engage arguments in all ten Books of the work to understand Aristotle’s

political philosophy. Admittedly this will be difficult, for Aristotle’s inquiry is not straight-

forward, either because he leaves certain arguments open-ended for a significant portion of
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the inquiry, or presents paradoxical arguments. If we fail to take the time to work through

these arguments, it is likely we will reach an errant conclusion about the Ethics. For example,

J.L. Ackrill contends the Ethics and its teaching on happiness is “broken-backed” because

Aristotle does not provide a single, consistent account of human nature (1980). Given the

way the Ethics suppresses the role of the intellect and the place of pleasure in the best life

for Books I–V before featuring each more prominently in Books VI–X, it is odd to approach

Aristotle’s work expecting him to provide all his conclusions up front. Indeed, Aristotle’s

recognition of the extent to which pleasure is closely bound to our nature and is therefore

capable of distorting our thinking seems reason enough to hold off on revealing the proper

place of pleasure in the best life.

More recently, a number of scholars have put forth interpretations of Aristotle’s Ethics

that find unity in the work through arguments in favor of the philosophic life. In Reading

Aristotle’s Ethics: Virtue, Rhetoric, and Political Philosophy, Aristide Tessitore contends

Aristotle constructs his arguments to appeal to two “morally serious” audiences, namely,

“those who are not and never will be philosophers and those who are potential philosophers,”

with the goals of easing the former audience’s suspicions of philosophy and leading the

latter audience to philosophy (1996, 9, 19–20). Taking a more philosophic approach in her

book Aristotle’s Dialogue with Socrates, Ronna Burger examines how Aristotle’s arguments

engage those of Plato’s Socrates in order to show readers the philosophic life at work and

ultimately draw them into that life (2008, 213–215). A similar interpretation emerges from

Eric Salem’s In Pursuit of the Good: Intellect and Action in Aristotle’s Ethics, which focuses

on understanding how the apparent division between contemplation and action in the Ethics

not only helps us understand the close relationship between these two activities, but reveals

the way the account of the ethical virtues (and the social virtues in particular) prepares

readers for understanding the superior continuity of the philosophic life when held up against

the life of ethical virtue (2010, 4, 156–158).

In Aristotle and the Philosophy of Friendship, Lorraine Smith Pangle also finds ar-

guments in favor of the philosophic life throughout the Ethics, but focuses her attention

almost exclusively on Books VIII and IX’s contributions to these arguments (2003). A
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unique feature of Pangle’s interpretation is her choice to use the question of the relationship

between friendship and human need in Plato’s Lysis to frame her discussion of Aristotle’s

Ethics (2003, 19–20). As a result, Pangle (like Burger) draws connections to some of Plato’s

arguments while preserving the awareness that Aristotle’s discussion of friendship is not

independent of the main arguments in the Ethics.

To understand the value of an approach like Pangle’s, let us briefly consider some of

the problematic conclusions arising from the literature on Aristotle’s examination of friend-

ship that isolates it from the whole of the Ethics. In Aristotle’s Philosophy of Friendship,

Suzanne Stern-Gillet examines the Ethics primarily to understand how Aristotle’s conception

of “self” differs from Modern and contemporary philosophic accounts of “selfhood” (1995).

Along these lines and more related to Aristotle’s political teaching, April Flakne focuses on

the idea of “self” in a contemporary sense in order to explain how the good shared in the best

friendships is something each friend creates (2005, 45–46).7 To make her case, Flakne treats

the account of friendship in the Ethics as incomplete, choosing to incorporate arguments

from the Eudemian Ethics for coherence (2005, 40–41). Though both scholars’ works focus

on intellect and how it relates to self in Aristotle’s discussion of friendship, their approach

ignores the question of the good, with Flakne providing the more radical conclusion that the

good is not an end that exists by nature, but something friends create.

Returning now to Pangle and her kinship with the more philosophic treatments of

the Ethics, her interpretation is in agreement with Tessitore’s (1996, 73) on an important

point that will be relevant for reading Aristotle’s work as an attempt to preserve the good in

the face of pleasure: the account of friendship refines our understanding of pleasure between

Books VII and X (2003, 180–181). To introduce this point, Pangle contends friendship

provides us something “that shows most clearly the inadequacy of the hedonistic outlook,”

for the goodwill present in friendship cannot be reduced easily to a desire for enjoyment (2003,

180). Pangle later carries this observation over to the history of political philosophy, noting

friendship reveals human beings have a more benevolent form of self-interest that Modern

philosophers such as Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau “did not fully recognize” (2003, 196).

7For the hope of further developing Flakne’s work as a basis for understanding politics, see John von Heyking’s
“‘Sunaisthetic’ Friendship and the Foundations of Political Anthropology” (2008).
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While Pangle does an excellent job showing the various motivations and needs at work in

friendship and how they may be most satisfied in the philosophic life, it seems her arguments

regarding friendship and how it relates to political philosophy can be carried a step further

given her recognition that Hobbes marks the point where friendship loses prominence as a

theme in the history of political philosophy. In addition to revealing there is more to human

life than the “hedonistic outlook” offers, the way Aristotle’s discussion of friendship both

opposes the good and pleasure as ends and becomes integral to understanding the place of

pleasure in the best life suggests friendship helps us understand the good and our need for it

in a way other human things do not. Although it would seem Hobbes simply fails to recognize

this, the truth may be more radical: Hobbes’s political philosophy does not merely ignore

friendship, but actively attempts to cover over it precisely because his argument depends

upon the moral teaching that pleasure is the good.

1.3.2. The Problem of Hobbes

For any student of politics who reads Hobbes’s account of the state of nature in

Leviathan, the general impression one receives of human beings is they are extremely and

narrowly self-interested, prone to conflict (the state of nature, after all, is a state of war

(XIII.8)), and therefore reluctant to pursue any common interest unless there is some power

in place (i.e., the state) they fear will punish them if they do not follow through on the

commitments they make with one another. As a result, Hobbes’s influence on our thinking

about politics is twofold, for by first leading us to think of ourselves as aggressive in our

self-interest up to the point of war, he then makes it appear as if there is no natural basis

for politics.

In his essay “Of the Dignity or Meanness of Human Nature” written in the century

following the work of Hobbes, David Hume, also a Modern philosopher, contends Hobbes

and thinkers like him (John Locke, for example) do not provide complete accounts of human

nature.8 After drawing a distinction between philosophers who err in their assessment of

human beings either by holding them too highly as “demigods” or too lowly as animals

8Though Hume does not explicitly name Hobbes and Locke and his essay, Eugene F. Milller, the editor of
the volume in which Hume’s essay is found, notes Hume labels Hobbes and Locke as “proponents of ‘the
selfish system of morals’” in his Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (1987, Pg. 84, Note 2).
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exceeding all others in vanity, Hume says it is better to forego comparing human beings

to other species and instead compare the “principles” of human nature according to which

they act (1987, 80–81). Following a comment on how one who teaches a more selfish moral

philosophy may downplay “public spirit or affection for a country and community” because

he did not feel it, Hume says, “But when he proceeds afterwards to reject all private friend-

ship, if no interest or self-love intermix itself; I am then confident that he abuses terms, and

confounds the ideas of things; since it is impossible for any one to be so selfish, or rather so

stupid, as to make no difference between one man and another, and given no preference to

qualities, which engage his approbation and esteem” (1987, 84). There are two criticisms of

Hobbes at work in Hume’s argument. First, with respect to the point about private friend-

ship, Hume argues against the idea that there is always a selfish motive behind friendship,

though he does concede there is a form of self-love involved (which is discussed below). To

understand Hume’s second point, we must quickly take note of some of Hobbes’s “laws of

nature,” the science of which he claims is “the true and only moral philosophy” (XV.40).

All laws of nature tend towards the first, namely, seeking peace (XIV.4), and their function

in civil society is to keep individuals from returning to the state of nature. In addition to

civil society’s need for a common power providing the fear by which individuals are induced

to keep their covenants (i.e., commitments) with one another, a care for equality is vital.

In the fifth law of nature, Hobbes teaches “Complaisance,” which he defines as requiring

“every man strive to accommodate himself to the rest,” to the point where individuals must

shape themselves like masons shape stones uniformly to make a building, otherwise these

individuals should “be left or cast out of society as cumbersome” (XV.17). The need for

equality and uniformity in civil society carries over to the eighth and ninth laws of nature.

The eighth law of nature prohibits “contumely,” which occurs when any “man by deed, word,

countenance, or gesture, declare[s] hatred or contempt of another” (XV.20). Similarly the

ninth law of nature prohibits “pride,” for “The question ‘who is the better man?’ has no

place in the condition of mere nature,” and because no one enters into civil society unless

it is on equal terms, every individual must acknowledge all others as equals (XV.21). While

Hobbes puts forth these three laws of nature in order to preserve the equality that exists
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among human beings in the state of nature when they move into civil society, Hume’s ob-

jection suggests maintaining such equality is not natural, citing friendship as something in

which we are not inclined to deal in absolute equality. Though this would make it seem as if

Hobbes simply ignores friendship, Hume’s description of the inequalities friendship requires

may justify Hobbes’s omission of friendship: If one cannot form friendships without creating

one’s own equals and unequals, what place is there for friendship in a society and moral

philosophy that must maintain civil equality?

Before proceeding with Hume’s criticism of Hobbes, we must briefly take note of

how Hobbes’s ninth law of nature against pride takes aim at Aristotle. Criticizing Book

I, Chapters 3–7 of the Politics where Aristotle takes up the question of whether or not

there is a master and slave by nature, Hobbes accuses Aristotle of teaching it is natural

for wise philosophers such as himself to rule as masters over the less wise as servants even

though the master-servant relationship exists only by consent (XV.21). In addition to falsely

accusing Aristotle of making an argument for rule by philosophers in Book I of the Politics,

Hobbes fails to disclose a couple of important arguments that undermine his presentation of

Aristotle. For one, Aristotle’s discussion of the master and slave begins by openly raising the

question of whether these things are by nature (1253b20–22), and by the end of his inquiry

into the matter, he finds little support for the idea that master and slave exist by nature

in human beings for two reasons: first, because deciding who is master and slave by nature

really depends upon the souls of the human beings involved, discerning what makes these

“noble” is not as simple as noticing differences in bodily strength (1254b20–38); second,

and related to the soul, even those who claim others should be their slaves because they

have been conquered make this claim on the basis of virtue and vice (i.e., the masters and

their descendants are virtuous, while the slaves and their descendants are vicious), and such

things do not transfer from one generation to another as genetic traits (1255a3–1255b3).9

Although Aristotle does not find sufficient evidence for the natural basis of the master-slave

relationship between human beings, he does find basis for it within their souls, specifically

in the way the intellect rules the desires and insofar as these allow themselves to be ruled for

9All quotations from Aristotle’s Politics come from the Peter L. Phillips Simpson translation (The University
of North Carolina Press, 1997). When necessary, I amend the translation.
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the sake of carrying out what the intellect commands (1254b2–13); interestingly, Aristotle

describes the type of rule where there is both ruling and being ruled as “political,” which

is opposed to the “despotic” rule by which one thing simply masters the other without

its consent (1252a31–33).10 Here we catch a glimpse of an important difference in the way

Aristotle and Hobbes understand human nature: whereas Aristotle sees human actions as the

result of a political partnership between the intellect and the desires, Hobbes—who defines

the will as the “last appetite”—sees all human action as the product of bodily desires.

Returning now to Hume and the continuation of his refutation of Hobbesian argu-

ments, he focuses more on the nature of self-love in order to show how such arguments are

partial at best. In a short dialogue between himself and someone following Hobbes, after

suggesting such a person who fails to acknowledge “kindness or benefits. . . has forgotten the

movements of his heart,” Hume asks, “What say you of natural affection?. . . Is that also a

species of self-love?”, prompting the Hobbesian to respond, “All is self-love” and first going

on to explain how one’s own connections to children, friends, and country all depend on

the self, then adding any “movement” (presumably “action”) one gives oneself follows “from

vanity, and a desire of fame and reputation to this same self” (1987, 84–85). For his part,

Hume readily concedes there is probably self-love involved with these things, though with

an important caveat: the Hobbesian must admit “That species of self-love, which displays

itself in kindness to others. . . [has] great influence over human actions, and even greater, on

many occasions, than that which remains in its original shape and form” (1987, 85). In

keeping with his willingness to make some concessions to the Hobbesians, Hume provides a

dual account of kindnesses: on the one hand, those with “a family, children, and relations”

may “spend more on the maintenance and education of these than on their own pleasures”;

on the other hand, those who look to “the prosperity of their family and friends” may do so

as “one, or the chief of their pleasures, as well as their chief honor” (1987, 85). For Hume,

then, self-love has at least two forms: the more selfish “original shape and form” which seems

to be what Hobbes has in mind, or the form associated with kindness. Through kindness,

10For a more thorough look at how Aristotle’s discussion of the master-slave relationship reveals the tension
between law and convention and nature—and, in particular, the difficulties in determining what rule is
natural and just—see Wayne Ambler’s “Aristotle on Nature and Politics: The Case of Slavery” (1987).
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Hume presents an understanding of self-love capable of recognizing that sometimes individ-

uals either act without regard for their own pleasure, or they can act for the sake of doing

good to others and receive pleasure or honor from it (in other words, the pursuit of pleasure

or honor need not be mutually exclusive with doing good for another).

In addition to excluding the possibility of more benevolent pleasures from his political

philosophy, Hobbes puts no stock in glory or reputation (i.e., honor) as a viable political

passion both because glory will lead to quarrels “for trifles” (either in direct relation to oneself

or one’s relations with “kindred. . . friends. . . nation. . . profession. . . or name”) and because

the “glory or pride” that some depend on for others to keep their word and covenants is “a

generosity [or ‘nobility’] too rarely found to be presumed on, especially in the pursuers of

wealth, command, or sensual pleasure (which are the greatest part of mankind)” (XIV.31).11

Here we see two disagreements between Hobbes and Hume. First, Hobbes does not think a

benevolent self-love is as extensive as Hume suggests. Second, but more subtly, we cannot

let it escape our notice that when we combine the way Hobbes’s laws of nature look toward

advancing the interests of civil society with his statement about glory being the cause of

quarrels in a series of private concerns, we see him presenting these concerns as problematic.

This is further apparent in the way Hume’s Hobbesian interlocutor speaks of relations of

the self in an ascent from children in the household, on to friends outside of the household,

and finally the country. In short, whereas Hume speaks of three distinct levels of political

associations, Hobbes downplays all associations aside from the individual and civil society,

both of which are subject to the Leviathan (i.e., state) whose sole purpose is to ensure the

laws of nature are enforced. Consequently, for Hobbes, there is no real intermediary between

the individual and the state, with no clear sense of what is truly private.

Drawing his arguments to a close, Hume contends the philosophers who “have insisted

so much on the selfishness of man” have been “led astray” by two things: pleasure and

honor. Describing the mistake concerning pleasure, Hume says, “In the first place, they

found, that every act of virtue or friendship was attended with a secret pleasure; whence

they concluded, that friendship and virtue could not be disinterested. But the fallacy is

11My inclusion of “nobility” in brackets after “generosity” is in accord with the definition of the term Curley
provides in the glossary of his edition of Leviathan (1994, 554).

24



obvious. The virtuous sentiment or passion produces the pleasure, and does not arise from

it. I feel a pleasure in doing good to my friend, because I love him; but do not love him for

the sake of that pleasure” (1987, 85–86). Notice how Hume is careful not to deny pleasure’s

attachment to friendship and virtue while making sure he clarifies pleasure is part of the

love associated with friendship and the “sentiment or passion” associated with virtue. As

for honor’s association with virtue, Hume admits that while one cannot detach the love of

the “glory of virtuous deeds” from “the love of virtue,” it is overly harsh either to dismiss

the virtue of the action or determine the person who performs it is wholly “vain-glorious”

based on a “tincture” of vanity (1987, 86). Thus, by the conclusion of Hume’s essay, we see

Modern political philosophers like Hobbes easily dismiss principles for human action that

offer a more favorable understanding of human nature and suggest there is a kinship but

not a precise likeness between our private and public relations. To clarify, because virtue is

part of the pleasure of loving a friend and seeking praise from many others through virtuous

actions, it would seem helpful to consider virtue’s place in friendship and civil society in

order to understand the nature of each level of politics and their relation to one another.

While Hume is helpful for seeing what a philosopher like Hobbes excludes from his

moral philosophy—namely, friendship, virtue, and honor—he does not offer an explanation

in his essay for why Hobbes excludes these things. To move towards answering this question,

recall Hobbes presents his laws of nature as “the true and only moral philosophy.” Next, we

ought to take note of an argument related to this point from Chapter XLVI of Leviathan,

where Hobbes levies numerous challenges to Aristotle’s philosophy and the Catholic Church’s

appropriation of it. In Chapter XLVI, Hobbes describes Greek moral philosophy as nothing

“but a description of their own passions”; consequently, when Greek moral philosophers (like

Aristotle) make pronouncements on what is “good” and “bad,” they make general rules from

nothing more than “their own liking and disliking,” which should have no authority because

they lack the consent of everyone and the power of the commonwealth to enforce them

(XLVI.11). At first glance, Hobbes’s argument seems immediately persuasive, especially

since it is one we see in our own experiences so easily put forth as a response to moral

questions. But insofar as Hobbes says what is “good” and “bad” requires the consent of
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individuals and the power of the commonwealth to be valid, he conceals a radical thought:

there is no natural foundation for moral philosophy.

Now, given virtue’s appearance in all ten Books of the Nicomachean Ethics, to ac-

cept Hobbes’s self-professed refutation of Aristotle would be foolish. Indeed, if we remember

our earlier overview of Aristotle’s Ethics, honor, virtue, pleasure, and friendship all come to-

gether in Book IX’s account of the proper love of self-based on the intellect, which ultimately

sets the stage for Book X’s arguments about the need for the intellect to look to the good.

Accordingly, if Hobbes claims to teach “the true and only moral philosophy” through his

Leviathan, it is necessary for us to read it in this light. Through such a reading, we discover

Hobbes’s Leviathan is a work that aims to found political philosophy on the moral teach-

ing that pleasure is the good. By tracing the influence of this moral teaching throughout

Leviathan, we see the perplexities it creates for understanding human nature and political

life. With these perplexities brought forth, the need for a more thorough examination of

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics focused upon understanding how the work uses friendship

both to preserve the good in the face of fierce competition from pleasure and reveal the

natural foundations and limits of political life becomes clear.
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CHAPTER 2

THE MORAL FOUNDATION OF HOBBES’S POLITICAL SCIENCE

I believe that scarce anything can be more absurdly said in natural phi-
losophy than that which now is called Aristotle’s Metaphysics; nor more
repugnant to government than much of that he hath said in his Politics;
nor more ignorantly than a great part of his Ethics.

Thomas Hobbes

All students of politics are familiar with the argument for the necessity of government

to help human beings escape the “state of nature.” Thomas Hobbes introduces this argument

in Leviathan, a work where he describes the perils of the state of nature by saying human

life in such a state is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (VI.9). Although many

reason about politics in light of Hobbes’s conclusion about the state of nature, few consider

this conclusion within the context of its scientific and moral foundations. Prior to Hobbes’s

argument about the state of nature are his brief accounts of speech, reason, and science,

followed by a chapter where he addresses “manners” (i.e., morals) that begins with the

denial of the existence of a “greatest good” (XI.1). While one may be inclined to think such

a striking moral claim stands apart from what Hobbes has to say about science, a closer

examination of Leviathan reveals his denial of a “greatest good” is the foundation of his

natural and political science.

2.1. Science and Sensibility

Hobbes’s teaching on the state of nature is in Part I of Leviathan, “Of Man.” The first

chapter of Part I is “Of Sense,” which suggests the first thing we must come to understand

about ourselves as human beings is the work of our senses. According to Hobbes, the cause

of all sensation is the pressure of external bodies upon our senses (I.4). This pressure may

either occur immediately in the case of the senses of taste and touch, or mediately in the

cases of sight, hearing, and smell (I.4). With regards to the mediate senses, Hobbes indicates

the actions upon the respective organs for each sense by the object being sensed leads to

movement by various membranes and nerves within the body that concludes with either the

brain or heart pushing back against the body that is being sensed (I.4). We must take note

27



of Hobbes’s emphasis on the senses working by pressure because he claims such pressure is

the result of the motion of external bodies (I.4). Consequently, all sensation occurs when our

bodies push up against bodies outside of us. It is in this way that human beings must begin

to understand their place in the universe, for the universe is composed entirely of bodies in

motion (XLVI.15), and as a result of their own motion, human beings have the potential to

collide with all bodies in the universe (including themselves). According to this account, the

defining characteristic of life in the universe is resistance.

Given the random nature of motion in the universe, one may be puzzled as to how

Hobbes expects human beings to find their bearings. In order to help human beings under-

stand themselves, Hobbes turns to speech. The origin of speech is the creation of names

that allow human beings to remember their thoughts and explain them to others (IV.1).

By going back to the beginning of Leviathan, we learn all thoughts are the result of an

object outside of us exerting pressure on our senses (I.1). Speech, then, serves to help us

understand how we interact with the bodies around us through the imposition of names.

What is particularly worthy of attention in Hobbes’s account of names is how there are two

sides to their creation. In listing the four types of names, Hobbes separates the names of

external matter or bodies from the names given to the way those objects appear to our

senses (IV.17). In other words, names account both for bodies (i.e., objects) outside of our

own and how our own bodies sense those things. How our bodies affect the way we name

objects is important for Hobbes’s political teaching because he says such interactions lead to

individuals giving different names to the same thing (IV.24). These nominal disagreements

arise primarily because we experience either pleasure or displeasure from the sensation of

an object outside of ourselves (IV.24). Whether we are pleased or displeased by an object

depends primarily upon the varying make-ups of our bodies and the different opinions we

hold (IV.24). Because our bodies and opinions differ, Hobbes says all names are colored by

our passions (IV.24). Due to this fact, Hobbes says we must be wary of the words others use

in their reasoning, particular in matters of virtue and vice (IV.24). The reader thus receives

a moral argument in the middle of a discussion establishing the foundation for Hobbes’s

understanding of reason and science. If we are to engage in proper moral reasoning, Hobbes
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teaches us to be aware of how the names we use for such reasoning are relative to the passions

we each experience as individuals.

While Hobbes ends his account of speech by introducing the problem passions pose

to moral reasoning, he also appears to be concerned with how the passions influence human

reason in general. Truth, according to Hobbes, “consisteth in the right ordering of names”

(IV.12). In order to ensure the proper ordering of names, we must have clear definitions for

every name (IV.12). Because names are so integral to Hobbes’s understanding of the truth,

he puts forward geometry as a model science since it begins with human beings settling the

definitions of the words they use, thereby allowing us to attain “precise truth” (IV.12).1

Geometry admits of precision because its definitions are the clear first principles from which

all subsequent reasoning proceeds. In order to attain “precise truth” from geometry, all

we must do is reason from one principle to the other in the proper order. If we succeed

in this task, then there is no reason why the truth of our reasoning would not be clear to

anyone. Because geometry’s precision results from settling certain names and definitions, it

is a science perfectly suited to address the problem our passions pose for naming objects.

Although our passions may incline us to provide different names to the same object, geom-

etry’s concern with definitions suggests that if we all can come to an agreement about the

words we will use to refer to individual objects outside of ourselves, then we can avoid the

disagreements that would prevent us from progressing in science.

Hobbes’s brief examination of geometry is an important foundation for his under-

standing of reason and science. Hobbes defines “Reason” as the adding and subtracting

of “the consequences of general names agreed upon (emphasis added) for the marking and

signifying of our thoughts” (V.2). The distinction between thoughts that are “marked” or

“signified” is that the former are thoughts we have come to ourselves while the latter are

thoughts made by others of which we approve (V.2). Reason thus works like a mathemat-

ical equation, and where the consequences (i.e., definitions) of names cannot be added or

subtracted from one another, there is no place for reason (V.1). Hobbes also stresses the

importance of establishing the certainty of our definitions by having agreed upon them before

1Unless otherwise noted, the emphasis in Hobbes’s text is his own, not mine.
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we reason, otherwise our conclusions lack a firm foundation (V.4). Because reason requires

agreeing upon common definitions, Hobbes asserts “reason is not, as sense and memory, born

with us. . . but attained by industry” (V.17). In other words, reason is not natural for human

beings. Instead, human beings attain reason first by establishing names, then by connecting

those names to one another in accordance with their definitions, and finally determining the

consequences of those connections as they relate to the objects about which we have rea-

soned (V.17). According to Hobbes, this “knowledge of consequences” is “Science” (V.17).

Such knowledge, however, is not merely contemplative. Hobbes’s conception of science is

practical, for it allows us to produce something whenever we need it “because when we see

how anything comes about, upon what causes, and by what manner, when the like causes

come into our power, we see how to make it produce like effects” (V.17). Science, then, is

the knowledge that allows us to replicate cause and effect. Although reason and science are

not natural to human beings like sense and memory, reason and science still depend upon

the “past and irrevocable knowledge”—“fact”—attained by sense and memory (V.17). The

“facts” of our sense and memory are the bodies we have encountered. Speech allows us to

name these “facts,” and with these names we are able to determine how one fact follows

from another (i.e., cause and effect) (V.17). Whereas sense and memory are in some ways

at the mercy of nature, science allows us to have power over nature.

Because Hobbes suggests science can give human beings power over nature, we must

ask what the purpose of this power is. To put the question in Hobbes’s terms, why do we

need knowledge of cause and effect in order to produce something at will? The answer to

this question comes as Hobbes fully ties together speech, reason, and science, saying, “The

light of human minds is perspicuous words, but by exact definitions first snuffed and purged

from ambiguity; reason is the pace, increase of science, the way ; and the benefit of mankind,

the end” (V.20). In the first part of the preceding quotation, Hobbes says it is clearly

defined words that illuminate the workings of the human mind. It is the task of reason

to lead human beings to take the steps by which they clarify their definitions of the words

that will allow them to progress in science and develop the knowledge of causes and effects

to benefit all human beings. Given this line of thought, there are two points of which we
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should take notice. First, our understanding of how the human mind works does not come

naturally to us. Instead, we must agree upon the definitions of words in order to attain this

knowledge. Second, although Hobbes says reason and science are directed towards the end

of “the benefit of mankind,” it is not yet clear what that end entails. Reason and science

are thus instrumental to a purpose Hobbes has yet to explain. To discover the nature of the

end Hobbes has in mind, we must examine his political teaching.

2.2. Passions and Politics

2.2.1. Felicity and Morality Through Human Motion

Immediately after his account of reason and science, Hobbes begins to lay the foun-

dations for his political teaching by providing an account of the passions where he describes

the motions of the human body like the movement of bodies in the universe. There are two

types of motion experienced by human beings. The first form of motion is “vital,” which

entails the mechanical workings of the body such as the beating of the heart, and therefore

cannot be controlled by human beings (VI.1). The second form of motion is “animal,” which

Hobbes designates as “voluntary” since the movement of our limbs originates in the mind

(VI.1). An important qualification of animal motion is that even though it begins with the

imagination of a past sensation in the mind, this imagination is a small motion within the

body (VI.1, II.2–3). Consequently, Hobbes does not treat the mind as being distinct from

the body. Because the mind is not distinct from the body, all animal (or voluntary) motion

depends upon the outside world. As Hobbes’s account progresses, he defines the “animal”

motion of human beings as “endeavour,” which is either “appetite or desire” or “aversion”;

appetite is endeavour towards something, while aversion is endeavour away from something

(VI.2). In either case, all human motion has an external body as its point of reference.

Shortly after introducing appetites and aversions as the two fundamental endeavours

of human beings, Hobbes establishes the moral foundations of his politics. Hobbes says,

“Because the constitution of a man’s body is in continual mutation, it is impossible that all

the same things should always cause in him the same appetites and aversions;2 much less can

all men consent in the desire of almost any one and the same object” (VI.6). There are two

2Cf. Machiavelli’s Discourses on Livy, Preface to Book II, paragraph 3.
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important implications from the preceding statement. First, no human being experiences

the same appetites and aversions throughout one’s life because the body always changes.

Second, human beings are unable to reach agreements to pursue the same thing because

they all desire different things. Once Hobbes establishes the relative nature of appetites and

aversions—and therefore all human motion—he defines “good” and “evil” as the objects of

each individual’s appetites and aversions, respectively (VI.7). The only way to define “good”

and “evil” outside of one’s own appetites and aversions is to establish a commonwealth by

the consent of individuals to designate what appetites and aversions are permitted and

prohibited (VI.7). Taken together, the preceding passages allude to an important conclusion

for Hobbes’s political philosophy: politics is the remedy to a moral problem that exists by

nature.

Although Hobbes presents his definitions of “good” and “evil” as if they are a con-

sequence of human beings’ variable nature, his refinement of these ideas suggests his ar-

gument rests on a particular understanding of the good. In an examination of the Latin

terms “pulchrum” and “turpe,” which refer to the expectation of good or evil, respectively,

Hobbes notes how “pulchrum” is often associated with something “beautiful. . . gallant, or

honourable” while “turpe” often refers to “deformed, ugly, [or] base” things (VI.8). Hobbes

finds fault with these ideas because they deal only with the “countenance” (or outward ap-

pearance) of something (VI.8). Hobbes’s criticism of “pulchrum” and “turpe” is subtle, but

quite important. Those who pursue “beautiful” things or avoid “ugly” ones do so because

those things appear good or evil to them. Such outward appearances, however, can be de-

ceiving. In order to avoid this type of self-deception, Hobbes provides a clearer basis for

judging good and evil, saying, “Of good there be three kinds: good in the promise, that is

pulchrum; good in effect, as the end desired, which is called jucundum, delightful ; and good

as the means, which is called utile, profitable; and as many of evil; for evil in promise is

that they call turpe; evil in effect and end is molestum, unpleasant, troublesome; and evil

in the means inutile, unprofitable, hurtful” (VI.8). As an end, Hobbes connects the good

to the experience of delight—to pleasure. Conversely, the evil end is displeasure. It is in

light of pleasure and displeasure that Hobbes intends for us to understand the goodness of
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means. Means are useful and “profitable” when they bring us pleasure; they are not-useful

and “unprofitable” when they bring us displeasure. Hobbes thus redefines “pulchrum” as

the expectation of pleasure from something and “turpe” as the expectation of displeasure.

Through redefining “pulchrum” and “turpe” in reference to pleasure as the good to be

sought and displeasure as the evil to be avoided, Hobbes is able to establish the relationship

between the mind and body to the outside world. Hobbes says when the senses react to the

pressure of external objects and those reactions move throughout the body to the heart, “the

appearance or sense of that motion, is that we either call Delight, or Trouble of Mind” (VI.9).

In this respect, vital and animal motion are connected since our reaction to the external world

leads us to direct our bodies either towards or away from those objects (VI.9). We are drawn

towards objects from which we expect pleasure while we are averse to the objects from which

we expect displeasure (VI.9). On this basis, Hobbes defines “pleasure” as “the appearance, or

sense, of good” and “displeasure” as “the appearance, or sense, of evil” (VI.11). With these

definitions, Hobbes corrects the problem of the traditional understanding of “pulchrum” and

“turpe” since we are drawn to something not by how the thing itself looks, but by how the

thing perceived appears to our own senses—by how it feels. To clarify by using an example,

rather than one being drawn to a piece of chocolate cake because it looks good, one is drawn

to the piece of chocolate cake because one expects pleasure from eating it. By this account,

all human action has its source in each individual’s expectations of pleasure and displeasure.

Because each individual’s body is different, all human beings will have different expectations

for what brings pleasure and displeasure to themselves.

Given our bodily relation to the outside world through feeling pleasure and displea-

sure, Hobbes must find a way to explain human action that is consistent with a universe

composed solely of bodies. Prior to any given action, human beings deliberate. For Hobbes,

deliberation consists primarily in a continuous alternation of appetites and aversions (VI.49–

52). The “last appetite” in this process is the will (VI.53). Hobbes notes how his definition of

the will is peculiar since he chooses not to define it as a human faculty, but by “the act. . . of

willing” (VI.53). Further, by placing the will as the last desire in the motion of desires

in the body, Hobbes thinks he provides a superior definition to the Scholastic definition of

33



the will as “rational appetite” since defining the will as the last desire explains how human

beings may act against reason (VI.53). There are two important consequences of Hobbes’s

clarifications of his understanding of the will. First, there is no faculty responsible for choice.

Instead, all human choice can be explained by the motions of the body and understood in

terms of feeling pleasure and displeasure with each successive appetite and aversion. Second,

through suggesting he can explain how human beings may act against reason, Hobbes seems

to preserve the tension between reason and desire in such a way as to hold reason is superior

to desire. Thus, at the same time as Hobbes radically claims the will is only bodily motion

and not a rational or spiritual faculty, he appears to defend the traditional understanding of

reason being above the desires and not subject to them.

While Hobbes’s account of the will leaves open the possibility of reason being a

higher faculty than the desires, his account of the passion of felicity—the closest he comes

to speaking of happiness—focuses solely on the desires. Hobbes defines “Felicity” as the

“Continual success in obtaining those things which a man from time to time desireth, that

is to say, continual prospering” (VI.58). Hobbes contrasts his understanding of felicity with

its more traditional understanding as the “perpetual tranquility of mind,” something that is

not possible “because life itself is but motion, and can never be without desire, nor without

fear, no more than without sense” (VI.58). Recall how Hobbes earlier connects the mind

to the body through the small motions in the body by which we experience pleasure and

pain.3 With felicity, Hobbes suggests the body’s continuous feeling of pleasure is the closest

human beings can come to happiness. Hobbes comes to this conclusion because human life

can only be understood as the motion of desires within the body initiated by the sensation

of external objects. Through these arguments, Hobbes fully accounts for our place in the

universe of bodies in motion by showing how we too are bodies in motion that collide with

other bodies. By pushing up against the bodies outside of us, we learn which ones bring us

pleasure and displeasure, good and evil. Thus, through motion, we begin to take our own

moral bearings.

In Chapter XI, “Of the Difference of Manners,” Hobbes continues his discussion of

3Cf. VI.9–11, pg. 33 above.
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felicity at the start of his examination of morals, “those qualities of mankind that concern

their living together in peace and unity. To which end we are to consider that the felicity

of this life consisteth not in the repose of a mind satisfied” (XI.1). Morals, then, exist for

the sake of peaceful society, and felicity must be understood in relation to this political goal.

Yet Hobbes is not interested in confining his understanding of felicity only to politics. In

what appears to be a digression from further examination of felicity, Hobbes says, “For there

is no such Finis ultimus (utmost aim) nor Summum Bonum (greatest good) as is spoken

of in the books of the old moral philosophers” (XI.1). With this statement, Hobbes makes

a striking rejection of all Ancient moral philosophy. Although Hobbes’s statement is an

apparent non sequitur, he justifies his claim against Ancient moral philosophy by refining

the idea of felicity, saying, “Nor can a man any more live, whose desires are at an end, than

he whose senses and imaginations are at a stand. Felicity is a continual progress of the

desire, from one object to another, the attaining of the former being still but the way to the

latter. The cause whereof is that the object of man’s desire is not to enjoy once only, and for

one instant of time, but to assure forever the way of his future desire” (XI.1). According to

Hobbes, the “old moral philosophers” spoke of a “greatest good” because they were ignorant

of the nature of human beings, mistakenly teaching the human mind can be satisfied because

they did not understand the bodily nature of desires. Because the motion of desires depends

upon how our own bodies push up against those around us, thereby producing different

pleasures and pains, goods and evils, it is not possible to understand the good as singular

and universal. Instead, human beings desire different things, and after satisfying one desire,

they move on to the next and attempt to secure the progress of their desires throughout

their lives. Given the nature of desire, Hobbes puts forth an understanding of human action

in line with his account of human nature, saying, “And therefore the voluntary actions and

inclinations of all men tend, not only to the procuring, but also to the assuring of a contented

life, and differ only in the way; which ariseth partly from the diversity of passions in divers

men, and partly from the difference of the knowledge or opinion each one has of the causes

which produce the effect desired” (XI.1). Given the variable nature of desires, Hobbes finds

a way to preserve the idea of felicity without connecting it to the idea of a single good. For
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Hobbes, all human beings seek to secure the ability to satisfy their desires and pursue new

ones, but the content of these desires varies from one individual to another. These different

desires may be attributed either to the different passions human beings feel because their

bodies are different, or because their science (i.e., knowledge of which causes produce certain

effects) of pleasure and pain differ.

Once Hobbes establishes the desire of all human beings to pursue felicity in whatever

way they feel, he provides the foundation for a new understanding of human life. Hobbes

says, “I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a perpetual and restless desire of power

after power, that ceaseth only in death. And the cause of this is not always that a man hopes

for a more intensive delight than he has already attained to, or that he cannot be content

with a moderate power, but because he cannot assure the power and means to live well,

which he hath present, without the acquisition of more” (XI.2). For Hobbes, human life is

the pursuit of power, and the purpose of power is to secure our ability to satisfy our desires

throughout the entirety of our lives until we die. Through this understanding of power,

Hobbes incorporates human beings’ physical and moral characteristics into his materialistic

understanding of the universe. In Chapter X, Hobbes defines “power” as human beings’

“present means to obtain some future apparent good” (X.1). With this brief definition, we

learn two important features about the nature of power. First, power is instrumental, a

means to attaining an end. Second, because power is a means to an “apparent good,” there

is no single good at which power aims. Continuing to elaborate upon his understanding of

power, Hobbes says it comes in two forms: “Natural power is the eminence of the faculties

of body or mind, as extraordinary strength, form, prudence, arts, eloquence, liberality, no-

bility. Instrumental are those powers which, acquired by these or by fortune, are means and

instruments to acquire more, as riches, reputation, friends, and the secret working of God,

which men call good luck. For the nature of power is in this point like to fame, increasing

as it proceeds; or like the motion of heavy bodies, which, the further they go, make still the

more haste” (X.2). Although Hobbes seems to distinguish natural and instrumental powers,

his definitions suggest the two are closely tied to one another, for natural power is a means

to acquire instrumental power, and instrumental power is a means to acquire more instru-
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mental powers. The relationship between natural and instrumental power helps illuminate

Hobbes’s final point in his definition: power is progressive in nature. The more powers we

acquire, the more powerful we become, just as “heavy bodies” in motion gain speed as they

continue to move. But the progressive pursuit of power is not confined solely to instrumental

powers, for recall how Hobbes defines felicity as “the continual progress of the desire, from

one object to another, the attaining of the former being still but the way to the latter.”4

The motions of our bodies according to our variable desires are themselves powers inspired

by the bodies in the world outside of us. Through our desires, we seek to acquire whatever

apparent goods we feel are necessary to secure our lives—to secure the ability to desire.5 By

nature, then, all human beings pursue power.

2.2.2. The State of Nature

Our natural desire for power serves as the foundation for Hobbes’s teaching on the

state of nature being a state of war. After claiming all human beings are equal both because

the weakest and strongest individuals are capable of killing one another and all individuals

think they are wiser than all others, Hobbes says human beings will become enemies to

one another if ever there arises an occasion where individuals desire the same thing but

“cannot both enjoy” it (XIII.1–3). As for why individuals would desire something, Hobbes

provides two possible ends for actions that are more concrete than an “apparent good,”

saying individuals act either for the sake of their own preservation or their “delectation”

(i.e., delight, pleasure) (XIII.3). Although Hobbes divides self-preservation and pleasure

as ends, recall how life and desire are inseparable from one another.6 Because desires are

the fundamental characteristics of human life, the potential for conflict between individuals

is natural and inevitable. The only natural response to such a situation is to attempt to

master as many people as possible until there is no power greater than oneself (XIII.4).

Under such conditions, individuals live in a state of war, a state that exists not only when

individuals fight with one another, but are predisposed to fight (XIII.8). Left in this natural

4Cf. XI.1, pg. 35 above.
5Cf. The Prince, Chapter III, where Machiavelli claims “it is a very natural and ordinary thing to desire to
acquire” (1985, 14).
6Cf. XI.1.

37



state, individuals live in fear of one another and feel “diffidence” (mistrust) towards others

(XIII.4).

By suggesting fear and mistrust are the natural consequences of our varying and

competing desires, Hobbes presents the state of nature in a tragic light. In such a state,

“there is no place for industry. . . no knowledge of the face of the earth. . . no arts, no letters,

no society, and which is worst of all, continual fear and danger of violent death, and the

life of man solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (XIII.9). By nature, human beings are

destined to remain forever fearful of a miserable death. Reflecting on our tragic natural state,

Hobbes says, “It may seem strange. . . that nature should thus dissociate, and render men

apt to invade and destroy one another” (XIII.10). After noting this conclusion is evident

to anyone who consults their passions, Hobbes turns to readers who may be skeptical of

his negative conclusion (XIII.10). For such skeptics, Hobbes asks them to reflect on their

own experience and consider why they are likely to travel with weapons, lock the doors to

their homes, or lock chests with valuables in them to protect those goods from their servants

and children (XIII.10). After his brief thought experiment, Hobbes asks if these actions

by potential skeptics are any different than his understanding of the state of nature, saying,

“Does he not there as much accuse mankind by his actions, as I do by my words? But neither

of us accuse man’s nature in it. The desires and other passions of man are in themselves

no sin. No more are the actions that proceed from those passions, till they know a law that

forbids them—which till laws be made they cannot know. Nor can any law be made, till

they have agreed upon the person that shall make it” (XIII.10). The preceding sequence

of arguments is crucial to Hobbes’s political philosophy. Hobbes begins by acknowledging

the strangeness of claiming nature is hostile to human life. In order for his argument about

the state of nature to be convincing, Hobbes must find a way to lead readers to this harsh

truth. Although the key to Hobbes’s argument rests in his understanding of the passions,

initially he directs his readers’ attention away from the passions and asks them to consider

what they have done to secure themselves and reflect on why they take such actions. Taking

the example of locking valuables in a chest in the house, why would we engage in such

actions if we were not fearful of losing our possessions and mistrustful of those who live with
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us? With such an example, Hobbes makes his readers realize how natural it is to feel the

passions of fear and diffidence. Once readers feel fear and diffidence, they must confront the

unsettling idea that they would not feel such passions unless their fellow human beings are

not naturally good. Hobbes, however, says he is not accusing human nature, nor can he do

so. According to Hobbes, actions and passions cannot be considered sinful (i.e., evil) unless

they are forbidden by laws made by an authority established by the consent of all individuals

who live under it.7 Consequently, human nature is neither inherently good nor evil. Moral

distinctions between human beings exist only when there are laws in place to make such

distinctions. Because laws have no natural basis, morality is purely conventional. If human

beings have any moral qualities, then they must be created and enforced by politics.

Since there is no natural morality, it is not surprising to see Hobbes draw the discus-

sion of the state of nature to a close by saying there is no such thing as justice or injustice

in such a state (XIII.13). Hobbes denies the existence of justice and injustice in the state

of nature on the following grounds: “Where there is no common power, there is no law;

where no law, no injustice” (XIII.13). The first part of Hobbes’s argument echoes an idea

expressed earlier in the teaching on the state of nature, namely, individuals can only avoid

conflict over their desires if there is a “common power to keep them in awe” (XIII.8). Unlike

Hobbes’s first mention of a “common power” and the possibility of producing peace, his later

statement suggests how this common power can achieve its desired goal: law. Note how the

law as Hobbes understands it is not natural, for it depends on the force of a common power

to have any meaning.8 Justice also requires this common power, for “Justice and injustice

are none of the faculties neither of the body, nor mind. If they were, they might be in a

man that were alone in the world, as well as his senses and passions. They are qualities

that relate to men in society, not in solitude” (XIII.13). Recall earlier how Hobbes makes

little distinction between the mind and body.9 Because the mind operates by feeling either

7Hobbes’s argument is radically anti-Christian, for not only does it deny the Biblical claim that human
nature is fallen, it also suggests the authority of God and His laws is illegitimate because humanity has not
consented to His sovereignty.
8Cf. The Prince, Chapter XII: “The principal foundations that all states have are good laws and good arms.
And because there cannot be good laws where there are not good arms, and where there are good arms there
must be good laws, I shall leave out the reasoning on laws and shall speak of arms” (1985, 48).
9Cf. pg. 31 above.
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pleasure or displeasure from the pressure of external bodies upon one’s own senses, it is not

possible for the mind to work without the body’s sensation of the world. Further, because

the desires are motions that are not fully in our own control, the only way to restrain them

is through the opposition of an outside force (or power). Just as the collision of bodies in

the universe is inevitable, so too are the collisions between human beings in the state of na-

ture since their desires force them to take notice of the objects outside of themselves and the

other human beings who desire those objects. These conflicts give rise to the need for justice.

Since human beings have no natural capacity for morality or justice, such ideas require more

conventional foundations. Thankfully, Hobbes says the condition of “mere nature” is not

entirely hopeless, for the way out may be found through the passions and reason (XIII.14).

Once Hobbes establishes the state of nature as a condition from which all human

beings may escape through the use of their passions and reason, his science of politics begins

to take shape. Science, the knowledge of how to use causes to produce certain effects, depends

upon reason, the proper ordering of names. Reason, in turn, depends upon names, and

names depend upon both the passions and consent of individuals.10 Whether or not science

is possible depends upon individuals’ ability to agree on names for objects in the world

around them. Without this agreement, objects in the world will have as many names as

individuals have desires (i.e., infinite possibilities). With agreement, however, the possibility

for progressing in science emerges since all individuals work from the same foundation. What,

then, does this mean for politics? Hobbes claims there are three “passions that incline men

to peace”: “fear of death, desire of such things as are necessary to commodious living, and

a hope by their industry to attain them” (XIII.14). Although it seems negative to begin

by saying “fear of death” is the first passion to lead human beings to peace, one must keep

in mind how desire drives all three passions. Because Hobbes defines life as the perpetual

motion of desires, death must be understood as the end of desire. Thus, so long as human

beings live, they will desire things to make their lives more comfortable, and they hope they

may be able to attain such things by their “industry.” Left in the state of nature, however,

there is no security for one’s own body or desires, nor is there security for possessions, for

10Cf. the last two paragraphs of Section 2.1, “Science and Sensibility,” starting on pg. 29 above.
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no possession is rightly one’s own and safe in the state of nature (XIII.13). But, if human

beings recognize the misery of such a condition, the possibility opens to secure their lives—to

achieve “the benefit of mankind.”

2.2.3. The Laws of Nature and the Science of Politics

In order to secure their lives, Hobbes presents the “Laws of Nature” as “convenient ar-

ticles of peace” suggested by reason “upon which men may be drawn to agreement” (XIII.14).

Hobbes defines a “Law of Nature” as “a precept or general rule, found out by reason, by

which a man is forbidden to do that which is destructive of his life or taketh away the means

of preserving the same, and to omit that by which he thinketh it may best be preserved”

(XIV.3).11 In contrast to a “Right of Nature,” a “Law of Nature” is binding (XIV.1, 3).

Consequently, one must always act for the sake of self-preservation. Because the state of

nature is a state of war, human beings have equal right to all things, including one another’s

bodies (XIV.4). From this condition, Hobbes says the first law of nature commands all hu-

man beings “to seek peace” (XIV.4). If, however, other human beings do not attempt to seek

peace, then they must “defend [them]selves” (XIV.4). Because the state of war has its roots

in the equal right to all things, the second law of nature commands human beings to lay

down their rights to all things as far as all others are willing to do the same (XIV.5). One’s

right to all things may either be renounced or transferred through words and/or actions,

which means one may either forfeit a right to something with little regard for who takes that

thing, or one may intend for the right to something to pass to a certain person (XIV.7–8).

In keeping with the fundamental law of nature, there are certain limits to the transferring

or renunciation of rights, for “Whenever a man transferreth his right or renounceth it, it

is either in consideration of some right reciprocally transferred to himself or for some other

good he hopeth for thereby. For it is a voluntary act, and of the voluntary acts of every

man the object is some good to himself ” (XIV.8). In laying down one’s rights to all things,

Hobbes emphasizes how individuals seek some good for themselves, but in such a way as

to keep in line with his earlier claim that there is no greatest good. Although Hobbes does

11Here Hobbes speaks of reason as a faculty, which seems to be different than the way he speaks of reason
in Chapter V. While this appears as if Hobbes is not consistent in his understanding of reason, we find this
is not the case as his account of the laws of nature develops.
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not comment on the nature of this good, we can at least deduce from the fundamental law

of nature that every individual expects a good that will benefit one’s own life. Since life

is the continuation of desire, we know all individuals pursue goods to satisfy their desires.

In accordance with self-preservation and the pursuit of relative goods, no individual can lay

down the right of defending oneself from threats of death, injury, or imprisonment; in sum,

no individual can forfeit the right to life (XIV.9). Following Hobbes’s prior arguments about

science and human life, the prohibition against violating the fundamental law of nature for-

bids human beings from attempting to end their desires—from putting to an end their vital

and animal motions.

The means by which human beings can secure themselves by laying down their right

to all things as far as others are willing are contracts or covenants. Contracts form when

rights are mutually transferred, whereas covenants form when one side transfers a right and

the other promises to perform one’s part at a later time (XIV.9–11). The formation of

contracts and covenants in the state of nature is problematic since there is no guarantee

either party will fulfill its promises “because the bonds of words are too weak to bridle men’s

ambition, avarice, anger, and other passions, without the fear of some coercive power; which

in the condition of mere nature, where all men are equal and judges of the justness of their

own fears, cannot possibly be supposed” (XIV.18). Further, those who perform their parts

of the covenant first in the state of nature make themselves prey to others who may take

advantage of them, thereby violating the fundamental law of nature by putting one’s own

life at risk (XIV.18). In order to fulfill the fundamental law of nature, government must

exist to provide the necessary power to hold individuals to their promises. Although Hobbes

suggests the desire for “glory or pride” in keeping one’s promises may add power to words,

he does not find such a passion to be a reliable foundation for the keeping of covenants;

instead, “the passion to be reckoned upon is fear” (XIV.31). Accordingly, since few human

beings keep commitments out of a sense of justice or honor, fear of a coercive power is the

most reliable force that prevents individuals from taking advantage of one another.

Unlike the state of nature where the ideas of justice and injustice do not exist, the

third law of nature contains the “fountain and original of justice” by commanding human
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beings to “perform their covenants made,” for this is the only way to ensure peace and prevent

humanity from regressing into the state of war (XV.2). Justice and injustice originate with

this law of nature because no rights can be violated until individuals form covenants to

transfer rights between one another (XV.2). Justice and injustice also require a coercive

power above individuals making covenants to ensure they fulfill their promises by providing

them “the terror of some punishment greater than the benefit they expect by the breach of

the covenant and to make good that propriety which by mutual contract men acquire, in

recompense of the universal right they abandon” (XV.3). In addition to forcing individuals

to fulfill their covenants, Hobbes introduces a second purpose for government: the security

of property. Tying together these two purposes of government, Hobbes says, “The nature

of justice consisteth in keeping valid covenants; but the validity of covenants begins not but

with the constitution of a civil power sufficient to compel men to keep them; and then it

is also that propriety begins” (XV.3). The introduction of property marks a progression in

the goal of self-preservation consistent with the fundamental problem of the state of nature:

because all individuals have equal right to all things, nothing can justly be claimed as their

own, thereby putting their lives in danger whenever they attempt to lay claim to something

as their property. In order to secure the lives of individuals, government must secure their

property by providing the necessary force to compel individuals to adhere to the covenants

limiting their rights to all things. Consequently, justice and the protection of property are

synonymous with one another.12

By adding the protection of property to government’s end of self-preservation, Hobbes

continues to build on his scientific principles from Chapters IV and V by emphasizing the

relationship of individuals in the state of nature to the bodies around them. In the state

of nature, individuals sense objects around themselves and either are drawn towards them

or pushed away by the feelings of pleasure or pain. If two individuals are drawn to the

same object, then they notice both the object and the other individual who desires it. Each

individual’s perception of the other brings with it the recognition of an enemy who stands

12Cf. Locke’s Second Treatise, Chapter IX: “The great and chief end therefore, of Mens uniting into Com-
monwealths, and putting themselves under government, is the Preservation of their Property” (1970, §124).
Also see Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, Part II: “From property, once recognized, the first
rules of justice necessarily followed” (1997, §24).
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in the way of one’s ability to satisfy a present desire. At this moment, the state of war

intensifies, moving from potential to reality. From a scientific perspective, conflict in the

state of nature is inevitable because it is the result of bodies in motion. Because individuals

cannot control their desires (for the end of desire is the end of life), their motion will always

force them to collide with others. Thus, desire is always the cause of conflict. Science,

however, allows us to recognize this problem and alter the effect to a more desired end. The

goal of political science, then, is to control the motions of human beings in such a way as to

promote peace.

At the end of the account of the laws of nature, Hobbes emphasizes the necessity

for coercive power to make their realization possible, saying, “The laws of nature bind

in foro interno, that is to say, they bind to a desire they should take place; but in foro

externo, that is, to the putting them in act, not always. For he that should be modest and

tractable, and perform all he promises, in such time and place where no man else should do

so, should but make himself a prey to others, and procure his own certain ruin, contrary to

the ground of all laws of nature, which tend to nature’s preservation” (XV.36). Although

Hobbes says we should all find the laws of nature desirable in their own right, he also says

it is detrimental to our own self-preservation if we observe the laws of nature when no one

else does. Consequently, whether or not we follow the laws of nature depends upon what we

observe in the actions (or motions) of individuals around us. Admittedly this line of thought

makes the prospects of others living according to the laws of nature seem bleak, yet Hobbes

suggests they may come into effect rather simply when he says, “The same laws, because

they oblige only to a desire and endeavour (I mean an unfeigned and constant endeavour) are

easy to be observed. For in that they require nothing but endeavour, he that endeavoureth

their performance fulfilleth them; and he that fulfilleth the law is just” (XV.39). In order

for individuals to escape the state of war, they must act on the desire to fulfill the laws of

nature. When individuals feel this desire within themselves, they will become just. One

problem, however, remains: How can individuals realize their desire to be just when they

live amongst others in a state of war where neither justice nor injustice exist?

In Chapter XVII, Hobbes explains the foundation of the commonwealth. Somewhat
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cynically, Hobbes begins by saying, “The final cause, end, or design of men (who naturally

love liberty and dominion over others) in the introduction of that restraint upon themselves

in which we see them live in commonwealths is the foresight of their own preservation, and

of a more contented life thereby” (XVII.1). In other words, those who wish to be able to

pursue what they want without impediment and rule over others create government to ensure

the security of their lives and the fruits of that security (i.e., property). More importantly,

government is necessary for the sake of the laws of nature, for “without the terror of some

power to cause them to be observed,” they are “contrary to our natural passions” because

“covenants without the sword are but words, and of no strength to secure a man at all”

(XVII.1–2). In the state of nature, individuals are free to take advantage of others for the

sake of satisfying their desires because there is no power of punishment to hold them back

from such selfish behavior. When we combine human beings’ natural disposition towards

conflict with Hobbes’s statement about the laws of nature being binding only when a power

exists to enforce them, it is clear human nature—when left to itself—will not incline human

beings towards peace. Instead, the achievement of peace will be through unnatural means.

By suggesting political society is unnatural, Hobbes admits he challenges the Aris-

totelian understanding of human beings as political animals (cf. Politics 1253a1–17). Taking

bees and ants as his example (the former insect appears in Aristotle’s Politics), Hobbes offers

six reasons why human beings are not political animals (XVII.7–12), two of which are of

particular note. First, unlike bees and ants, Hobbes claims the common good and the private

good are distinct for human beings (XVII.8). Secondly, “the agreement of these creatures is

natural; that of men is by covenant only, which is artificial; and therefore, it is no wonder if

there be somewhat else required (besides covenant) to make their agreement constant and

lasting, which is a common power to keep them in awe, and to direct their actions to the

common benefit” (XVII.12).13 The nature of human beings prevents them from being able

13Hobbes’s other justifications for why human beings are not political animals are, in the order that they
appear: Human beings compete for honor in a way these insects do not (XVII.7); Because bees and ants
lack the use of reason, they cannot determine that their government is poorly run and that they would do
better than the present rulers (XVII.9); Insects’ lack of a capacity for speech does not make it possible for
them to use it to lie about good and evil (XVII.10); Human beings are prone to conflict in times of peace
because they wish to show they are superior to one another (XVII.11).
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to pursue the common good of their own accord. Human beings are not political because

their primary concern is the satisfaction of their desires, which are naturally unique to an

individual’s body. Because desires drive human beings into conflict with one another, it is

impossible for them to serve as the foundation for political cooperation. As a result, govern-

ment is necessary to hold the hostile motions of human beings in check and channel them in

such a way as to advance the “common benefit” in spite of human nature’s tendencies.14 The

foundations for political society, then, are not found in human nature, but a power external

to human beings: the state.

In order to create the “common power” necessary for self-preservation—which entails

securing individuals “in such sort as that by their own industry, and by the fruits of the

earth, they may nourish themselves and live contentedly”—Hobbes says individuals must

“confer all their power and strength upon one man, or upon one assembly of men, that may

reduce all their wills, by plurality of voices, unto one will” (XVII.13). All individuals’ wills

thereby become subject to the will of the power they have created, and that power’s judgment

becomes their judgment (XVII.13). Individuals confer their wills to this common power in

accordance with the second law of nature since they each renounce power to the extent

that others renounce their power (XVII.13). The creation of the commonwealth marks the

pinnacle of Hobbes’s political science. Recall how in Chapter VI Hobbes defines the will as

the last desire. Further, Hobbes says following the laws of nature is “easy” since all one must

do is desire to follow them. Thus, when Hobbes says the commonwealth is the product of

individual wills consenting to one will, this means individuals escape the state of nature and

enter civil society when they all share the desire to create the commonwealth through which

the fulfillment of the laws of nature becomes possible. In addition to securing their lives,

the commonwealth enables individuals to secure their property. When individuals desire

14In this respect, Hobbes appears to take his cue from Machiavelli’s account of Fortune from Chapter XXV
of The Prince, where he says, “And I liken her to one of these violent rivers which, when they become
enraged, flood the plains, ruin the trees and the buildings, lift earth from this part, drop in another; each
person flees before them, everyone yields to their impetus without being able to hinder them in any regard.
And although they are like this, it is not as if men, when times are quiet, could not provide for them with
dikes and dams so that when they rise later, either they go by a canal or their impetus is neither so wanton
nor so damaging. It happens similarly with fortune, which shows her power where virtue has not been put
in order to resist her and therefore turns her impetus where she knows that dams and dikes have not been
made to contain her” (1985, 98–99).
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something, they can pursue it without fear of fighting other individuals to attain it, and

once they do attain the object, they can satisfy their desires. Because the commonwealth

permits the satisfaction of desires and frees individuals from the concern of the reappearance

of the state of war, the commonwealth is instrumental in making felicity possible.

To make the security of lives and property possible, the commonwealth must find ways

to dictate the opinions of its members. Describing the sixth right of the sovereign (which

is the authoritative body of the commonwealth), Hobbes says it is “to be judge of what

opinions and doctrines are averse, and what conducing to peace” (XVIII.9). The sovereign

has the right to censor the opinions of the people because “the actions of men proceed from

their opinions, and in the well-governing of opinions consisteth the well-governing of men’s

actions, in order to their peace and concord” (XVIII.9). Hobbes established the necessity for

this power in his account of felicity when he said human beings differ in their understanding

of what is good and evil because of their varying passions and opinions.15 Just as the

commonwealth needs all individuals who consent to its formation to desire peace, it also

requires all individuals subject to its authority to share the same opinions necessary for peace

to endure. Related to the power to shape opinions is the sovereign’s power “of prescribing

the rules whereby every man may know what goods he may enjoy, and what actions he may

do, without being molested by any of his fellow-subjects; and this is it men call propriety”

(XVIII.10). The rules of the sovereign exist to safeguard the felicity of citizens, and these

rules are not only legal, but moral, for Hobbes says, “These rules of property (or meum

[mine] and tuum [yours]) and of good, evil, lawful, and unlawful in the actions of subjects

are the civil laws” (XVIII.10). In the state of nature, there is no morality because no power

can enforce it. In civil society, however, the sovereign can establish morality since it has the

power to punish any citizen who acts contrary to its laws since those laws exist for the sake

of peace and self-preservation. What is noteworthy about Hobbes’s reasoning is the lack

of distinction between what is good and evil and what is lawful and unlawful, respectively.

Morality only exists when there is a power to ensure it is followed. Although the power to

make morality possible must be established by consent, we must remember the foundation

15Cf. XI.1, pg. 35 above.
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of that consent is the desires of individuals entering into civil society. Once established, the

sovereign provides the morality to govern citizens’ actions. Because citizens cannot reject the

sovereign they create, they must all share the same opinion of what is lawful and unlawful,

just and unjust, good and evil. With the sovereign’s power to create morality, Hobbes’s

science of politics is complete. The morals of the commonwealth provide citizens with the

names from which all moral reasoning can take place. So long as individuals’ actions follow

the commonwealth’s laws providing citizens the causes to produce the effect of peace, they

will secure the ability to satisfy their desires until they reach their natural end. In this

respect, the move from the state of nature to civil society is the science of felicity.

2.3. Hobbes’s Moral Persuasion

Although Hobbes’s political science is tightly constructed, there is a perplexity at the

core of the first motion away from the state of nature towards civil society that deserves closer

examination. If human beings are not naturally suited to pursue the common good because

of their desires, then how do they all share the common desire to establish a sovereign ruler

for the sake of peace and felicity? Further, how can agreement ever be reached on the terms

of the sovereign’s power if, prior to entering the commonwealth, names vary according to

individual desires and have no defined meaning from either scientific consensus or sovereign-

defined morals? In short, how do human beings form political society without the “coercive

power” Hobbes says is necessary for its formation?

To resolve the perplexity of Hobbes’s state of nature teaching, we must turn to his

instruction for how to read Leviathan from the work’s introduction. Aligning himself with

a classical proverb, Hobbes appeals to the ancient “nosce teipsum, read thyself ” (Intro.3).

Though the Latin translates directly into the more commonly known inscription of Del-

phi, “Know thyself,” Hobbes makes a slight alteration in his English translation. Hobbes’s

revision appears to be deliberate, for he interprets the phrase as an instruction to each in-

dividual to “looketh into himself and considereth what he doth, when he does think, opine,

reason, hope, fear &c, upon what grounds, [and] he shall thereby read and know, what are

the thoughts and passions of all other men upon the like occasions” (Intro.3). Hobbes adds

that it is vital to focus on the passions themselves, not the objects of those passions, for the
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objects vary from one individual to another (Intro.3). While Hobbes says we must consult

our passions when looking at the actions of others, he also says attempting to understand

our passions by observing the few acquaintances we have is not sufficient (Intro.4). In order

to broaden our understanding, Hobbes offers us his Leviathan, saying, “He that is to govern

a whole nation must read in himself, not this or that particular man, but mankind, which

though it be hard to do, harder than to learn any language or science, yet when I shall

have set down my own reading orderly and perspicuously, the pains left another will be only

to consider if he also find not the same in himself. For this kind of doctrine admitteth no

other demonstration” (Intro.4). While Hobbes addresses his work to potential rulers, it is

important to note his method. The test for Hobbes’s work will be whether or not his readers

find his account of the passions to be true when they measure his words against their pas-

sions. In light of this method, the phrase “Read thyself” finds its full meaning. Rather than

examining their passions on their own, Hobbes asks his readers to reflect on their passions

as he presents them his understanding of the passions. In this way, Hobbes sets the stage

for readers to read into themselves his understanding of human nature.

Although one could argue Hobbes’s understanding of the passions applies only to

those who intend to govern, his summary remarks concerning the laws of nature suggests he

intends to change the way all human beings think about morality. Near the end of Chapter

XV, Hobbes claims the science of the laws of nature “is the true and only moral philosophy”

(XV.40). Given these lofty ambitions to replace all of moral philosophy, we must attempt to

understand Hobbes’s critique of classical moral philosophy. Hobbes claims “moral philosophy

is nothing else but the science of what is good and evil in the conversation and society of

mankind” (XV.40). Because “good” and “evil” are names applied to various appetites and

aversions, we must recognize the definitions of these terms will vary according to individual

“tempers, customs, and doctrines” (XV.40). The laws of nature, however, offer the way to

peace, and because “all men agree. . . that peace is good,” then “the way or means of peace

(which. . . are justice, gratitude, modesty, equity, mercy, and the rest of the laws of nature)

are good (that is to say, moral virtues), and their contrary vices, evil” (XV.40). Given the

desirability of peace as an end, the actions in accord with that end taught by the laws of
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nature are the correct evaluations of good and evil. Readers should take particular note of

Hobbes’s claim that the moral virtues are purely political. To clarify, Hobbes understands

moral virtue in such a way that it cannot conflict with the laws of the commonwealth.

Following this logic, a good citizen and good human being are one and the same.

The revolutionary character of Hobbes’s conception of moral philosophy comes into

focus when he discusses how other moral philosophers are wrong about the foundations of

virtue and vice. Hobbes says, “The writers of moral philosophy, though they acknowledge

the same virtues and vices, yet not seeing wherein consisted their goodness, nor that they

come to be praised as the means of peaceable, sociable, and comfortable living, place them in

a mediocrity of the passions” (XV.40). There are two important conclusions to derive from

Hobbes’s criticism of traditional moral philosophy. First, virtue and vice have not been used

to construct a peaceful society in the way they could. Second, and more importantly, teachers

of moral philosophy mistakenly place the “goodness” of virtue and vice in moderation of the

passions. Hobbes, by contrast, frees the passions and allows human beings to develop a

peaceful society where they can fully satisfy their desires.

In the concluding paragraph of Chapter XV, Hobbes makes a final remark concerning

the status of the laws of nature that reveals the importance of consent to their realization,

saying, “These dictates of reason men use to call by the name of laws, but improperly; for

they are but conclusions or theorems concerning what conduceth to the conservation and

defence of themselves, whereas law, properly, is the word of him that by right hath command

over others” (XV.41). On their own, the laws of nature are, at best, the first principles from

which a peaceful society can be constructed. The laws of nature do not become laws until a

common power exists to ensure their realization. In this respect, we cannot treat Hobbes’s

laws of nature as ideas existing in the mind of individuals about to form a commonwealth

in the state of nature. Given Hobbes’s desire to replace all of moral philosophy, we must

understand his primary intention with the teaching on the state of nature is not to explain

the nature of politics, but to change the way human beings think about and practice politics.

Revealing his intentions later in Leviathan as a response to those who doubt his ability to

develop an absolute sovereignty using his principles, Hobbes says,
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Time and industry produce every day new knowledge. And as the art of
well building is derived from principles of reason, observed by industrious
men that had long studied the nature of materials and the divers effects of
figure and proportion, long after mankind began (though poorly) to build,
so, long time after men have begun to constitute commonwealths, imperfect
and apt to relapse into disorder, there may principles of reason be found
out by industrious meditation, to make their constitution (excepting by
external violence) everlasting. And such are those which I have in this
discourse set forth, which, whether they come not into the sight of those
that have power to make use of them, or be neglected by them or not,
concerneth my particular interest, at this day, very little (XXX.5).

Hobbes begins the preceding passage scientifically, noting how new knowledge becomes avail-

able if we attempt to study the actions of others, particularly those making commonwealths.

Through his observation, Hobbes claims to have discovered the principles by which an “ev-

erlasting” commonwealth can be made. Although Hobbes admits he does not care if rulers

take immediate notice of his principles, he still looks to the future to see the realization of

his ideas. Hobbes, however, is careful about the hands in which he places the fate of his

work, saying, “Potent men digest hardly anything that setteth up a power to bridle their

affections; and learned men, anything that discovereth their errors, and thereby lesseneth

their authority; whereas the common people’s minds, unless they be tainted with dependence

on the potent, or scribbled over with the opinions of their doctors, are like clean paper, fit to

receive whatsoever by public authority shall be imprinted on them” (XXX.6). Knowing the

powerful and the learned are likely to suppress Hobbes’s teachings out of their own interests,

Hobbes entrusts the realization of his ideas to the people.16 Note how the primary reason

Hobbes sides with the people is their receptivity to a new way of thinking. The justification

for Hobbes’s ideas is not that they are true, but productive. To test whether or not Hobbes’s

ideas are good, we must put them into practice.

The practical and revolutionary nature of Hobbes’s political philosophy further reveals

itself in his understanding of law. Hobbes says, “The use of laws (which are but rules

authorized) is not to bind people from all voluntary actions, but to direct and keep them

in such a motion as not to hurt themselves by their own impetuous desires, rashness, or

16Cf. Chapter IX of The Prince, where Machiavelli says it is better to found a principality with the support
of the people instead of the great, “for the end of the people is more decent than the great” (1985, 39).
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indiscretion, as hedges are set, not to stop travelers, but to keep them in the way. And

therefore, a law that is not needful, having not the true end of a law, is not good” (XXX.21).17

Two points are worthy of notice. First, Hobbes emphasizes the laws must be “authorized,”

which is to say, all subjects must consent to the laws under which they live. Second, and

more importantly, the laws must serve as a guide for the actions of subjects and not set

limits so much as mitigate the effects of their “motion.” The appearance of “motion” so

close to “desires” is no accident. Hobbes’s conception of law does not impose moderation

on individuals. Instead, individuals are free to desire since the laws will order institutions

and actions in such a way as to permit the satisfaction of desires without returning them to

the state of war. Presumably the laws that allow individuals to satisfy their desires safely

are necessary, and because of this, they are good. Consequently, with the institution of a

sovereign by the consent of individuals, the way is open for individuals to live according

to their desires without fear of violent death at the hands of others. So long as individuals

desire the existence of the laws of nature, they can consent to the creation of a commonwealth

whose laws will make their lives better.

By claiming laws are not good unless they are needful, Hobbes begs the question of

what the good sought by the commonwealth is. To determine this good, we must remind

ourselves of Hobbes’s connection between self-preservation, property, and a coercive power

(i.e., the sovereign). At the start of Chapter XXX, Hobbes says, “The office of the sover-

eign. . . consisteth in the end for which he was trusted with the sovereign power, namely, the

procuration of the safety of the people. . . But by safety here is not meant a bare preserva-

tion, but also all other contentments of life, which every man by lawful industry, without

danger or hurt to the commonwealth, shall acquire to himself” (XXX.1). In suggesting the

sovereign’s purpose is comfortable self-preservation, Hobbes echoes Aristotle’s remark from

the Politics that the city exists for the sake of “living well” (1252b28–29). Through the

sovereign’s force, laws are put in place to ensure the comfortable self-preservation of citizens.

According to Hobbes, “A good law is that which is needful for the good of the people, and

17Cf. Locke’s Second Treatise, Chapter VI, where Locke says, “For law, in its true notion, is not so much
the limitation as the direction of a free and intelligent agent to his proper interest, and prescribes no farther
than is for the general good of those under that law” (1970, §57).
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withal perspicuous” (XXX.20). Because the idea of what is “good” only attains significance

under law, we can deduce the good of the people is comfortable self-preservation. What

comfortable self-preservation entails for each individual, however, is not the same, for their

desires are all relative. Thus, it seems the most we can say about the good Hobbes’s political

philosophy ensures is the ability to satisfy our desires.

It is in the very last sentence of Leviathan where Hobbes reveals the idea of the good

at the core of his political philosophy. After claiming his work will not be dismissed for

being written during a time of revolution, Hobbes says, “And in this hope I return to my

interrupted speculation of bodies natural, wherein (if God give me health to finish it) I hope

the novelty will as much please as in the doctrine of this artificial body it useth to offend. For

such truth as opposeth no man’s profit nor pleasure is to all men welcome” (“A Review and

Conclusion”.10). From this passage, we first learn Hobbes views his political philosophy as a

digression from the natural philosophy upon which he had been working. Hobbes, however,

indicates his natural philosophy is integral to his political philosophy. Further, Hobbes hopes

his natural philosophy fares better than his political philosophy; in particular, he hopes the

novelty of his natural philosophy will be pleasing to readers to the same extent as Leviathan’s

novelty is offensive. By putting his hopes on the novelty of his teaching, Hobbes, who just

stated he wishes to avoid being viewed as a partisan of a passing revolutionary cause, now

admits the revolutionary hopes for his work. But how are Hobbes’s hopes for his natural

philosophy tied to his political philosophy? Recall how the fundamental relationship between

human beings and the world outside of them is the expectation of pleasure or pain that

results from the sensation of external bodies. The purpose of the Leviathan is to manage

the motions of citizens so they may satisfy their desires in order to feel pleasure and to avoid

pain, the greatest of which is “violent death.” In teaching such a “truth,” Hobbes provides

the foundations for a world conducive to human beings’ “profit” and “pleasure.” Thus,

although Hobbes denies the existence of a “greatest good,” it turns out his science—both

natural and political—is set into motion by the understanding that the good is pleasure.18

18In Chapter Five of Natural Right and History, Leo Strauss also claims the assumption that pleasure is the
good is the fundamental moral argument of Hobbes’s political philosophy (1953, 169). Further, Strauss notes
the novelty of Hobbes’s approach, for he takes his assumption from Epicurean philosophy, which assumes
“that man is by nature or originally an a-political and even an a-social animal,” and repurposes it to serve a
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Through recognizing the foundation of Hobbes’s philosophy is the moral teaching that

the good is pleasure, we must reconsider the justification for his denial of the “greatest good.”

Hobbes rejects the idea of a “greatest good” on the grounds that appetites and aversions

(in other words, desires) differ from one individual to another on account of the different

compositions of their bodies. In the state of nature, desires draw human beings into conflict

with one another, either because they desire the same object or because individuals are in

constant disagreement about what is good and evil. To alleviate these conflicts, individuals

consent to the creation of a common power (i.e., sovereign) that grants them the ability

to satisfy their desires through the acquisition of property. The sovereign further ensures

the security of individuals and their property by establishing laws that define what is good

and evil, thereby preventing moral disagreements that would lead individuals back to the

state of war. Here we must remember none of this peace is possible without individuals

desiring the laws of nature. The shared desire to enact the laws of nature is problematic for

Hobbes since it is never clear how individuals who are all potential enemies to one another

in the state of nature come to share a notion of a common good. This perplexity, however,

can be resolved by recognizing the state of nature teaching is revolutionary in character.

Hobbes’s primary argument for the state of nature is not that it has ever existed in reality,

but the reading in oneself of certain fears we experience regarding the security of our lives and

possessions.19 Hobbes writes to appeal to the passions of his readers in order to change their

moral compass, to help them read into themselves a natural science and moral philosophy

founded on the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. Although Hobbes denies there

is a “greatest good,” we must realize he does not actually engage in a thorough refutation

of the idea. Rather, Hobbes’s revolutionary teaching aims to leave behind the question of

the good. “The truth” of which Hobbes speaks in the conclusion of his work is effectual,

one that will be evident once we put his theorems into practice and create a sovereign to

actualize the laws of nature.20 The desire to bring the laws of nature into existence, however,

political purpose (ibid., 169). According to Strauss, “[Hobbes] thus became the creator of political hedonism,
a doctrine which has revolutionized human life everywhere on a scale never yet approached by any other
teaching” (ibid., 169).
19Cf. XIII.10–12 and Intro.4, pgs. 38 & 48 above.
20Cf. The Prince, Chapter XV, where Machiavelli famously denies the good of “imaginary republics” such as
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requires us first to feel the passions of the fear of violent death and the desire for commodious

living.21 The primacy of the passions is important for Hobbes’s earlier statement about how

the way out of the state of nature is through the passions and reason. Recall how reason

is nothing other than the adding and subtracting of names. Names, in turn, are given to

external objects in accordance with whether or not those objects cause us pleasure or pain.

These names can only be common if individuals consent to them.22 Reason, then, is nothing

other than the common agreement of pleasures and pains, and therefore subservient to the

passions.23 Consequently, reason can never lead us to understanding the good since what

is good and evil will vary from one society to another in the same way as it varies between

individuals in the state of nature. Following such reasoning, the question of a single good

becomes irrelevant since the ultimate justification for political society and morality is the

security of the ability to satisfy one’s desires and the acquisition of property. So long as we

can live comfortably, there is no need to raise the question of the good.24

2.4. Aristotle, Friendship, and Hobbes’s Evasion of The Good

In claiming Hobbes’s philosophy intends to abandon the question of the good, one

important question immediately arises: What is the relevance of the idea of the good? Given

those of Plato and St. Augustine and declares his “intent to write something useful to whoever understands
it” by “go[ing] directly to the effectual truth of the thing rather than the imagination of it” (1985, 61).
21Cf. XV.36, 39, pg. 44 above.
22For the basis of this argument, see XIII.14 and the last paragraph in Section 2.2.2, “The State of Nature,”
pg. 40 above.
23Cf. Rousseau’s Second Discourse, where he says, “Regardless of what the Moralists says about it, the
human understanding owes much to the Passions which, as is commonly admitted, also owe much to it: It
is by their activity that our reason perfects itself; We seek to know only because we desire to enjoy, and it
is not possible to conceive why someone who had neither desires nor fears would take the trouble to reason.
The Passions, in turn, owe their origin to our needs, and their progress to our knowledge; for one can only
desire or fear things in terms of the ideas one can have of them, or by the simple impulsion of nature” (1997,
I.§19).
24In Chapter Five of Natural Right and History, Strauss argues Hobbes’s “constructive” approach to scientific
knowledge (both natural and political) aims to “actualize wisdom,” something he did not think Ancient
philosophy had accomplished (1953, 173–174, 171–172). According to Strauss, Hobbes can succeed in his
task by claiming the only things human beings can know are the things they make (ibid., 173). Since human
beings cannot know the universe, they must attempt to conquer it, an end for which there is no limit (ibid.,
175). The only thing human beings can know are “human needs” or “desire,” and since this knowledge
takes the place of the “highest principle” (or end), “political science or social science becomes the most
important kind of knowledge” (ibid., 177). In this respect, “[Hobbes’s] expectation from political philosophy
is incomparably greater than the expectation of the classics” (ibid., 177). This last point is important to
keep in mind as the dissertation progresses. In particular, the foundations for the problem Strauss sees are
established in the next chapter, “The Good, the Political Art, and Happiness.”
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the success of the Modern political project and the overall improvement in the quality of

human life between the time Hobbes wrote Leviathan and the present day, has anything truly

been lost? On the contrary, have we not gained a tremendous amount of goods as a result

of the Modern project? While it is self-evident we all have greatly benefitted from the work

of Modern natural and political science, the question of what may have been lost cannot

be answered on material grounds. Indeed, attempting to refute Hobbes on such grounds is

futile since doing so concedes the point that the good must be tangible. The question of

the good, however, is a moral question. The fundamental moral underlying Hobbes’s work

is the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain. To challenge Hobbes, we must consider

if there is something that cannot fully be explained in such terms.

In order to find the moral flaw in Hobbes’s Leviathan, we should return once again

to the problem of how individuals in the state of nature move into civil society when their

natural disposition towards one another makes them enemies. Hobbes seems to do away

with this perplexity in the justification for his political philosophy when he suggests anyone

who enacts his laws of nature will gain by doing so.25 The state of nature teaching’s primary

purpose is to create in us the desire to secure our lives and possessions by making us feel the

fear of losing both. More importantly, we must remember how Hobbes prefaces his discussion

of the move out of the state of nature into civil society by denying Aristotle’s claim from the

Politics that human beings are naturally political animals.26 At its root, Hobbes’s rejection

of Aristotle’s understanding of human nature is the claim that the common good and the

private good are not the same by nature.27 Since human beings are not naturally disposed to

be political, they must be forced to be so by some outside power. In making this argument,

however, Hobbes avoids addressing the core of Aristotle’s understanding of human nature.

If we look closely at Aristotle’s Politics, he says human beings are political animals because

they “are the only animals who possess reasoned speech (λόγος, logos)” (1253a8). Aristotle’s

understanding of logos is important since the term not only refers to the ability to speak and

25Cf. “A Review and Conclusion”.10, pg. 53 above.
26Cf. XVII.7–12, pg. 45 above.
27Cf. XVII.8. Interestingly, this actually marks a point of agreement between Hobbes and Aristotle, though
for different reasons. The details of this argument develop as the dissertation moves into Aristotle’s Nico-
machean Ethics.
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speeches, but the ability to provide a rational account of a whole. The comprehensiveness of

logos better comes into focus as Aristotle continues to explain what he means by reasoned

speech, saying,

Voice, of course, serves to indicate what is painful and pleasant; that is why
it is also found in other animals, because their nature has reached the point
where they can perceive what is painful and pleasant and express these
to each other. But logos serves to make plain what is advantageous and
harmful and also what is just and unjust. For it is a peculiarity of humans,
in contrast to the other animals, to have perception (or ‘sense-perception’;
αἴσθησις, aisthēsis) of good and bad, just and unjust, and the like; and
community in these things makes a household and a city (1253a9–17).

For Aristotle, logos encompasses human beings’ ability to express their feelings of pleasure

and pain and make moral distinctions. Whereas human beings’ capacity for logos suggests

moral reasoning is natural for Aristotle, Hobbes suggests all morality is relative and depends

upon individual passions and the laws under which one lives. Aristotle further emphasizes

the naturalness of morality in logos by saying human beings have sense-perception (aisthēsis)

of moral ideas, suggesting we can grasp them much in the same way as we do physical objects.

Of final note in Aristotle’s explanation of logos is the recognition that both households and

cities depend upon this shared sense-perception of moral ideas. Hobbes, by contrast, says

any shared recognition of morality depends upon consent and force to ensure individuals all

hold to the laws and morality established by their sovereign.

If we return to the account of the passions in Chapter VI of Leviathan, we find Hobbes

identifies a couple of passions that are not present in his account of the state of nature that

would be helpful for explaining how individuals in the state of nature can identify a common

good. Hobbes defines “Benevolence, Good Will, Charity” as the “Desire of good to another”

(VI.22). If the desire is of good to “man generally,” the passion is “Good Nature” (VI.22).

If human beings have the ability to be benevolent, it is not so hard to conceive how they

may enter into civil society with one another. Hobbes, however, precludes the possibility

of human beings acting benevolently since he says individuals in the state of nature will

always pursue the objects of their desire and do anything to attain them. In this respect,

the state of nature teaching is objective in the literal sense of the word, for the only good
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human beings strive for concerns external objects and the feelings those objects cause in their

bodies. Another passion Hobbes defines in Chapter VI is “Kindness,” which is the “Love of

persons for society” (VI.30). Again, such a passion has no place in Hobbes’s state of nature.

The passions of “Good Nature” and “Kindness” are united not only in their absence from

Hobbes’s account of the state of nature, but in being omitted from the Latin translation of

Leviathan (Curley 1994, pg. 30, Footnotes 1–2). One may perhaps pass off such a fact as an

indication that some things are simply lost in translation. Hobbes, however, later indicates

their absence may be deliberate. In Chapter XLVI, “Of Darkness From Vain Philosophy

and Fabulous Traditions,” Hobbes engages in his most thorough critique of Aristotelian

philosophy and the Roman Catholic Church. Towards the end of the chapter, Hobbes claims

the Roman Catholic Church puts all of its teachings into Latin because the language “hath

such a quality, not only to hide the truth, but also to make men think they have it, and

desist from further search” (XLVI.40). In particular, the Church is guilty of taking ideas

that are absurd and putting them into Latin in the hopes that others (i.e., the faithful) will

not see the Church’s absurdity (XLVI.40). If the Church uses Latin to avoid the accusation

of teaching absurdities, then the truth the Church seeks to hide is that the Roman Catholic

religion is absurd. The first function of Latin is important for considering why Hobbes omits

certain passions from the Latin edition of his work. Because Hobbes presents his account

of the passions as a complete reflection of human nature, the omission of “Good Nature”

and “Kindness” from the Latin editions “hide[s] the truth” that such passions are not truly

a part of his political philosophy. But if Hobbes intentionally denies the reality of certain

passions, we are left to wonder why this is the case.

To understand the significance of why Hobbes downplays and/or omits certain pas-

sions in his political philosophy, we must consider them in light of what Aristotle has to say

about the passion of friendship (φιλία, philia) and friendly-feeling (τό φιλεῖν, to philein) in

Rhetoric. Aristotle says, “Let being friendly [to philein] be [defined as] wanting for some-

one what one thinks are goods for him, not what one thinks benefits oneself, and wanting

what is potentially productive of these good things” (II.4.2).28 Friendly-feeling, then, could

28All quotations from Aristotle’s Rhetoric are taken from George A. Kennedy’s translation (Oxford University
Press, 1991). When necessary, I amend the translation.
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be understood as desiring the good for another, thereby putting this passion in line with

what Hobbes defines as “Benevolence, Good Will, Charity.” Hobbes, however, does not ever

use “friend” or “friendliness” in describing such passions. One way Hobbes avoids using

“friendliness” is through emphasizing human beings’ perpetual concern with pursuing their

own good, namely, the satisfaction of their own desires. In defining his passions in such

selfish ways, Hobbes appears to miss something essential about some passions. Take “char-

ity” as an example, something which, in the Christian sense, looks exclusively to the good

of another. The Greek word for charity is charis (χαρίς), a term that also means “favor,”

“grace,” or “kindness.” Aristotle notes a kindness or favor performed for someone is a cause

of friendship (II.4.29), for performing a favor is an indication that one seeks the good of

another (II.4.5). Hobbes, by contrast, does not view favors so optimistically. Immediately

after Hobbes defines “covenant,” he defines “Gift, Free-Gift, Grace” as an occasion “When

the transferring of right is not mutual, but one of the parties transferreth in the hope to

gain thereby friendship or service from another (or from his friends), or in hope to gain the

reputation of charity or magnanimity, or to deliver his mind from the pain of compassion,

or in hope of reward in heaven” (XIV.12). According to Hobbes’s definitions, all favors are

done with the benefit of oneself in mind.29 Further, recall how Hobbes advises against such

actions in the state of nature since they allow one to be taken advantage of by others.30 The

state of nature teaching thus writes out the possibility of friendly actions, and by implication,

friendship.

Throughout Leviathan, the idea of friendship is virtually non-existent. One of Hobbes’s

works in which friendship makes a brief appearance is De Homine (Of Man), a book he

wrote only in Latin. In De Homine, Hobbes says, “Friendships are good, certainly useful.

For friendships, among many other things, confer protection” (XI.6). Shortly after this in-

strumental understanding of friendship, Hobbes adds, “Moderate wealth, to those willing to

use it for protection, is also useful; for it acquires friendships; friendships, moreover, are pro-

tection” (XI.7). Hobbes does not say friendships are good in themselves, nor are they even

29Cf. Hobbes’s account of Gratitude, the fourth law of nature, where he also claims “no man giveth but with
intention of good to himself” (XV.16).
30Cf. XIV.18, pg. 44 above.
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pleasant. At its best, friendship is instrumental to the end of self-preservation. Aristotle,

however, takes a less instrumental view of friendship in the Rhetoric, saying, “A friend is

one who loves (philein) and is loved in return, and people think they are friends when they

think this relationship exists mutually. On these premises, a friend is necessarily one who

shares pleasure in good things and distress in [painful] things, not for some other reason but

because of the friend” (II.4.2–3).31 Two points are worthy of notice in this definition of a

friend. First, friendship opens human beings up to the possibility of sharing pleasures and

pains. While Hobbes leads his readers to turn the focus of pleasures and pains entirely onto

themselves (specifically with regards to the body’s sensation of the outside world), Aristotle

says it is possible in friendship for us to observe pleasures and pains with our friends. Though

no human being can directly feel the pleasures and pains of another, friends can commu-

nicate their pleasures and pains to each other through speech. Second, there is no ulterior

motive to friends sharing the pleasures and pains of one another. As Aristotle indicates, we

wish to share pleasure and pain with our friends because they are friends, not because we

expect doing so will “confer protection” upon us. For Aristotle, friends share their pleasure

and pain with one another out of love.

In recognizing friendship is a form of love, it should not be surprising to find an-

other love in Hobbes’s account of the passions that does not receive a Latin translation.

“The Passion of Love,” according to Hobbes, is “Love of one singularly, with desire to be

beloved. . . The same, with fear that the love is not mutual, Jealousy” (VI.33). In Greek,

such a love is eros (ἐρῶς). Though Hobbes’s understanding of friendship departs signifi-

cantly from the classical understanding, his account of eros (though he does not give it such

a name) is mostly in line with Greek philosophy. Hobbes rightly acknowledges eros is for a

single human being, and further recognizes eros may very well lead to jealousy if the desire is

one-sided. Consequently, Hobbes seems to suggest those who feel eros wish for their love to

be reciprocated. In this respect, eros may wish for something like friendship where the love

between two friends is mutual. Where Hobbes’s definition falls short is the lack of account

for philosophic eros. In Plato’s Symposium, Socrates recounts the definition of eros he re-

31I have amended Kennedy’s translation of λυπηροῖς as “grievous” to a more literal reading of the term, the
root of which is λύπη, which means “pain.”
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ceives from Diotima, who says, “Eros is of the good’s being one’s own always” (206a).32 The

object of eros, then, appears to be the good. Through eros, one wishes to possess the good

for all eternity. Through possession of the good, one ultimately hopes to be happy (205d).

Given Hobbes’s denial of a “greatest good,” we know he cannot draw attention to the moral

nature of eros, for doing so would beg the question of what the good is. Further, if eros

seeks to be shared and therefore become friendship, then friendship would be a shared love

of the good. Setting aside for now the determination of the relationship between friendship

and eros, we can at least conclude that the two loves’ relationship to the good explains their

curious treatment in Hobbes’s political philosophy.

With these preliminary connections between friendship and eros to the good in mind,

we can now begin to see how Hobbes’s strange accounts of these loves are intentional at-

tempts to abandon serious consideration of the question of the good. Hobbes’s attempt to

abandon the good may be better illustrated if we examine the context of his instrumental un-

derstanding of friendship in De Homine. After explaining the relationship between appetite

and aversion, pleasure and displeasure, Hobbes says, “The common name for all things that

are desired, insofar as they are desired, is good ; and for all things we shun, evil. Therefore

Aristotle hath well defined good as that which all men desire. But, since different men desire

and shun different things, there must needs be many things that are good to some and evil to

others” (XI.4). In the preceding passage, Hobbes maintains the relationship between plea-

sure and pain, good and evil, and makes it appear as if Aristotle shares this conclusion that

the good varies from one individual to another. In making the good relative to individuals,

Hobbes realizes the problems he creates for the idea of a common good. To preserve the

idea of a common good, Hobbes says, “There can be a common good, and it can rightly be

said of something, it is commonly a good, that is, useful to many, or good for the state”

(XI.4). Thus, while no single good can be shared by all people, there can be a good that is

instrumental for many individuals. By linking this understanding of a common good to the

state, Hobbes reinforces his reasoning from Leviathan that the purpose of the commonwealth

is to secure the self-preservation of individuals so they may satisfy their desires. In support

32All Plato’s Symposium are from Seth Benardete’s translation (University of Chicago Press, 2001).
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of his idea of the state as a common good, Hobbes says, “The greatest of goods for each is

his own preservation. For nature is so arranged that all desire good for themselves. Insofar

as it is within their capacities, it is necessary to desire life, health, and further, insofar as

it can be done, security of future time” (XI.6). Here self-preservation returns as a good for

individuals, though Hobbes qualifies its greatness “for each.” The purpose of such security

is not only to live in the present, but to preserve “the progress of desire”—to attain felicity.33

While the connection between felicity and pleasure in Leviathan is implied strongly but never

stated explicitly, Hobbes says in De Homine, “To progress is pleasing; for it is an approach

to an end, that is, to what is more pleasing” (XI.12). For Hobbes, the end of all actions,

and therefore the end of politics, is pleasure. Thus, at the heart of Hobbes’s philosophy is

the moral claim that pleasure is the good.

Now that we know Hobbes’s philosophy rests upon a moral argument for the pursuit

of pleasure, let us return to his point of apparent agreement with Aristotle. The passage to

which Hobbes refers in support of his relative understanding of the good is the first sentence

in the Nicomachean Ethics : “Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action as well

as choice, is held to aim at some good. Hence people have nobly declared that the good

is that at which all things aim” (1094a1–3). While Hobbes treats the preceding statement

as a conclusion in order to support his epicurean philosophy, Aristotle’s placement of the

quotation at the start of his book suggests it is a question to be explored. Whereas Aristotle

aims to examine what the nature of the good is, Hobbes attempts to settle the question in

favor of pleasure and never look back. We thus find a vital distinction between these two

philosophers: Hobbes seeks to leave behind the question of the good, but Aristotle aims to

contemplate it seriously.

Although Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics begins with a theoretical claim, its atten-

tion quickly shifts to politics and action. In particular, the Nicomachean Ethics turns to

the question of human happiness and its relationship to politics, particularly virtue. After

three Books dedicated to examining several moral virtues, Aristotle considers justice, an ap-

parent peak of moral virtue. From justice, Aristotle explores intellectual virtues, then turns

33Cf. Leviathan XI.1, pg. 35 above.
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to pleasure and self-restraint. On the heels of this discussion, Aristotle spends two Books

on friendship before returning to the question of happiness. Initially, the preceding shallow

overview of the Nicomachean Ethics most likely seems bizarre. Indeed, given so many ap-

parently discordant ideas, how are we to view the work as anything other than a mess? A

closer examination of Book I, however, reveals three questions at work in the Nicomachean

Ethics. First, is there a single good at which all things aim? Second, does the political art

seek this good? Third, what is happiness? These questions are all related to one another,

and the rest of the work must be read in light of these three questions.

Given the three questions at the core of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, we may

be inclined to wonder where they are resolved. Of all the subjects in the Nicomachean

Ethics, friendship receives the most attention with two Books (one-fifth of the entire work)

dedicated to its examination. In particular, Aristotle’s discussion of friendship has significant

implications for distinguishing the good from pleasure. Further, friendship helps reveal the

limits of political life and moral virtue, thereby revealing limits to the ability of politics

to help human beings achieve happiness. Finally, the fact that the Nicomachean Ethics

ends with a lead-in to the Politics suggests the former work is fundamental to Aristotle’s

political philosophy. Because the Nicomachean Ethics opens with the question of the good,

we know Aristotle thinks it is one of the most important questions to contemplate for the

sake of politics. The significance of this question, however, cannot fully be grasped without

considering the ways in which Aristotle’s political philosophy differs from Hobbes. Thus,

in order to answer the question of what has been lost through the practice of Hobbesian

political philosophy, we must engage in a thorough examination of Aristotle’s Nicomachean

Ethics.
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CHAPTER 3

THE GOOD, THE POLITICAL ART, AND HAPPINESS

The beginning seems to be more than half of the whole, and many of the
points being sought seem to become manifest on account of it.

Aristotle

3.1. Introduction: The Good and the Political

At the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle makes what appears to be a

simple statement: “Every art (τέχνη, technē) and every inquiry, and similarly every action

(πρᾶξίς, praxis) as well as choice (προαίρεσις, proairesis), is held [or ‘seems’] to aim at

some good. Hence people have nobly (καλῶς, kalōs) declared that the good is that at which

all things aim” (1094a1–2).1 Although the first statement of Aristotle’s work seems very

matter-of-fact, a careful consideration of its two parts yields several questions. In the first

part of the statement, Aristotle says all human pursuits “aim at some good,” which suggests

each pursuit has a particular good as its aim. In the second part of the statement, Aristotle

appeals to a common opinion that claims “all things” aim at the good, which is singular and

universal. Aristotle’s opening statement is incongruous in two ways. First, even if one grants

all human pursuits aim at “some good,” does this mean they truly aim at the good? Second,

note how Aristotle speaks of human things in the first part of the statement, while in the

second part he speaks of “all things,” which implies the whole of nature (or the cosmos).2

When viewed in this light, Aristotle presents his readers with a major question: If the whole

of nature aims at the good, do human beings aim at the good as well?

1Though an adjective, this marks the first appearance of τὸ καλόν in the Nicomachean Ethics. In addition
to “the noble,” τὸ καλόν has also been translated as “the beautiful” or “fine.” In his translation, Joe Sachs
chooses to use “the beautiful” in order to connect the Ethics to Aristotle’s other philosophical works and
Plato’s dialogues (2002b, xxi–xv). Though Ronna Burger also uses “the beautiful” in her interpretation, she
connects it to “the noble,” saying, “The noble, one might say, is the particular way the beautiful shows up
in the sphere of morality. If, however, the ethical virtues point to something beyond themselves—beyond
what they are as dispositions of character produced by habituation—it is through aiming at ‘the beautiful’
as their telos” (2008, pg. 230, Note 2). Bartlett and Collins translate the term primarily as “the noble,”
except in cases where it “refers unambiguously to physical beauty” (2011, pg. 1, Note 2). Throughout the
dissertation, I adhere to Bartlett and Collins’s rule for translating τὸ καλόν, though I agree with Sachs and
Burger that one should be cognizant of its relation to “the beautiful.”
2Cf. Burger’s Aristotle’s Dialogue With Socrates (2008, 14)
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By raising the question of whether or not human beings aim at the same good as the

whole of nature, Aristotle quietly implies they may not aim at the good. At what things,

then, do human beings aim? If these things are some type of good, in what way are they

good? Further, are these particular goods in any way related to the good? Yet over and

above these questions stands the most important one: What is the good?

While the opening of the Nicomachean Ethics ultimately points to the question of

the good, Aristotle seems to turn away from this question as soon as he raises it. Instead,

Aristotle begins to speak of ends (τέλη, plural form of τέλος, telos), of which there are

two types: works or deeds (ἔργα, plural form of ἔργον, ergon) and activities (ἐνέργειαι,

plural form of ἐνέργεια, energeia) (1094a3–4). In the case of works, Aristotle notes they

are “naturally” better than the actions that produce them (1094a5–6). A telos is a goal,

purpose, or, in the words of Aristotle’s opening statement, that at which something aims.

A telos may take one of two forms: a work that comes into being because of an activity or

action (i.e., a house from housebuilding), or a state of being in work.3 Aristotle’s two ends

are thus related, for they both seek to bring something into being that does not yet exist.

Because Aristotle’s preliminary statement on the nature of ends follows the question

of the good, he invites the reader to consider new questions about the good. First, if the

good is an end, is it a work or an activity? If the good is an activity, what work does it bring

into being? Is this work superior to the activity that produces it? To answer the latter two

questions, one must first grant that the good is either a work or an activity. Is it possible,

however, that the good does not fall into either category? If this is so, another question

about the good emerges: If the good is an end, what type of end is it?

Aristotle’s examination of ends continues with some preliminary statements about

arts and sciences (ἐπιστήμη, epistēmē), noting that just as there are many arts and sciences,

so too are there many ends (1094a7). Medicine, for example, seeks health; generalship seeks

victory; and household management (οἰκονομικός, oikonomikos) seeks wealth (1094a8–9).

Once again, Aristotle’s matter-of-fact presentation may obscure some important questions.

3Sachs’s translation of energeia is “being-at-work,” one that he offers in order to give weight to the technical
nature of Aristotle’s language (2002b, viii). The interpretation of energeia above owes itself to Sachs’s
translation, though it deviates from his in order to capture the literal sense of the preposition en.
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If the two kinds of ends are works and activities, into which category do health, victory,

and wealth fall? While victory appears to be a kind of deed, wealth is not. Nor is wealth

a work created by the household, though it may be earned for the sake of providing for

the household. As for health, its nature as an end is more perplexing. Although one could

exercise for the sake of being healthy (i.e., to produce a healthy condition in the body), it is

odd to think of health as either a work or an activity. Once human beings are born, they are

healthy (to greater and lesser degrees) throughout their lives so long as they continue to live.

In this respect, health is natural to human beings. At the same time, it is clear from the

experience of illness how there are times when human beings are not fully healthy. In these

instances, human beings turn to medicine in order to return their bodies to their natural

condition. Consequently, the art of medicine seems distinct from the arts of generalship and

household management in a key way: its end is the most natural.4

While the initial discussion of arts, sciences, and actions shows they have their own

ends, Aristotle suggests there are cases where these things may “fall under some one capacity

[or ‘power’] (δύναμις, dunamis)” that is “architectonic” (ἀρχιτεκτονικός) and, as such, de-

termines the ends for everything under itself (1094a9–17). For example, all things associated

with horses fall under the authority of the art of horsemanship, and horsemanship is one of

the many arts under the authority of generalship (1094a10–14). When a particular art falls

under one that is architectonic, the end of that which is architectonic is “more choicewor-

thy” than the end of a particular art (1094a16–17).5 If we apply this observation about the

relationship between architectonic and particular arts to the two preceding examples, the

end of horsemanship changes from being an excellent equestrian to victory in battle. In this

4In the Politics, particularly Book I, Chapters 8–11, Aristotle examines property and business and the
extent to which each thing is natural. “True wealth,” according to Aristotle, consists solely in those things
“necessary and useful” for human life in the community of both the household and the city (1256b26–29).
Such wealth has a natural limit, whereas the money exchanged in business makes it seem as if there is
no limit to wealth (1256b30–36). The difference in the way household management and business approach
wealth lies in the following: whereas the household uses wealth to provide for the lives of those who are
part of it, business seeks to increase wealth (1257b33–39). This desire to increase wealth infinitely rests in
a certain error made on the part of those who practice business, for they think “living” and “living well”
are the same thing, and therefore seek to turn all things (including generalship and medicine) into business
(1257b40–1258a17). The nature of this error receives more attention in what follows.
5The Greek for “more choiceworthy” is the comparative form of αἱρετός (hairetos), a verbal adjective signi-
fying something as chosen. Note how it shares a common root with Aristotle’s word for choice, proairesis,
which literally means “to choose first.”
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respect, architectonic capacities can alter the ends of particular arts.

Aristotle’s discussion of ends and architectonic capacities prepares the foundation

for a significant argument about the good and its political importance. Aristotle says, “If,

therefore, there is some end of our actions that we wish for on account of itself, the rest being

things we wish for on account of this end, and if we do not choose all things on account of

something else. . . clearly this would be the good, that is, the best (τὸ ἄριστον, to ariston)”

(1094a18–20, 22).6 Note how Aristotle confines the good (i.e., that which is best) to the

realm of human action. Given this limit Aristotle attaches to the good, he says there are

two things to examine: first, what the good is, and second, “to which of the sciences or

capacities it belongs” (1094a25–26). It seems, then, that Aristotle’s inquiry aims to discover

the good of human action and the science or capacity that has this good as its end.

Before Aristotle begins his inquiry into the nature of the good, he declares “it [i.e.,

the good] might be held to belong to the most authoritative and most architectonic [art], and

such appears to be the political art” (1094a27).7 Aristotle provides the following reasons for

the supreme position of the political art: it determines which sciences should be in cities and

the extent to which citizens learn those sciences; it encompasses the capacities of generalship,

household management, and rhetoric; uses other sciences for its end; and tells citizens what

they should and should not do (1094b1–6). It is on account of this extensive power of the

political art that Aristotle says its end must be the human good (1094b7). Yet the superior

place of the political art follows not only from its power, but what it has the potential to

accomplish, “For even if this [i.e., the human good] is the same thing for [one] and a city,

to [take] and preserve (σώζω, sōzō) the good of the city appears to be something greater

6“The best” is the most literal rendering of to ariston, the superlative form of the Greek word for “good,”
ἀγαθός (agathos). Sachs translates to ariston as “the highest good,” which may give the impression that
the good is separate from the other good things rather than part of them (2002b, 1). Bartlett and Collins
express a similar justification for their translation of the term as “the best” (2011, pg. 2, Note 7).
7Three things need to be clarified regarding the terms of the sentence above. First, the Greek word used for
“most authoritative” is the superlative from of the adjective κύριος (kurios), which means “to have political
authority or power.” Second, Aristotle does not specify if he refers to an architectonic art or science;
therefore, I have inserted “art” into Bartlett and Collins’s translation of “one” in order to clarify the subject
in accord with the final clause of the sentence. Third, in the final part of the sentence, Aristotle uses the
substantive adjective ἡ πολιτικὴ, which simply means “the political.” Bartlett and Collins note the ending
of the phrase suggests “the political” refers to an art, and therefore have clarified the noun accordingly (2011,
pgs. 2–3, Note 9). Burger translates the phrase in the same way (2008, pg. 17), whereas Sachs translates the
term as “politics,” though he notes the adjective refers to an art (2002, pg. 2, Note 1).
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and more complete (τελειότερον, comparative form of τέλειος, teleios): the good of [one

alone] is certainly desirable enough, but that of a nation and of cities is nobler and more

divine” (1094b7–10).8 According to this statement, the human good seems less complete

when sought for oneself than when it is sought for a city, which implies one’s own good is

best when it is part of the good of the city.

Immediately following his connection between the political art to the human good,

Aristotle says his inquiry is “a sort of political inquiry” (1094b11). While one may initially

be inclined to treat Aristotle’s remark as a mere summary, it should be read in light of

the work’s opening statement that every inquiry aims at some good. What, then, is the

good of Aristotle’s inquiry? To answer this question, recall how Aristotle says the good

belongs to the political art because it is the “most authoritative and most architectonic” of

all capacities. Shortly thereafter, the end of the political art shifts from the good (or “the

best”) to the human good. The shift in ends of the political art suggests it is in some way

unable to advance the good. Consequently, the first two chapters of the Nicomachean Ethics

allude to an important tension between the good and the political. To understand the nature

of this tension, one must trace the arguments of three preliminary inquiries in Book I: the

first concerning the good, the second concerning the human good, happiness (εὐδαιμονία,

eudaimonia), and the third concerning the political art. Although each inquiry is treated

separately in this chapter, they flow into and out of one another throughout Book I. These

inquiries are related, and the arguments to follow show how the good at which Aristotle’s

inquiry aims is none other than the good itself.

8Three slight changes have been made to Bartlett and Collins’s translation of this sentence. First, the
Greek word ἐνί, the dative form of εἷς, has been rendered literally as “one” in lieu of Bartlett and Collins’s
“individual” since such a term evokes an idea more closely associated with Modern political thought. Second,
Bartlett and Collins translate λαβεῖν, the aorist infinitive of λαμβάνω, as “to secure.” The verb λαμβάνω,
however, generally suggests “taking” in the sense of “seizing” something (perhaps even in battle), which is
distinct from keeping something safe in the way “securing” implies. The necessity for keeping this in mind
comes to light in Section 3.4, “The Political Art,” starting on pg. 138 below. Finally, there may be a pun at
play in this sentence since the word translated as “desirable enough” is the comparative form of ἀγαπητόν

(agapēton), which can also mean “worthy of love, affection, or dear.” In line with this pun, it may be telling
that Aristotle says the good of one human being is worthy of love in a way that the good of the city is not.
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3.2. The Good

When Aristotle introduces the good as “the best,” he does so on the grounds that

it would be something “we wish for on account of itself,” which means human beings must

wish for the good because of what it is and for no other reason.9 To wish otherwise would

mean one wants something else besides the good, and if this is true, then the good is not the

best end. Now, since happiness seems to become the good by the end of Book I, we need

to examine Aristotle’s arguments about the idea of the good to determine if happiness truly

is the best end. By working through these arguments, we see Aristotle’s discussion of the

difficulties surrounding the idea of the good does not provide sufficient grounds for dismissing

its claim to the best end. We also learn from this discussion what questions to raise about

the good, questions that are at work in Book I’s account of happiness. Finally, and perhaps

most importantly, this discussion reveals to us the character of Aristotle’s inquiry as a work

that aims to draw us into contemplating the good.

3.2.1. The “Prelude”

The first argument Aristotle makes in order to establish the good as the best end

concerns its necessity for human life. Without the wish for a single end, Aristotle says that

if one supposes human beings “choose all things on account of something else,” then “the

process [of human choice] will go on infinitely such that the longing (ὄρεξις, orexis) involved

is empty and pointless” (1094a20–21).10 According to Aristotle, choices are not chains of

random causes and effects; on the contrary, all choices have a beginning, and this is the end

for the sake of which one acts. The key to Aristotle’s argument rests in human longing (or

desire), for this is meaningless without an end. Indeed, longing seems to point towards an

end.11

Given the supposition that all choice seeks an end that gives meaning to human

longing, Aristotle raises an important question: “And with a view to our life, then, [does] not

9Cf. 1094a18, pg. 67 above.
10Although Aristotle presents “wish” and “choice” together, he distinguishes the two terms later on in his
work (Cf. 1111b20–30). Additionally, orexis may also be translated as “desire.”
11Contrast this argument with Hobbes’s assertion that there is no final end or greatest good in his account
of “felicity” (Leviathan XI.1, pg. 35 above).

69



the knowledge (γνῶσις, gnōsis) of this good [hold] (ἔχω, echō) great weight, and would we

not, like archers [possessing a target] (skopon echontes), better hit on what is needed (δέον,

deon)?” (1094a23–25).12 In the context of the discussion introducing the good as the best

end, Aristotle wonders if knowing this good is not merely a matter for abstract contemplation,

but a practical necessity. Yet what type of knowledge can human beings have of this good?

Aristotle’s use of the term gnōsis suggests this knowledge is not scientific. Rather, gnōsis

literally means a “knowing,” an active form of knowledge distinct from having a scientific

account of something that discloses what it is. Aristotle alludes to the active character

of this knowledge by suggesting human beings possess this end like an archer possesses a

target, which implies human beings do not possess the good in the same way as they possess

property; instead, there is a distance between themselves and the good, and their longing

looks to it in the hope of attaining what is necessary for their lives. By this account, the

good as the best end may help human beings attain what is good for themselves.13

Shortly after Aristotle suggests it is necessary for human beings to have the good

as the aim of their longing, he draws attention to difficulties in discerning what is good for

human beings by citing the perplexity of some suffering harm on account of good things such

as wealth and courage (1094b17–19).14 Aristotle’s perplexity is troubling, for how can good

things possibly be harmful? After all, if good things are harmful, would this not make them

bad? An important consequence of the good things’ potential to bring harm to human beings

is that it makes those things appear to vary from one individual to another (1094b17).15 It

seems, though, that the variability of good things does not stem from the things themselves,

but from the examples of those people who have been harmed by them. Consequently, the

12I have slightly altered Bartlett and Collins’s translation in order to draw attention to the two appearances
of ἔχω. This verb has many meanings, including “to have or to hold,” or “to possess.” The sense in
which ἔχω speaks of possession in this image is important for the Nicomachean Ethics. As such, I note the
appearance of this verb in key arguments throughout Aristotle’s work.
13Burger notes an interesting feature of Aristotle’s arguments for the necessity of a final end, saying, “Aris-
totle does not confirm the existence of such a final end, only the consequences that would follow from its
absence” (2008, 16).
14Cf. Politics 1257b40–1258a13 for a similar connection between wealth and courage, as well as Note 4 above.
As previously indicated, these problems flow from an incorrect understanding of what it means to “live well,”
something Aristotle has yet to address in Book I of the Nicomachean Ethics.
15In this passage, the Greek word πλάνη literally means “a wandering” or “a going astray.” Bartlett and
Collins translate this term as “variability.”
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good things seem to be harmful because human beings misunderstand their purpose.

While the problem of the variability of good things is an interesting question in itself,

it also allows Aristotle to establish expectations for the inquiry that is the Nicomachean

Ethics, saying, “It would certainly be desirable enough. . . if one who speaks about and on

the basis of such things demonstrate[s] the truth roughly and in outline, and if, in speaking

about and on the basis of things that are for the most part so, one draw[s] conclusions of that

sort as well” (1094b20–22).16 The nature of “the truth” of Aristotle’s inquiry is imprecise,

and because we know the inquiry is “a sort of political” one, we can further deduce the truth

about political things is imprecise as well.17 Thus, both the good things and the political

things are akin to one another with regards to the precision with which they can be stated.18

Within the context of the discussion of the precision of his inquiry, Aristotle speaks

briefly about good judgment. Concerning precision, Aristotle says one must seek it out

according to the “nature” (φύσις, phusis) of the subject, adding one should neither expect

a mathematician to be persuasive in speech nor a rhetorician to provide a mathematical

demonstration, for while each expert is a good judge of the things pertaining to one’s own

form of knowledge, each is not a good judge simply because one has not been educated

about all things (1094b24–1095a1).19 Judgment, then, is limited by one’s own knowledge,

and the goodness of one’s judgment will depend upon the extent to which one understands

the nature of that knowledge. So long as one judges in accordance with one’s knowledge,

Aristotle says one judges “nobly” (kalōs) (1094b28).20 The juxtaposition of particular and

universal knowledge in the discussion of what it means to “judge nobly” hearkens back to the

opening sentence of the Nicomachean Ethics and its juxtaposition of human things aiming at

16Cf. Note 8 above for the possible pun on agapēton in the phrase “desirable enough.” Further, in addition
to including the good things, the phrase “such things” in this passage also includes “the noble things” and
“the just things,” ideas related to the political art whose examination has been delayed until its proper
section. Finally, this is the first mention of “the truth” (ἀληθής, alēthēs) in the Nicomachean Ethics.
17Cf. 1094b11–14 for each of these arguments, with pg. 68 above for the statement about being “a sort of
political inquiry.”
18Contrast Aristotle qualifying his inquiry’s precision with Hobbes’s choice to model his political science on
geometry in order to attain the “precise truth” (Cf. Leviathan IV.12, Introduction pg. 29).
19This is the first mention of “nature” in the Nicomachean Ethics.
20Here Aristotle echoes Socrates’s account of the craftsmen in the Apology, whom he praises for practicing
their crafts “nobly,” but admonishes for thinking (like the poets) they are wise in all things because they
know their particular art (22c–e).
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some good with all things aiming the good.21 While Aristotle says those who know particular

things cannot be good judges of all things, he leaves open the possibility for human beings

who know all things to be good judges of particular things.

With regards to that which is done “nobly,” both the opening sentence of the Nico-

machean Ethics and Aristotle’s discussion of good judgment raise questions about what

such an adjective means. In the two preceding cases, it seems the noble things merit praise

because they are related to what is good. In the opening sentence, the noble declaration

concerns the good itself; similarly, one’s own judgment appears noble because it is good, and

the judgment is good on account of the knowledge one has. The noble, then, appears to be

related to the good in some way, though it is not clear how. The nature of this relationship

is a key theme that develops throughout the Nicomachean Ethics.

Returning to the matter of judgment, Aristotle refines the qualifications for good

judgment by revealing it depends not only upon knowledge, but longing as well. Using the

political art as his example, Aristotle says the young are not good judges of its logoi because

they lack experience in the “actions pertaining to life” (1095a2–4).22 Although Aristotle

singles out the young, he quickly reveals their particular fault is more common than his initial

statement suggests. Because the end (telos) of the political art is action and not knowledge

(gnōsis), the young are more likely to follow their passions (πάθος, pathos) (1095a5–6).

While the young may feel their passions more strongly than the old, the fault lies not in

age, but in a “character” (ἦθος, ēthos) that always follows the passions (1095a7–9).23 Those

who live only according to the passions derive no benefit from knowledge, much like those

who lack self-restraint (ἀκρατής, akratēs) (1095a9–10).24 Knowledge is useful, however, to

those whose longings (orexis) follow logos (1095a10–12). Several revealing points emerge

from the preceding discussion. First, the aptness of the young to act on their passions shows

how the passions more immediately align themselves with action, not knowledge. Second,

21Cf. 1094a1–2, pg. 64 above.
22Logos is a broad term that can mean “speech,” “account,” “argument,” or “reason.” It is on account of
the richness of the term that I often transliterate it, especially since Aristotle’s arguments throughout the
Nicomachean Ethics serve to reveal its complexity.
23This is the first appearance of “character” in the Nicomachean Ethics.
24This is the first mention of “self-restraint” in the Nicomachean Ethics, something that serves as the subject
of Book VII of Aristotle’s work.
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though the young are apt to feel the passions more strongly than the old, the continual

following of passion suggests a flawed character that prevents one from benefiting from

knowledge. Aristotle thus builds on his earlier argument for the necessity of the idea of

the good for human longing, adding character to his considerations.25 Aristotle’s arguments

suggest not only that desires are meaningless without an end, but that the person who lives

only according to desire is a deficient human being whose character (and life) could be better

if one’s own longings and knowledge inform one another through logos.

After Aristotle addresses his inquiry’s limited precision and characterizes its best

listener (or student), he says these arguments serve as a “prelude” (1095a13). One curious

feature of this prelude is the limit its qualifications for the right listener puts on the audience

of the inquiry. Aristotle seems to prefer the old over the young, yet concedes the inability

to live by anything other than passion is problematic. In light of this fact, it would seem

best for Aristotle to address the young in order to help them order their longings according

to the good.26 This is not the last curious statement Aristotle makes about his potential

audience, and such statements force the reader to question the purpose of his inquiry.

3.2.2. The Universal Good

The manner in which Aristotle directly addresses the universal good in the Nico-

machean Ethics is peculiar. Immediately after concluding his “prelude,” Aristotle says,

“Now, let us pick up again and—since all knowledge (gnōsis) and every choice [longs for

some good]—let us state what it is that we say the political art aims at and what the

highest of all goods related to action is” (1095a14–16).27 Notice how Aristotle begins by

suggesting his discussion about precision and the proper listener are digressions from his

inquiry into the best end. Aristotle further reinforces the notion of a return to the primary

question of his inquiry by echoing the opening statement of the Nicomachean Ethics, but

25Cf. 1094a20–21, pg. 69 above.
26Burger makes a similar argument, adding Aristotle may not address the young directly on account of
the fate of Socrates (2008, 18). She also says Aristotle’s statement about living by passion anticipates a
“psychological problem that will bring Aristotle’s debate with Socrates to a head in Book VII” (2008, 19).
27Bartlett and Collins translate the phrase “ἀγαθοῦ τινὸς ὀρέγεται” as “have some good as the object of
their longing.” I have rendered this phrase more literally since the Greek does not suggest there is an object
of longing even though the verb ὀρέγω means “to reach or stretch out.” Also note the kinship between
ὀρέγω and ὄρεξις, the word translated throughout as “longing.”
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replaces “art,” “inquiry,” and “action” with “knowledge,” subtly implying every art, inquiry,

and action is an active form of knowledge.28 The use of gnōsis raises questions about its

nature, particularly since it may “long for some good.” Aristotle thus builds on his earlier

comparison between the human being possessing knowledge of the good and the archer pos-

sessing a target, now adding human beings not only aim at the good, but reach for it as

something they long to possess.29 The good, however, does not seem to be Aristotle’s focus

at this point in the inquiry, for he turns to the good sought by the political art, and this good

relates solely to human action.30 While this marks the point at which Aristotle introduces

happiness to his inquiry, the question of the universal good does not disappear.31

After briefly stating the competing opinions on happiness, Aristotle says, “Certain

others. . . used to suppose that the good is something else, by itself, apart from these many

good things, which is also the cause of their all being good” (1095a26–28).32 The “good

things” to which Aristotle refers are pleasure, wealth, honor, and health, all of which are

thought to be the same thing as happiness. What is unclear about these good things is what

makes them good, for they are good either because they contribute to happiness, or because

they are effects of the good. To understand the good things, then, the reader must consider

the nature of happiness and the good and seek to determine if the two things are the same.33

Supposing the good is “something else, by itself,” how can we come to know it?

Immediately following his statement about the lost opinion of the good, Aristotle raises the

question of whether or not one should proceed from or towards first principles (1095a31–

32).34 Here Aristotle mentions Plato for the first time in the Nicomachean Ethics, saying

he frequently raised this “perplexity” (1095a33–34). Clarifying the nature of this perplexity,

28Cf. 1094a1–2, pg. 64 above.
29Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 70 above.
30Burger suggests this is one of the points at which the good sought by Aristotle’s inquiry “erodes” during
the course of Book I. Specifically, the erosion moves from “the good (1094a22) to the human good (1094b7),
then to the practical good (1095a16–17), and finally to the sought-for good (1097a15)” (2008, 14).
31Cf. 1095a17–20.
32Cf. 1095a21–25.
33As for why Aristotle says others “used to suppose” the good is its own being, one possible explanation is
his own wish to appear to distance himself from Socrates, much like Burger says he does with his statement
about the young not being suited for logoi in the political art (2008, 18).
34The Greek term is ἀρχαί, the plural form of ἀρχή (archē), which means “beginning” or “first cause.”
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Aristotle says we must begin from “what is known,” but notes this has two senses: that which

is “known to us,” and that which is “known simply” (1095b2–3).35 To rephrase the question,

do we start with the particular things each of us knows, or the things that theoretically can

be known by all in one way? In order for first principles to be what they are, they must be

true to everyone in the same way. If, then, we suppose the good is a first principle we seek

to know, can we know it by itself, or do we come to know it by considering things we hold to

be good for ourselves? For Aristotle’s part, he says we should start with the things known

to us (1095b4–5). If the universal good exists, we will come to know it by seeing how it is

the cause of the good things.

Aristotle begins his proper examination of the universal good with some hesitation,

saying, “As for the universal [good], perhaps it is better to examine it and to go through

the perplexities involved in the ways it is spoken of, although undertaking such an inquiry is

arduous, because the men who introduced the forms are [friends] (φίλους)” (1096a11–13).36

This passage marks the first appearance of “friend” (φίλος, philos) in the Nicomachean

Ethics, which interestingly coincides with a hint of disagreement between Aristotle, Plato,

and his students. This friendship poses an unexpected difficulty, for examination of the

problems with the universal good requires Aristotle to reveal flaws in his friends’ arguments.

In spite of this difficulty, Aristotle decides to push forward, saying, “But perhaps it might be

held to be better, and in fact to be obligatory, at least for the sake of preserving the truth, to

do away with even one’s own things, especially for those who are philosophers. For although

both are [friends], it is a pious [or ‘holy’] thing to honor the truth first” (1096a13–15).37

Aristotle’s conflict is between two friends: Plato and his students on the one hand, and

the truth on the other. As a philosopher—which literally means “love/friend of wisdom”—

35The Greek word for “simply” is ἁπλῶς (haplōs), which literally means “singly, in one way.”
36Bartlett and Collins note the Greek here for “good” literally means “better” since βέλτιον (beltion) is the
comparative form of agathos (2011, pg. 7, Note 29). “Better” implies the universal good is superior to the
goods discussed in the preceding chapter concerning the lives in which happiness may be found. Additionally,
I have amended (and amend throughout) Bartlett and Collins’s translation of φίλους as “dear” in order to
clarify Aristotle’s disposition towards “the men who introduced the forms.” Although “dear” is a common
translation of φίλος as an adjective, it obscures the feeling of friendship towards those to whom the adjective
applies.
37The noun for “preserving” (σωτηρία, sōteria) shares the same root as the verb σώζω, which Aristotle
uses to say the political art “preserves” the human good (Cf. 1094b7–8, pg. 67 above).
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Aristotle, out of piety, holds the truth to be worthy of greater honor and is therefore willing

to let go of what is his own for the sake of the truth.38 Though Aristotle finds a conflict

between the love of his friends and love of the truth, the love for each is the same form of

love, though only the former is reciprocal. How, then, is it possible for one to be a friend to

both the truth and other human beings?39 From Aristotle’s own example, the two inevitably

conflict, which begs the question of whether or not the love of the truth—and presumably

philosophy—is reconcilable with friendship. Yet here one must take notice of why Aristotle

gives honor to the truth over his friends: he does away with that which is his own “for

the sake of preserving the truth,” which means his disagreement with Plato concerning the

universal good should be understood in light of this end. Though Aristotle reveals problems

with the universal good in the arguments to follow, he does so in order to preserve the good.

Because this end reveals itself alongside Aristotle’s introduction of friendship to the inquiry,

it seems friendship—particularly of the philosophic variety—should play a vital role in his

own attempt to preserve the good.

The first problem Aristotle presents for the universal good concerns the various re-

lations it is said to have, saying, “The good is spoken of in relation to what something is,

and in relation to what sort of thing it is, and as regards its relation to something; but that

which is the thing in itself—that is, the being—is prior to any relation it has (for this is like

an offshoot and accident of the being). As a result, there would not be any common idea

(ἰδέα) pertaining to these things” (1096a19–23). Given the abstract nature of Aristotle’s

argument, it may help to use an example. The first way of speaking about the good is to

say it is a good thing. For example, broccoli is a good thing; in particular, it is a food. As a

vegetable, broccoli is a “sort” of food, and as a food it is good for both human beings and

animals. Problems emerge when one attempts to understand how a particular good thing

relates to a universal idea of the good. If the good is a universal idea, it must have its own

being (or nature) independent of all the things to which it bears a relation. To understand

38Aristotle does not express his piety towards the gods, but the truth. Because Aristotle’s piety is philosophic,
he reminds the reader of Socrates, who devoted himself to proving the oracle wrong at the expense of caring
for his own family (Cf. Plato’s Apology, 20e–22a, especially 21e–22a).
39For a discussion of the possibility of being a friend to the good, see Plato’s Lysis, especially 214a–e.
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the last part of Aristotle’s argument requires knowing what Plato and his students mean

by the term idea. Idea is akin to εἶδος (eidos), the Greek word for “form” that literally

means the “outward appearance” or “look” of something. The problem with the universal

idea of the good is that it does not seem possible for it to have its own appearance or being

and be spoken of in relation to many things. According to Aristotle’s argument against the

universal idea of the good, the only way to reconcile this good with the existence of many

good things is to show how all good things look the same. Since this is obviously not the

case, knowing the nature of the universal good looks to be a dubious proposition.

The relationship between the universal idea of the good and being poses further

problems for knowing the nature of the former, for “the good is spoken of in as many ways

as is the term is—for the good is spoken of in relation to what something is (for example, the

god and intellect (νοῦς, nous)); as for what sort of thing something is, the good is spoken

of as the virtues; as for how much something is, it is spoken of as the measured amount;

in its relation to something, as what is useful; as regards time, as the opportune moment;

as regards place, as the [right] location; and other things of this sort” (1096a24–27).40 The

overarching question these arguments present is the following: What type of being is the

good? If it is not possible for the good to have many different looks, so too it does not seem

possible for the good to have many forms of being and still be the good. Yet in spite of this

argument, the examples Aristotle offers lead one to wonder if the being of each of these good

things is exclusive of the other. In particular, consider the beings of the intellect and the

virtues: Do the virtues exist independently of the intellect, or is it possible for the virtues to

be related in some way to the intellect? Or consider the case of the useful: How do we know

something is useful? And as for the opportune moment and the right place, by what standard

do we evaluate these things? In the case of the useful, the opportune moment, and the right

place, does it seem likely we could make such judgments without some sort of standard in

mind? And if we have this standard, what is it? To answer this question, consider the

comparison Aristotle makes between being and the good. In the whole of nature, there are

many different beings. While these beings differ from each other, is there any one being that

40This quotation marks the first appearances of “god” and “intellect” in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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somehow has less being than the other? Similarly, in the case of the good things, does the

existence of many good things make each of those things less good than the another? Is it

not possible that we understand things are good in light of a standard illuminated by the

idea of the good? Rather than raising and pursuing these potential questions, Aristotle takes

stock of his own arguments and concludes the good cannot be “common, universal, and one”

(1096a28).41 Though Aristotle’s conclusion appears definite, the comparison between being

and the good gives reason to doubt the strength of his arguments against the universal good.

Aristotle gives the reader further reason to doubt his arguments against the universal

good when he raises a question about the relationship between the good and the sciences,

saying, “Since there is a single science of things that pertain to a single idea, there would also

be some single science of all the good things. But as things stand, there are many sciences

even of things that fall under a single category—for example, the [critical time]: in war, it is

generalship, in illness, medicine” (1096a30–32).42 Starting with the latter part of Aristotle’s

statement, he draws attention to how the sciences of generalship and medicine have different

critical times at which they must work (war and illness, respectively). Although the two

sciences share a critical time at which they must work, note how Aristotle subordinates each

science to the critical time in order to argue against the idea that there is a single science

of good things. To clarify, Aristotle takes the universal idea of the critical time and says it

determines its particular manifestation in each science, which implies knowing the critical

time will help one recognize it in both generalship and medicine. But how does one know

the critical time at which to exercise a science? When Aristotle first introduces the sciences

of generalship and victory to his inquiry, it is in the context of a discussion about ends

and architectonic arts and sciences.43 In the cases generalship and medicine, the pursuit of

victory and health helps one discern the critical time at which to put the science into action.

Aristotle, however, is silent about ends when he reveals the lack of a science of all good

things. The strange nature of Aristotle’s argument against the science of all good things

41The term for “common” is κοινόν (koinon), one that is important in Aristotle’s political teachings.
42Bartlett and Collins translate καιρός as the “opportune moment.” While such a translation is possible, it
seems to detract from the urgent nature of Aristotle’s examples.
43Cf. 1094a7–18, pg. 65 above.
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may be attributed to the omission of ends from the discussion, an omission that appears to

be deliberate since it reveals two absurdities. First, the improper elevation of the critical

time demonstrates the errors that follow from taking something particular and giving it

the authority to be universal. In this respect, Aristotle sheds light on a potential problem

among the arts: What happens when an art that should be subordinate to a particular end

claims the authority to be an end in itself?44 Second, Aristotle’s puzzling arguments show

the absurdity of trying to understand things without an end. Absent ends, all sciences and

inquiries are senseless.

Another important clue Aristotle offers to cast doubt on his arguments against a

science of all good things is the absence of gnōsis from this discussion. When Aristotle

presents his argument for the necessity of the good as the single end at which all things

aim, he says the knowledge of such an end is gnōsis, not science (epistēmē).45 Aristotle’s

argument against Plato’s universal good thus rests on a dubious foundation. By his own

account so far, Aristotle does not say we could know the good through science. Further,

sciences have their own goods—ends—at which they aim.46 Gnōsis, then, seems superior to

epistēmē, for such knowledge discloses to human beings the ends sought by their sciences.

Aristotle’s next challenge to the universal good comes in the form of a perplexity

concerning the “good-itself,” a problem derived from speaking of a distinction between a

“thing-itself” and a particular thing (1096a35).47 As an example, Aristotle wonders what

difference there is between the “human being-itself” and a particular human being, for both

are the same insofar as they are human beings; likewise, there does not appear to be any

distinction between the “good-itself” and a particular good thing, for both are good (1096b1–

3). Further, Aristotle adds the good would not be any better if it were eternal, arguing that

something that is white for only a day is not any less white than something that is so forever

(1096b4). Once again, a closer examination of Aristotle’s arguments reveals they are not as

44This argument is developed in Section 3.4, “The Political Art” (pg. 138 below).
45Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 70 above.
46Cf. 1094a3–9, pg. 65 above.
47The term for “thing-itself” is αὐτοέκαστον, which literally means “each-itself.” Bartlett and Collins
translate this term as “thing-as-such,” which seems to make Aristotle’s point about the difficulties of the
“good-itself” harder to understand.
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solid as they appear. Taking up the case of the “human being-itself” and a particular human

being, are there not cases where one human being may fall short of a standard implied by the

idea of the “human being-itself”? And if one compares one human being to another, does one

look at each as the same because each is a human being, or does one take notice of differences

in physical appearances? But when one compares one human being to another, does one

not also distinguish according to character, especially with regards to judging whether a

particular person is good or bad? To judge implies a standard, which suggests we do hold

a distinction between some idea of a “human being-itself” and a particular human being.

By analogy, then, it seems we are aware of a distinction between the “good-itself” and good

things. But if there is a distinction between the “good-itself” and the good things, Aristotle

cautions against holding the former superior to the latter because it is eternal. Instead, both

the “good-itself” and the good things are good because they both share the good, which

suggests they share the same nature.

The next problem to emerge from the way the Platonists speak about the good stems

from their distinction between things “good in themselves” and things “good on account

of these”; the latter goods are called “advantageous” (ὠφέλιμος, ōphelimos) because they

work for the benefit of the things good in themselves (1096b14–15). Given this relationship

between the things good in themselves and those that are advantageous, Aristotle turns

his attention away from the advantageous things to see if the things good in themselves

trace back to a “single idea” (1096b15–16). But what things qualify as “good in them-

selves”? Aristotle presents four possible candidates: being prudent, seeing, some pleasures,

and honors (1096b17). Interestingly, Aristotle notes these four things may be both good

in themselves and good on account of something else (1096b18–19). Rather than pursuing

the implications of this thought, Aristotle posits the good is an idea shared by all good

things, yet quickly dismisses this possibility since such an abstraction of the good makes it

an empty thing (1096b20–21).48 Leaving the preceding thought alone, Aristotle says that if

the things mentioned (i.e., being prudent, seeing, some pleasures, and honors) are truly good

48Burger notes this echoes Aristotle’s argument concerning desires and a final end (1094a20–21, pg. 69
above), but with an important difference: while the desires would be meaningless without a final end at
which they aim, now the good things having the good as their end renders them meaningless (2008, 25).
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in themselves, then the definition of what is good must be the same in each thing (1096b22).

Once again, Aristotle finds a problem with his argument, saying, “The definitions of honor,

prudence, and pleasure are distinct and differ in the very respect in which they are goods. It

is not the case, therefore, that the good is something common in reference to a single idea”

(1096b24–25). In this particular passage, there are two arguments, one on the surface, the

other implied. The surface argument holds the good cannot be an idea if it does not look the

same in each thing in which it appears; consequently, the existence of multiple good things

makes it difficult to establish a single definition of the good. The implied argument stems

from one good thing Aristotle leaves off of his second list: seeing. Honor, prudence, and

pleasure appear to admit of different definitions because one can be honored for, prudent

about, and pleased by different things. Seeing, however, does not have different definitions

because it exists by nature in all human beings. What is good about seeing is self-evident, a

fact that contrasts with the varying definitions of pleasure, which is also natural to human

beings. In this respect, the natural goodness of pleasure as a whole does not compare to

that of seeing. Notice, however, that Aristotle says “some pleasures” are good in themselves,

thereby suggesting there are pleasures with a comparable natural goodness to seeing. And

if some things are naturally good, is it possible for the good to exist by nature as well?

Even though Aristotle dismisses the possibility of the good things being related to a

single idea, he still wonders why they are held to be good things, noting such a designation

did not arise by “chance” (1096b27). Aristotle then raises three possibilities to explain why

the good things are related to one another in speech, asking, “Is it by dint of their stemming

from one thing or because they all contribute to one thing? Or is it more that they are such

by analogy? For as there is sight in the body, so there is intellect in the soul, and indeed

one thing in one thing, another in another” (1096b27–30).49 In the first two possibilities, the

good things are parts related to wholes, though it remains a question if they are derivative of

the whole or components one must take together in order to reveal the whole.50 Aristotle’s

49This is the first appearance of “soul” (ψυχή, psuchē) in the Nicomachean Ethics.
50I owe this way of thinking about the preceding passage in terms of parts and wholes to Sachs’s interpretation
from his translation of the Nicomachean Ethics (2002b, Note 12, pg. 8). Also, note how this passage echoes
Aristotle’s question of how to approach first principles (Cf. 1095a31–32, pg. 74 above).

81



third argument by analogy is more perplexing than the first two. In the analogy, Aristotle

implies that just as it is good for the body to have sight, so too is it good for the soul to

have intellect. But how does this argument relate to the question of the relationship between

the good things and the good? If sight and intellect are each good things, where does that

leave the good? One possible answer is that the good resides in the ability to recognize the

kinship between sight and intellect. The likeness between sight and intellect derives from

their work, which itself must be understood in the context of the wholes of which each thing

is a part. The work of the eyes is to see the world in order to help one move one’s body

through it. But if the work of the intellect is to see something in the same way as the eyes

see the world, to what things does the intellect look? And just as the eyes are parts of the

body that in some way relate to the others, does the intellect also relate to other parts of

the soul? Leaving aside the answer to these questions for now, it is enough to note how the

analogy between sight and the intellect implies both faculties are natural.

As soon as Aristotle alludes to the place of the intellect in the soul and how it may

relate to the good, he turns the reader’s attention elsewhere for two reasons, first saying any

precision on the intellect and soul belongs to “another philosophy,” then adding “it is clear

that [the idea of the good] would not be subject to action or capable of being [acquired]

(κτητός, ktētos) by a human being. But it is just some such thing that is now being sought”

(1096b30–34).51 Aristotle turns away from the idea of the good because it is not practical or

tangible. The word Aristotle uses to say the good cannot be “acquired” (ktētos) specifically

refers to the acquisition of material things one does not have and relates to κτῆσις (ktēsis),

which means “property.”52 Presumably this means Aristotle will steer his inquiry towards

a good that can be acquired like property. Recall, however, that Aristotle likens knowledge

(gnōsis) of a final end to an archer who “possesses” (echō) a target.53 If the idea of the good

can be possessed by knowledge, then the most one can do is look to it and act accordingly.

Although it appears Aristotle wishes to cast off the universal good from his inquiry

51Bartlett and Collins translate ktētos as “possesses,” which makes the term appear to be related to hexis
and echō. The importance of this distinction becomes apparent as the dissertation’s arguments progress.
52Cf. Aristotle’s Politics, Book I, Chapters 8–9.
53Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 70 above.
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because it can neither be put into action nor acquired, he still wonders if the universal good

may in some way relate to the good things, saying, “By having this [universal good] as a

sort of model, we will to a greater degree know also the things that are good for us; and if

we know them, we will hit on them” (1096b35–1097a3).54 Using language to call to mind

the image of the archer, Aristotle says knowing the good will help us recognize and attain

the good things, thus answering the question about the relationship between the idea of the

good and the good things.55 According to this later argument, the idea of the good allows us

to see what things are good for us, thereby governing our relationship with the good things.

Consequently, if there is a kinship between the idea of the good and the good things, then

it may be found in some form of understanding.

In spite of the apparent necessity for the idea of the good to help us determine what

is good for ourselves, Aristotle turns to the sciences and the arts as further evidence against

the necessity of the idea of the good. While Aristotle acknowledges the sciences all aim at

some good, he also notes they do not seek knowledge (gnōsis) of the good itself (1097a4–5).

Even though it seems strange for craftsmen to do without such knowledge, it is not clear how

contemplation of the universal good would make them perform their art any better (1097a6–

10). As an example, Aristotle says a physician has knowledge not of the good, but the health

of human beings, and when this knowledge is put into practice, the physician’s concern is not

with all human beings, but a particular human being with a particular condition (1097a11–

14). Before considering the implication of these arguments for the necessity of the idea of

the good, one should take note of what Aristotle’s arguments imply about the relationship

between science (epistēmē) and art (technē). Science seems to be the knowledge put into

practice by craftsmen, which suggests such knowledge is particular and practical in nature.

54The term for “having” is ἔχοντες, which strengthens the connection between this passage and the image of
the archer. Additionally, the term for “hit on” is ἐπιτυγχάνω, which Aristotle uses according to its proper
sense of “to hit upon.” Finally, the term for “model” is παράδειγμα, which appears in several arguments in
Plato’s Republic regarding the “pattern” of the soul by which one is good, noble, happy, and just (Cf. 409b–d,
472c-d). Socrates argues this pattern is necessary for a lawmaker to make “noble” laws about the noble, just,
and good things, otherwise one is “blind” (484c–d); he also speaks this way in relation to the guardians of
the city in speech (540a). Socrates says this pattern is akin to the motions of heavenly bodies, but grasped
only in logos and thought (529c–530c); this later applies to the city in speech (592b). I owe these citations
to Allan Bloom’s index from his translation of the Republic (1968, 484).
55Cf. 1096a24–27, pg. 77 above.
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The particular nature of scientific knowledge renders knowing (gnōsis) the good unnecessary,

for if one can perform one’s art effectively and in accordance with its own good, why would

one need to know the good? The practical benefits of the sciences and the arts make it

tempting to reject the idea of the good as ineffectual, but such a dismissal comes at the

expense of an important question implied by Aristotle’s arguments: If the sciences and the

arts aim at some good, how do we know if the good at which they aim is truly good for us?

3.2.3. A “Noble” Outline

After Aristotle makes some preliminary arguments on the nature of happiness, he

says they serve as an outline of “the good” to be completed at a later time by all, for

he thinks time can help discover what the outline lacks on account of its “noble” (kalōs)

condition (1098a20–26). Aristotle thus likens his arguments about the good and happiness

to the noble statement that “the good is that at which all things aim.”56 What it means

for something to be “nobly” said remains a mystery, though Aristotle provides more clues

in what follows. After reiterating the limits to the precision of certain inquiries and how

it must be sought according to the “nature” of what one investigates, Aristotle draws a

distinction between a carpenter and geometer in their approach to right angles: the former

seeks them because they are “useful” to his work, while the latter seeks to discover what

they are since such a person “contemplates the truth” (1098a29–32).57 The carpenter and

geometer are akin to one another because they know the same thing (i.e., right angles), but

for different reasons. For the carpenter, knowledge of right angles is useful for the sake of

making something. When the carpenter completes his work, it is superior to his knowledge

and his efforts. But for the geometer, there is no work aside from knowing the truth. As such,

knowing right angles is an attempt to understand the whole of geometry by knowing the

nature of one of its parts. The distinction between the carpenter and geometer is therefore

one of ends, for while the carpenter aims to produce certain works, the geometer engages

in the activity of contemplating the truth. Aristotle thus reminds the reader of the initial

distinction between ends from the start of the inquiry, now raising new questions about the

56Cf. 1094a1–2, pg. 64 above.
57Cf. 1094b23–25, pg. 71 above. Additionally, the term for “contemplates” is θεατής, which suggests the
geometer is one who “sees” or is a “spectator” of the truth.
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nature of ends by showing how they follow from some type of knowledge.58 From a theoretical

perspective, the geometer’s knowledge of right angles is more complete than the carpenter’s.

The geometer, however, does not seem to have any interest in how the knowledge of right

angles comes to be in the world, whereas the carpenter uses his knowledge of right angles to

make things through his art. Though it seems as if the carpenter’s end is more practical than

the geometer’s, there are practical consequences to each person’s approach to knowledge not

only in terms of the works each produces, but how each one lives.

With the comparison between the carpenter and the geometer, Aristotle points to the

question of what good knowledge serves. Is knowledge good because it is useful, or is it good

in itself? In spite of their different lives, both the carpenter and geometer share knowledge of

right angles, meaning each can see a right angle wherever it appears. If it is possible for both

the carpenter and geometer to share knowledge of the idea of right angles, is there not also

a similar kinship between two different human beings concerning the idea of the good, with

one type of human being attempting to use it in a certain art, and another contemplating it

in order to know the truth? While the attempt to answer the preceding questions must be

deferred for now, there is one further question that may illuminate the way forward. Given

the different approaches of the carpenter and geometer to the knowledge they share, on what

basis did they make this choice? Is it not likely for each to have chosen one’s particular life

thinking it would be good for oneself? If this is true, then the question of what is good for

oneself is the most important question to present itself to human beings. Or, in Aristotelian

terms, the question of what is good for oneself is the “most authoritative” question.59

Though the question of what is good for ourselves may be the authoritative question

for our own lives, it still remains unclear whether or not we need knowledge of the good in

order to discern what is good for ourselves. For Aristotle’s part, he is not content to let go

of the question of the good even though he later seems to confine his inquiry to the human

good. Immediately after the comparison between the carpenter and geometer, Aristotle says

we should learn to structure and limit our inquiries in accordance with the things we seek,

then adds “one should not demand the cause in all things alike either; rather, it is enough

58Cf. 1094a3–6, pg. 65 above.
59Cf. 1094a27, pg. 67 above.
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in some cases to have nobly (kalōs) pointed out the ‘that’—such is the case in what con-

cerns the principles—and the ‘that’ is the first thing and a principle” (1098a34–1098b5).60

Principles (or the “first things”), then, may not need demonstrations and complete accounts

of their nature; instead, Aristotle says it is enough to “contemplate” or “behold” them,

either through “induction,” “sense-perception” (αἴσθησις, aisthēsis), “habituation” (ἐθισ-

μός, ethismos), and other ways (1098b6).61 In the cases of “induction” and “habituation,”

we contemplate the first principles either by being drawn (or led) to them, or immersing

ourselves in them.62 The nature of contemplation through sense-perception is self-evident.

However we contemplate these principles, Aristotle says we “ought to try to go in search

of each in turn in the manner natural to them and to be serious about their being nobly

(kalōs) defined” (1098b7).63 The arguments Aristotle presents about principles reiterate ear-

lier statements about the overall lack of precision of his arguments concerning the good, the

good things, the political things, and the intellect and soul.64 If the good truly is “that at

which all things aim,” then Aristotle must show how the good things, the political things,

and the intellect and soul share in the good. The nature of the good, however, limits Aris-

totle’s precision. Consequently, if Aristotle’s inquiry aims at the good, we must understand

that the most he can do is point to it.

If the three ways we contemplate first principles are either sense-perception, induction,

or habituation, how will Aristotle’s inquiry help us contemplate the good? Indicating his

inquiry relies upon all three forms of contemplation, Aristotle says, “One must examine what

concerns [the first principle], not only on the basis of the conclusion and the premises on

which the logos rests, but also on the basis of things said about it” (1098b9–10).65 Now, if

60A similar passage concerning first principles and “the that” appears in a discussion about “the political
things” (1095a31–1095b8), which appears in Section 3.4 (“The Political Art”), specifically on pg. 140 below.
61The term for “contemplate” and “beholds” is θεωρέω (theōreō), which can be translated either way.
Bartlett and Collins note this as well, though they translate theōreō as “observe” in their work (2011, pg. 14,
Note 47). Also, though Bartlett and Collins translate aisthēsis as “perception,” I have added “sense” to the
translation in order to specify the nature of the perception.
62“Being drawn” or “led” are the definitions of “ἐπαγωγή” (epagōgē), the term Bartlett and Collins translate
as “induction.”
63For “serious,” Aristotle uses the term σπουδαστέος” (spoudasteos), which relates to the term he uses to
describe the morally serious person once his inquiry turns to happiness and virtue.
64Cf. 1094b12–14, 20–25 (pg. 71 above) & 1096b30–31 (pg. 82 above).
65I have inserted “the first principle” in place of the pronoun αὐτῆς in order to clarify the subject of the
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we are reading Aristotle’s work that leads us through the arguments and opinions about the

good, are we not also being habituated into thinking about the good?66 By recognizing the

possibility that Aristotle intends to draw us into contemplation of the good, we may begin to

understand the perplexing character of the Nicomachean Ethics. The incompleteness of the

arguments in Book I is deliberate, for this allows us to become aware of the various questions

Aristotle intends to examine. But above the particular arguments concerning the good and

happiness in Book I, there is another sense in which Aristotle’s work is incomplete. As a

philosopher, it is not a surprise that Aristotle is attuned to the difficulties surrounding the

idea of the good. Most readers, however, are not philosophers, and most likely never will

be.67 Why, then, does Aristotle entrust the completion of his work to all? Is it not because

Aristotle recognizes the necessity for all to think about the good?

The ambitious aim of Aristotle’s inquiry sheds more light on what it means for his

outline of arguments about the good to be “noble.” First, the outline is “noble” because

it draws us into thinking about the good.68 Second, by bringing us into contemplation of

the good, the arguments aim to make our lives better, to ennoble us. These considerations

about the “noble” nature of the inquiry give us an important insight into the character of

Aristotle’s writing: he thinks it is best to begin inquiries with the highest view in mind.69

By beginning with that which appears to be best, we are led to wonder if that thing truly

deserves its superlative place, to question if it is worthy of admiration. In this way, the

inquiry pushes our thoughts further than we may be inclined to take them on our own. Such

an approach suits an inquiry into the good, especially when one of the predominant questions

sentence. This reading seems appropriate since the gender of the pronoun corresponds with that of ἀρχή.
66Burger makes a similar argument about the Nicomachean Ethics, describing the work itself as a “genuine
deed” in which we participate as we read it (2008, 9).
67In Reading Aristotle’s Ethics: Virtue, Rhetoric, and Political Philosophy, Aristide Tessitore says Aristotle
addresses “two distinct types of morally serious persons: those who are not and never will be philosophers
and those who are potential philosophers” (1996, 9). With each audience, Aristotle intends either to draw
them to a “moral-political excellence they do not yet fully possess,” or to an excellence that “transcends
the political horizon altogether” in such a way as to make philosophy seem less “suspicious” while leading
those who are well-disposed to it towards the philosophic life (1996, 19–20). Though I mostly agree with
Tessitore’s characterization of Aristotle’s audiences, I would contend Aristotle’s scope is broader given the
centrality of the question of the good to his inquiry and his intention to leave its completion up to all.
68Cf. pg. 72 above.
69Cf. Politics Book I, especially 1252a7 and 1252a24 for Aristotle’s insistence on “noble” beginnings.
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is whether or not the good is the best thing. While learning how to think within the context

of the best things is important for contemplation, it may be even more important for human

action. With the comparison between the carpenter and geometer, Aristotle alludes to how

knowledge affects the way we live because it is chosen in accord with what we hold to be

good for ourselves.70 In writing a work concerned with knowledge of the good, Aristotle

is aware that his inquiry will shape the way his readers think, act, and produce things.

Further, because the work begins with the supposition that the political art concerns itself

with the best end, Aristotle reveals a concern for the political application of his work. Thus,

Aristotle’s “nobly” sketched inquiry aims to bring out the best in two things: the human

beings who read his work and the political art.

If Aristotle’s inquiry aims to bring out the best in us as human beings by drawing

us into contemplation of the good, how will we be able to determine whether or not the

good is the best end? Immediately following his statements about how to contemplate first

principles, Aristotle says, “With the truth, all the given facts harmonize; but with what is

false, the truth soon hits a wrong note” (1098b10–11). Aristotle’s poetic statement provides

a standard we can apply to his work. The truth of Aristotle’s inquiry will emerge in the

harmony of certain things; wherever the facts are discordant, we know the truth will not be

found there. If the Nicomachean Ethics is Aristotle’s attempt to preserve the idea of the

good, the question of the good must persist throughout the inquiry. To determine if this is

true, we must begin with the following question: Is the best end the good or happiness?

3.3. Happiness

The inquiry into happiness makes up a majority of the arguments in Book I. While this

suggests happiness will be a major theme in the Nicomachean Ethics, it mostly disappears

from the work until Book IX. When approaching Book I’s examination of happiness, then,

we need to try to uncover how it lays the groundwork for the extensive absence of happiness.

The general movement of the preliminary inquiry into happiness is from the question of what

it is to the nature of its necessary conditions. Aristotle begins with the many opinions on

the nature of happiness, considering the types of lives in which happiness may be found,

70Cf. 1098a29–32, along with analysis on pg. 85 above.
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then moves on to the role fortune plays in happiness and the more unrealistic hopes human

beings have for it. The common thread running through these questions is the assumption

that happiness is associated with the life of virtue, which seems to reside in the soul. By

associating happiness with the life of virtue, Aristotle speaks to our hopes that being good

will provide us some guarantee of happiness. The problem, however, is that once we reach

the end of Book I, the nature of virtue remains unknown. But the mystery of virtue is no

accident, for it is tied to a lack of clarity about human nature brought forth by Aristotle’s

recognition that pleasure has a significant role to play in all of our lives, in large part because

it, like happiness, could be the good.

3.3.1. Opinions About Happiness

Immediately after explaining the proper student of his inquiry is one who orders

longings according to logos, Aristotle says he must “state what it is that we say the political

art aims at and what the highest of all the goods related to action is” (1095a14–16).71 To

name this end, Aristotle turns to an opinion shared by “the many” and “the refined,” who

all agree the end of the political art and human action is “happiness, and they suppose that

living well and acting well are the same thing as being happy” (1095a17–20).72 By turning to

opinion, Aristotle begins with what is readily available to his readers. The particular opinion

to which Aristotle turns is worthy of notice because it marks a point of agreement between

those who live different lives and are unlikely to consider one another equals. In spite of their

differences, the agreement between the many and the refined concerning happiness reveals

an important assumption made by each group (and presumably all human beings): through

acting well, one lives well. In other words, good actions acquire happiness, and because the

political art’s concern is human action, it seems this art can help us acquire happiness.73

While all agree happiness is the end sought by both the political art and human

action, there is disagreement about what it is, particularly between “the many” and “the

71Cf. 1095a2–13, pg. 72 above. This is also the passage where Aristotle says gnōsis has longing, which was
examined on pg. 73 above.
72The term Aristotle uses for “refined” (χαριέντες, charientes) can also mean “graceful,” “beautiful,” or
“lovely.” Additionally, the phrase Aristotle uses for “living well” (εὖ ζῆν) is the same phrase he uses in the
Politics when he declares the city comes into being not only for the sake of living, but living well (1252b29).
73Cf. 1095a2–4, pg. 72 above.
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wise,” with the former saying happiness is something “manifest, such as pleasure or wealth or

honor” (1095a21–22).74 Though Aristotle says the wise disagree with the many, he does not

say what the wise think happiness is. “The wise,” however, corresponds to “the refined” in

the preceding sentence, which suggests the many think the refined are wise. By attributing

a shared opinion to the many and the refined, Aristotle suggests the two are not as different

as they claim to be. Since it is only the many to whom Aristotle attributes definite opinions

about the nature of happiness, it is possible for the refined to hold the same opinions even

if they wish to appear distinct from the many. According to this reading, Aristotle quietly

makes the argument that the character of the refined is indistinct from the many, thereby

leaving us to wonder who the wise truly are.75

Disagreement about the nature of happiness resides not only in the opinions of others,

but within oneself. Specifically, Aristotle says one who is sick calls happiness health, while

one who is poor says it is wealth; or, if one admits being ignorant of the nature of happiness,

one “wonders” at someone who says something “great and beyond” oneself (1095a24–25). In

each case, happiness resides in what one lacks, thinking the acquisition of those things would

be good for oneself. The problem with this way of thinking is immediately apparent: If we

think of happiness as attaining what we lack, what happens when we attain those things?

Would we be happy, or would we begin to think happiness resides in something else? Take

sickness and health as an example. When we are sick, we know health is good for us. But

when we become healthy, what do we hold to be good for ourselves? If happiness is truly

the aim of all human action and the political art, and if being happy entails knowing what

is good for oneself, then what it is cannot differ according to one’s circumstances. These few

examples at the start of Aristotle’s examination of happiness point to a major problem with

74This is the first appearance of the term σοφός (sophos) in the Nicomachean Ethics.
75This interpretation draws from a comment Aristotle makes in the examination of the master and slave by
nature in Book I, Chapter 5 of the Politics. The chapter ends with Aristotle saying the distinction between
master and slave according to the body would be “manifest” if the former developed bodies like the statues
of the gods (1254b27–36). Aristotle supposes a similar, “more just” distinction could happen regarding the
soul, though he qualifies the statement by saying the “nobility of soul is not so easy to see as nobility of
body” (1254b37–38). With regards to the passage above from the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle seems to
argue “the refined” have an outward appearance that distinguishes them from the many, and it is on the
basis of this difference in appearance that the many think the refined are wise. But wisdom is not manifest
in one’s physical appearance; rather, wisdom resides in the way one thinks, and the nobility of one’s thoughts
will not reveal itself in the way one looks.
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the idea: its nature is elusive both in common opinion and throughout one’s life. Contrary

to our wishes, then, happiness is not something “manifest.”

After digressing into the discussion about Plato and first principles and making a

statement concerning the proper habituation for readers of his work, Aristotle takes a new

approach in his examination of happiness.76 Rather than relying on contrary opinions, Aris-

totle considers the lives people lead, finding three to be the most prominent: the life of

pleasure (ἡδονή, hēdonē), the political life (πολιτικός, politikos), and the contemplative life

(θεωρετικός, theōretikos) (1095b14, 18–19). While Aristotle’s turn to the way human beings

live looks like a departure from logos in favor of action, a close examination of his argument

reveals the two are connected. Appearing to resume his discussion about the tension be-

tween the many and the refined, Aristotle says, “For on the basis of the lives they lead, the

many and crudest seem to suppose, not [without logos ], that the good and happiness are

pleasure. And thus they [love] the life of enjoyment” (1095b15–17).77 Rhetorically, Aristotle

begins by giving credit to “the many and the crudest,” noting there is logos for their choice

of the life of pleasure—which means their lives do not lack an account—and that account

indicates they think “the good and happiness are pleasure.” This argument connecting the

good, happiness, and pleasure serves two purposes. First, it indicates continuity with the

digression into how to approach first principles from the preliminary discussion of happiness,

for the argument of the many and crudest suggests the good, happiness, and pleasure are

synonymous with one another and are first principles (i.e., ends). Second, insofar as hap-

piness is the good attainable through human action, Aristotle’s arguments suggest action

follows from a particular understanding (or logos) of the good. In this respect, Aristotle

connects our understanding of what is good for ourselves to an idea of the good.78 Our lives

thus reflect the choice of a particular end to guide them. Taken together, the preceding

76For Plato and first principles, see 1095a31–1095b5, pg. 74 above. Because proper habituation includes “the
noble things and the just things,” it is examined with the political art, specifically on pg. 141 below.
77Bartlett and Collins translate the phrase οὐκ ἀλόγως as “not unreasonably,” which, though accurate,
slightly obscures the appearance of logos. Also, I have amended their translation of ἀγαπάω as “cherish”
in order to emphasize the sense that the life of pleasure is loved, though not in the same way as friendship.
Further, it helps keep track of the appearances of agapē in the Nicomachean Ethics (Cf. 1094b7–10 &
1094b15, Notes 8 & 16 above).
78Cf. 1096b35–1097a3, pg. 82 above.
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arguments connect logos, action, and thought, which means the questions of the good and

happiness are firmly within the realm of logos and must be engaged accordingly.

Turning now to the examinations of the lives in which happiness may be found,

Aristotle begins with the life of pleasure only to dismiss it immediately, saying it is fit solely

for “fatted cattle” (1095b20). Though Aristotle accuses the many of being “completely

slavish” for pursuing the life according to pleasure, he concedes they happen to be given

an account “because many people in positions of authority experience passions like those

of Sardanapallus” (1095b21–22).79 Sardanapallus was the king of Assyria, “renowned for,

and apparently boastful of, his extravagant way of life and sensual indulgences” (2011, pg. 6,

Note 23). Thus, in spite of the baseness of the life of pleasure, the lives of prominent political

leaders suggest happiness may be found in the heights of power. While Aristotle primarily

criticizes the life of pleasure, the example of Sardanapallus suggests a twofold criticism of

rulers. First, it is possible for rulers to be both masters and slaves: on the one hand they

are masters of their cities, and on the other hand they are slaves to their desires. Second,

in choosing a life of pleasure, rulers set a poor example for their citizens, leading them to

choose a slavish life as well. By this account, the life of pleasure is neither good for oneself,

nor the city.

Aristotle then turns to the political life, chosen by “the refined and active” for the

sake of honor, “the end (telos) of the political life” (1095b23–24). Although Aristotle does

not immediately dismiss the political life like the life of pleasure, he finds its concern with

honor problematic. First, honor appears to be “too superficial” since it belongs to those

who bestow it, whereas “we divine that the good is something of one’s own and a thing not

easily taken away” (1095b24–26). By its nature, honor requires the recognition of others,

for the person who bestows honors upon oneself appears ridiculous. Thus, if one wants

to be honored, one is at the mercy of those who judge what is worthy of honor, thereby

putting it at odds with the inquiry’s desire to discover the good that belongs to oneself. The

term Aristotle uses for the good being “one’s own” is οἰκεῖον (oikeion), which suggests the

good being sought is akin to one’s own property and/or household. Aristotle thus prepares

79The word for “completely” is παντελής, which shares the same root as telos.
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the way for rejecting the idea of the good as the focus of his inquiry because it cannot be

acquired.80 A second problem with honor manifests itself in why it is desirable, for Aristotle

says many seek it “so that they may be convinced that they themselves are good” (1095b27).81

Those who pursue honor in order to be assured of their own goodness do not seek it from

everyone; rather, they “seek to be honored by the prudent (φρόνιμος, phronimos), among

those to whom they are known, and for their virtue (ἀρετή, aretē)” (1095b28–29).82 This

argument yields several presuppositions that are important to the overall trajectory of the

Nicomachean Ethics. Those who choose the political life pursuing honor desire to know if

they are good, which suggests the end of the political life is knowledge of one’s own goodness,

not honor. In order to know they are good, those seeking honor pursue virtue, for they hold

virtue is an indication of goodness. Because they do not know and trust they are good,

those who pursue honor turn to those with whom they are familiar and hold to be prudent,

supposing they know and recognize virtue. Since the judgment of the prudent is necessary

to determine whether or not those who seek honor are good, Aristotle suggests they lack

prudence themselves. From these deficiencies of the honor-driven political life, we may be

able to piece together what the potential character of happiness would look like by resolving

the problems posed by Aristotle’s criticisms. If goodness comes from virtue, and virtue in

turn from prudence, then happiness would entail possessing prudence and choosing virtue

knowing it makes one good. Such a line of argument suggests we will not become good

without being prudent, for prudence appears to be the only means through which the good

becomes “one’s own.”

Though Aristotle acknowledges his arguments about virtue suggest it is more properly

the end of the political life than honor, he also says virtue appears to be a “more incomplete”

end because it is possible for one to possess (echō) it and either be asleep, inactive, or suffer

great misfortunes; in each case, we would not hold such a person to be happy (1095b30–

80Cf. 1096b31–34, pg. 82 above.
81The term for “convinced” is πιστεύω, which can also mean “to trust,” or, in the case of the Rhetoric, “to
persuade.”
82This passage marks the first appearances of “prudence” (which appears in its adjective form) and “virtue”
in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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1096a1).83 While Aristotle’s criticisms initially focus on problems with possessing virtue,

they also point to problems with how we understand happiness. After all, do we consider

to be happy those who are sleeping, inactive, or suffering great misfortunes? Virtue and

happiness appear to be incomplete in the same way, leaving us to wonder if the two things

are commensurate with one another.

The third possible life in which happiness may be found is the “contemplative”

(theōretikos) one. Rather than making a preliminary examination of the contemplative

life, Aristotle says it will appear in what follows (1096a5). This statement is perplexing,

especially since the examination of the contemplative life does not make an explicit appear-

ance until Book X. Another curious feature of Aristotle’s mention of the contemplative life

is the lack of criticism attached to it. The contemplative life is neither dismissed from the

inquiry nor shown to be incomplete, which suggests it is both an integral part of the whole

inquiry and complete.

In addition to Aristotle’s brief mention of the contemplative life, there is the odd

appearance of a fourth way of life where happiness may reside: the “moneymaking” life

(χρεματιστής, chrematistēs) (1096a5). Aristotle quickly dismisses such a life, however, be-

cause “wealth is a useful thing for the sake of something else” (1096a6–7). By its nature,

money is instrumental to another purpose, for it helps us acquire things we think are good

for ourselves. Though the instrumental nature of the moneymaking life makes it seem as if

the lives of pleasure, honor, and virtue are more fully ends because such things are “[loved]

for their own sake,” Aristotle says these things do not seem to be ends either (1096a8–10).84

But if pleasure, honor, and virtue are not ends, what are they? This question is pressing,

especially given Aristotle’s acknowledgment that these things are loved on account of them-

selves and for no other reason, leaving us with the unsettling conclusion that we know little

about the ends we choose. Another problem concerns the life in which happiness resides.

If the life of pleasure, the political life, and the moneymaking life are insufficient because

83The term for “more incomplete” is ἀτελεστέρα, the comparative form of ἀτελής, which literally means
“without end.” Note the shared root of telos in the term. Bartlett and Collins leave out the comparative
sense of the term in their translation.
84Again, I have changed the translation of ἀγαπάω from “cherished” (Cf. Note 77 above).
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they do not aim at a true end, which life does? Here the absence of criticism about the

contemplative life provides a hint of the way towards a resolution of these problems, for it

seems this life seeks a true end. What end, however, could this be? At this point in the

inquiry, there are two possible answers, namely, the good or happiness.

3.3.2. “Complete” Happiness?

After his examination of the universal good and its perplexities, Aristotle continues

his inquiry into happiness by making a distinction between ends different from the one

between works and activities, noting the case of ends chosen on account of something else

reveals some ends are not as “complete” (τέλειος, teleios) as others (1097a26–27).85 As

an example, Aristotle points to instrumental things, explaining how wealth allows one to

purchase an aulos (a musical instrument) that one can play for the sake of listening to music

(1097a26–27). In light of this example, we must examine whether or not the end we choose

is a means to something else. Further, determining the completeness of an end is vital to

Aristotle’s inquiries into the good and happiness, for if the inquiry seeks the end that is “the

best,” such an end must be complete (1097a27). To determine if an end is complete, we

must consider if it is chosen on account of itself and for no other purpose (1097a28–35). By

distinguishing between ends chosen on account of something else and ends chosen on account

of themselves, Aristotle echoes his earlier discussion concerning the relationship between the

good things and the good.86 The similarity in language implies ends are akin to goods, some

less complete than others, yet all of a similar nature. The idea of completeness also sheds

more light on the nature of ends, for the term teleios shares the root of telos, suggesting the

completeness of something requires an end at which it aims. With regards to the inquiry

into happiness, the primary question is whether or not it is a complete end.

The first indication of happiness being a complete end comes from common opinion,

where Aristotle finds it is something we choose on account of itself (1097b1). In support

of this understanding, Aristotle draws attention to the fact that although we choose honor,

pleasure, intellect, and every virtue on account of themselves, we also choose them for the

85For the distinction between the ends of works and activities, cf. 1094a3–4, pg. 65 above.
86Cf. 1096b14–25, pg. 80 above.
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sake of happiness (1097b2–5).87 Interestingly, happiness is not something we choose in order

to attain honor, pleasure, intellect, and virtue (1097b6). Two conclusions may be drawn

from Aristotle’s observations about our opinions regarding happiness. First, of the various

ends human beings seek, happiness stands as the clearest example of something we choose on

account of itself. Second, if we understand happiness is independent of the instrumental ends

of honor, pleasure, intellect, and virtue, does happiness actually relate to these ends? To

clarify the nature of the problem, it may be helpful to consider it in light of the relationship

between the good and good things. If we hold happiness to be the good at which all our

actions aim, then it seems honor, pleasure, intellect, and virtue are good things on account

of their ability to help us acquire happiness. But, if we hold happiness to be good in itself

without need for these good things, does that mean these things are not good since they

bear no necessary relation to happiness? Or, is it the case that the good things are good

in themselves even if they are not related to happiness? Leaving aside the difficult task of

answering these questions for now, we should take note of how the questions surrounding

happiness are similar to the questions concerning the good. In each case, the only way to

resolve the perplexities of happiness and the good is to discover the nature of each.

The second indication of the completeness of happiness emerges when Aristotle con-

siders the way in which it seems “self-sufficient” (αὔταρκης, autarchēs), a characteristic it

shares with the “complete good” (1097b7). Taking the idea of completeness and applying it

to human life, Aristotle defines the self-sufficient “as that which by itself makes life choice-

worthy (hairetos) and in need of nothing, and such is what we suppose happiness to be”

(1097b15–16). By choosing happiness as the end for our actions, we expect our lives will be

complete. Consequently, the completion of our own lives requires choosing a complete end as

our aim. This particular conclusion becomes more important when considered in the context

of the “complete good.” Recall one of the last problems Aristotle addresses with the idea of

the good is its apparent uselessness to the practitioners of particular arts.88 As an example

87This list of ends appears to echo the earlier list of good things at 1096b17 (pg. 80 above), though “seeing”
and “prudence” have been replaced by “intellect” and “every virtue.” Given the earlier suggestions that the
intellect functions like sight in the soul (1096b27–30, pg. 81 above) and that prudence allows the recognition
of virtue (1095b28–29, pg. 93 above), the change does not appear to be accidental.
88Cf. 1097a4–14, pg. 83 above.
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of this problem, Aristotle says a doctor does not need to know the good in order to treat

a sick patient. Hanging over this discussion is the question of whether or not each art and

science aims at a more authoritative end. To put the question in terms of completeness, are

the particular ends of arts and sciences less complete than other ends and therefore chosen

on account of these more complete ends? To return to the example of the art of medicine,

if medicine aims at the end of health, do we seek medicine primarily for the sake of health,

or because we expect health to contribute to happiness? If health is good on account of

happiness, we can only come to know the goodness of health by understanding it within the

context of a more complete end. If this is true, then we cannot know whether a particular

end is good without placing it in under a more complete end. It is necessary, then, for us

to seek to know the complete good, but in such a way as to avoid the mistake of holding a

good to be complete when it is not.

An interesting feature of Aristotle’s introduction of the idea of self-sufficiency to his

inquiry is his attempt to prevent readers from treating it as an instruction for one to live

alone and by oneself, for what is self-sufficient is so “with respect to parents, offspring, a

wife, and, in general, one’s friends and fellow citizens, since by nature a human being is

political” (1097b8–11). Aristotle’s understanding of self-sufficiency is not one of indepen-

dence; instead, human beings can be self-sufficient while still being part of their families and

their cities; even friends are self-sufficient. For Aristotle, human beings’ ability to develop

all these relationships follows from their political nature. While Aristotle’s perspective sug-

gests human beings are naturally capable of sharing their lives with others, what do they

share? The answer to this question resides in the Politics, where Aristotle makes the famous

claim that human beings are political animals because they “possess (echō) logos.”89 Given

the importance of logos to Aristotle’s inquiry, we must wonder why it is absent from this

description of human beings as naturally political in the Nicomachean Ethics but present in

the Politics. Recall, however, the broad nature of logos and how it relates to the account of

the life of pleasure.90 With this consideration in mind, the absence of logos from Aristotle’s

statement about the political nature of human beings in the Nicomachean Ethics suggests

891253a8, see also pg. 56 above.
90Cf. 1095b15–17, pg. 91 above.
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there is something we have to learn about logos before it appears in the Politics ; specifically,

we must learn what it means to possess logos.91

At the same time as Aristotle disassociates self-sufficiency from independence, he

places limits on the extent to which we can share our lives with others, noting the absurdity

of sharing ourselves with “parents of parents” and “friends of friends” so that such sharing

goes on to infinity (1097b12–15). An important consequence of this observation is the limits

it places on political life. For example, consider the distinction between friends and citizens.

While it is easy for us to imagine the ways in which it is possible to share our lives with

our friends, it is much more difficult to consider how this is possible with all of one’s fellow

citizens. After all, it is very easy for one to go through life without knowing every single

person who lives in the same city as oneself. It is also a question if sharing our lives with all of

our fellow citizens is even desirable. Whatever the case may be, Aristotle’s limited attention

to these questions at this point in the inquiry serves to show human beings’ political nature

establishes limits to their ability to share their lives with others.

The final demonstration of the completeness of happiness as an end comes when one

considers how choiceworthy it is among “all things” (1097b17). When taken in this context,

happiness emerges as the “most choiceworthy” thing since it least requires the addition of

good things to make it worthy of choice (1097b18). If one adds good things to happiness,

the result is “a superabundance of goods, and the greater number of goods is always more

choiceworthy” (1097b19). For this reason, “happiness appears to be something complete

and self-sufficient” (1097b20). With this line of argument, Aristotle places happiness among

the other good things, not as a separate good that exists independently of them. In this

respect, Aristotle imitates an opinion of the Pythagoreans about the good to which he briefly

appeals in his examination of the perplexities of the relationship between the “good-itself”

and a particular good thing (1096b5–8).92 With this parallel, Aristotle explains how the

good may relate to good things, for just as happiness is a complete good that does not

require the other good things to be complete, so too is the good complete on its own, though

91Contrast Aristotle’s arguments here with Hobbes’s assumption that all political association is unnatural
and the consequence of renouncing one’s rights to all things (Leviathan XVII.12–13, pgs. 45 & 46 above).
92Cf. 1096a35–1096b4, pg. 79 above.
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the addition of other good things is like a bonus that would not be rejected. Still, if one

were given the choice between happiness and the assorted good things, the completeness and

self-sufficiency of happiness makes it something we would choose above all the good things.

We must wonder, then, if human beings would make the same choice regarding the good,

choosing it before all the other good things on account of its completeness.

3.3.3. Happiness and the Human Work

Though common opinion clearly suggests happiness is the best thing, Aristotle says

what happiness is requires a clearer account (1097b23–24). As a starting point, Aristotle

wonders if there is a “work” (ergon) unique to human beings, something akin to the work a

craftsman or artist produces through art (1097b25–28). If happiness is a human work, then

it is something we can produce. Further, as a work, we know from an earlier argument that

it is the product of action, in which case the work is superior to the action producing it.93

In thinking of happiness as the work of a human being, some difficulties present themselves

with regards to the craftsmen Aristotle uses as examples for understanding the human work,

namely, an aulos player, sculptor, carpenter, and shoemaker (1097b25–28). Though all these

craftsmen produce works, the production and character of those works differ significantly

from one another. By playing an instrument, the aulos player produces music; the sculptor

takes a piece of unformed rock or metal and chisels it into the form of a human being; through

the re-working and arranging of assorted materials, both the carpenter and the shoemaker

make things useful to human beings. Given these disparate actions and works, what type

of work is happiness? Is the human being like an instrument that must be played a certain

way? Or is the human being somehow unformed, waiting to be given shape? Or, is the

human being an assortment of parts that must be worked upon and arranged in a certain

way in order for happiness to come into being? Above these questions stands one more: If

happiness is a work, what craftsman can bring it into existence?

To answer the question regarding the character of the human work, Aristotle considers

the various parts of the human body and asks, “Or just as there appears to be a certain work

of the eye, hand, and foot, and in fact of each of the parts in general, so also might one posit

93Cf. 1094a3–4, pg. 65 above.
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a certain work of a human being apart from all these?” (1097b30–33). The first implication

of this argument concerns the nature of a “work,” for it is hard to conceive of one’s eyes,

hands, or feet producing something. But what these body parts lack in production, they

make up for in what they do (i.e., seeing through the eyes, touching with the hands, and

walking with the feet). A second implication of Aristotle’s question concerns the relationship

between parts and wholes. While each body part has its own work, the performance of the

work is not possible without a connection to the whole body. Further, the work of the human

body requires all of these parts in order to be complete. Yet, at the same time as Aristotle

invites us to consider the work of the human being as it relates to the body, he also suggests

the human work is not wholly one of the body.94

Seeking where the work of happiness may reside, Aristotle dismisses nutrition, growth,

and sense-perception as the work being sought because they are common to plants and

animals, thereby disqualifying them from being the human work (1097b34–1098a1). Aristotle

then turns to the life involving logos, saying, “So there remains a certain active life of that

which possesses (echō) logos ; and what possesses logos includes what is obedient to logos, on

the one hand, and what possesses it and thinks, on the other” (1098a2–4). What distinguishes

human beings from animals and plants is logos, which Aristotle reveals to have two senses.

In the first sense, human beings have the ability to obey logos. In the second sense, human

beings possess logos and think about it. Once again, note the term for “possess” is echō,

which implies human beings in some way hold logos either in the sense of having it within

their grasp or aiming at it like an archer.95 Together, the two senses of possessing logos

suggest human beings will obey logos if they have it. Though Aristotle is vague in his

description of the twofold nature of logos at this point in the inquiry, we at least gain an

important insight into his understanding of logos : human possession of logos is not just the

ability to think things through, but the capacity for following what one thinks as well. The

twofold nature of the human capacity for logos implies it is a whole whose parts must relate

to one another. Given this relationship, we are left to wonder what human capacity possesses

94Compare with Hobbes’s arguments that all human motion is bodily (Cf. Section 2.1, pg. 27 above).
95Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 70 above.
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logos, thinks about it, and obeys it.96

A curious feature of Aristotle’s introduction of the active life possessing logos is the

distinction between obeying logos and possessing and thinking it. For the moment, however,

Aristotle suggests focusing on only one part of this active life, saying, “But since this also

is spoken of in a twofold way, one must posit [it] in accord with an activity (energeia), for

this seems [to speak more authoritatively]” (1098a5–6).97 With this statement, Aristotle

establishes a distinction between energeia and some yet-to-be-named manner of possessing

logos. In addition to leaving open the nature of this second sense of possessing logos, we are

also left to wonder if energeia is obedience to logos, or if it is the possessing and thinking

of logos. While Aristotle does not take up these questions immediately, he focuses on the

nature of this activity of the soul in accord with logos, saying it is “in accord with virtue,

and if there are several virtues, then in accord with the best (ariston) and most complete

(teleiotatos) one” (1098a7–17). Because this virtue must be “the best and most complete,”

it must be chosen on account of itself with no need of anything else. Given what we know

about the term energeia, the soul must be in the work of virtue.

Though we know little about virtue at the moment, the manner in which Aristotle

connects it to happiness deserves attention. Aristotle takes his bearings from a “serious”

(σπουδαῖος, spoudaios) person, whom he distinguishes from a regular person on the grounds

that the serious person attempts to do things “well and nobly (kalōs)” because he acts

96Contrast Aristotle’s preliminary inquiry into what it means to possess logos with Hobbes’s understanding
of reason as the adding and subtracting of the definitions of names (Cf. Leviathan V.2, pg. 29 above).
97I have made three changes to Bartlett and Collins’s translation of this passage. The first two changes
concern pronouns whose original subject is not entirely clear in the Greek. First, when Aristotle says the life
possessing logos is twofold, Bartlett and Collins insert “this life of reason in the second sense” in the place
of the pronoun ταύτης. Because the phrase for “possesses logos” has a neuter ending (λόγον ἔχοντος), it
does not appear to be the subject of the pronoun ταύτης, which has a feminine ending. Instead, the nearest
subject with a feminine ending is ζωή (“life”), the subject to which the adjective πρακτική (“active”) applies.
Second, I have changed Bartlett and Collins’s parenthetical insertion of “of that which possesses reason”
to “it” in order to maintain the subject as the “active life.” Finally, Bartlett and Collins translate the
phrase κυριώτερον γὰρ αὕτη δοκεῖ λέγεσθαι as “this seems to be its more authoritative meaning.” What
the pronoun αὕτη refers to is unclear, but given its feminine ending, it appears to refer to ἐνέργεια. Further,
given the potential for the pronoun to refer to ἐνέργεια, I have translated the final phrase to suggest this
is what speaks more authoritatively because the verb λέγεσθαι is the middle infinitive of λέγω, a tense
suggestive of a subject acting upon itself. While Bartlett and Collins translate this verb by reading it as a
description of how the soul possesses logos, my translation suggests Aristotle speaks of the energeia of the
soul as being more authoritative in order to prepare the way not only for understanding how it is distinct
from hexis, but how hexis is actually more authoritative than energeia.
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according to virtue (1098a7–15).98 As an example, Aristotle distinguishes a cithara player

from a “serious” cithara player, noting that while the former can play the cithara, only the

latter can play the cithara “well” (1098a9–12). By following virtue, the serious person does

things “well and nobly,” thereby bringing himself to completion and distinguishing himself

from others (1098a15–16). The term for “virtue,” aretē, literally means “excellence.” The

serious person thus distinguishes himself by acting in accord with a particular excellence

within his soul that can possess and think about logos, an excellence that makes him complete

in a way others are not. Though Aristotle does not reveal what this excellence of the soul

is, his statement that it makes the serious person do things “nobly” shows it is the source of

what we find admirable about such a person. In this way, Aristotle suggests the excellence

of what human beings do is a reflection of something they possess in their souls.

Immediately after saying the serious person brings himself to completion by acting in

accord with virtue, Aristotle adds another sense of completion associated with opinions of

happiness, noting we do not call anyone “blessed and happy” unless they have lived a long

life (1098a18–19).99 With this qualification, Aristotle introduces a conflict within opinions

about happiness. The serious person is happy on account of a completion within his soul

that seems to exist regardless of age, which suggests the happiness of the serious person is

in his own control. But if the serious person must live a long life in order to be happy, then

happiness is subject to chance. Although Aristotle does not further examine this conflict

regarding the nature of completeness, he hints at a preference for the serious person by

suggesting a long life makes someone “blessed” in addition to being happy. In this regard, a

long life is not necessary for happiness, though it is still desirable.

3.3.4. Happiness and the Good Things

Following his discussion of how to seek first principles, Aristotle considers what kind of

good happiness is, naming three in particular: external goods, goods of the body, and goods

98This is the first appearance of spoudaios in the Nicomachean Ethics.
99 The term Aristotle uses for “blessed” is μάκαριος (makarios). In Chapter VI of Leviathan, Hobbes says
“makarismos” is a Greek term for which there is no English equivalent used by human beings to “signify the
opinion they have of a man’s felicity” (VI.59). Given the fact that Hobbes does not use “happiness” in his
work, it seems telling that he associates felicity with a term Aristotle distinguishes from eudaimonia.
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of the soul (1098b13–14).100 Of these three goods, those of the soul—which are “actions and

activities”—are “the most authoritative and especially good,” which means external goods

and the goods of the body should serve the soul’s actions and activities (1098b15–16).101 By

stating happiness is a good of the soul and not a bodily or external good, Aristotle notes

the opinion has been stated “nobly,” for it is “ancient” and in agreement with “those who

philosophize” (1098b17–20). While Aristotle says the ancestral and the philosophic are in

agreement about happiness being a good of the soul, one of the great disputes in political

philosophy is the conflict between the ancestral and the philosophic.102 This dispute is

worthy of notice since both the ancestral and the philosophic can give something “nobility,”

leaving us to wonder what the true source of nobility is. Such a consideration is especially

important in an inquiry aiming at the good, for readers must decide if they will seek it in

what is ancestral, or if they will choose to approach it through philosophy.103

By stating happiness is an activity of the soul, Aristotle says the logos “harmonizes”

with the opinion that happiness entails both living and acting well (1098a20–21).104 By

harmonizing happiness with the idea of living and acting well, the arguments so far also

harmonize with opinions saying happiness consists either in virtue, prudence, and wisdom,

or all three things “together with pleasure or not without pleasure” (1098b22–25). This

marks the first mention of pleasure since Aristotle dismissed the life associated with it as

being fit for “fatted cattle.”105 In this passage, however, Aristotle is not nearly as flippant

about pleasure as he was earlier. With regards to happiness, Aristotle’s statement indicates

pleasure is either sought on account of itself in addition to virtue, prudence, and wisdom, or

it is in some way bound up with each thing. The connection of pleasure to happiness must

therefore be taken seriously. After noting many add external goods to these other good

100Cf. 1098b1–8, pg. 85 above for how to seek first principles.
101The term for “most authoritative” is the superlative of kurios, the same term Aristotle uses when he says
the political art is the “most authoritative” art (1094a27, pg. 67 above).
102One work to consider on this score is Leo Strauss’s essay “Progress or Return?”, specifically pgs. 112–113
for the ancestral as good, and pgs. 118–119 for the philosophic life’s transcendence of the ancestral through
the search for natural first principles (1997).
103The appeal to the ancestral and philosophers supports Tessitore’s take on the Ethics as an attempt to
make philosophy palatable to those who would not choose it and desirable to those who would (cf. Note 67).
104Cf. 1095a17–20, pg. 89 above.
105Cf. 1095b20, pg. 92 above.
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things, Aristotle says both the ancients and those with a high reputation each say some

of these things about happiness, “and it is reasonable that neither of these two groups be

wholly in error, but rather that they be correct in some one respect, at least, or even in most

respects” (1098b24–29). Going forward, then, Aristotle will attempt either to harmonize

these many arguments or reject their incorrect parts, for those who speak about happiness

in these assorted ways seem to hold important parts of the whole truth.

Though Aristotle indicates he will attempt to harmonize assorted arguments about

happiness, he says his own argument is most like those associating happiness with virtue

(1098b30–31). Here Aristotle draws attention to a perplexity with the way others understand

virtue, saying, “But perhaps it makes no small difference whether one supposes the best thing

to reside in [acquisition] or use, that is in a [hexis ] (ἕξις) or an activity” (1098b32–33).106

Hexis literally means “having possession” or “the holding” of something, which suggests it

is active. The root for the term is echō, the verb Aristotle uses in his example of archers

possessing a target and his description of the part of the soul possessing logos.107 These

connections bear keeping in mind, especially when one considers the image of the archers

is an argument for the necessity of having knowledge (gnōsis, which is also an active noun

like hexis) of the good. In this respect, hexis appears to be fundamental for helping us

understand how we may possess the good through logos.

While the term hexis alludes to its own importance to Aristotle’s inquiry, his analysis

of the idea suggests otherwise. In an argument elevating an activity over a hexis, Aristotle

says, “For it is possible that, although the [hexis ] is present, it accomplishes nothing good—

for example, in the case of someone who is asleep or has been otherwise hindered. But this

is not possible when it comes to the activity: of necessity, a person will act, and he will

act well” (1098b34–1099a3). Applying the parallel between hexis and activity, acquisition

106Once again, I have altered Bartlett and Collins’s translation of ktēsis as “possession,” and continue to do
so throughout (cf. Note 51 above). More importantly, this passage marks the first appearance of hexis in
the Nicomachean Ethics. Throughout the dissertation, I refrain from translating the term and transliterate
it instead, using hexeis when the term is plural. The reason for this approach stems from the root for the
term, ἔχω, which is important to Aristotle’s arguments about how knowledge (gnōsis) of a final end is like
an archer “possessesing” a target (1094a23–25, pg. 70 above). The importance of the distinction between
possession understood as a hexis and a material acquisition (ktētos) becomes apparent as the arguments
progress.
107Cf. pgs. 70 & 100 above, respectively.
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and use, Aristotle criticizes placing virtue in a hexis because one can acquire something and

not use it, whereas one who engages in the activity of virtue necessarily puts the virtue to

work. As further evidence of the superiority of activities to hexeis, Aristotle appeals to the

example of the Olympic games, saying, “For just as it is not the noblest and strongest who

are crowned with the victory wreath in the Olympic Games but rather the competitors (for

it is [some] of these who win), so also it is those who act correctly who [gain] the noble

and good things in life” (1099a4–6).108 On the surface, the example of the Olympic athletes

reveals one cannot be virtuous without engaging in the activity of virtue, for no one wins

without competing. Aristotle, however, says it is not the most noble or most strong human

beings who win in the Olympic games; rather, the noblest and strongest may very well

abstain from the competition, meaning those who win are only the noblest and strongest in

relation to one another, not absolutely. The difference between those who are truly noblest

and strongest and those who are relatively so resides in the desire of those who compete

to gain something for their efforts. In the case of those who “act correctly,” they acquire

the “noble and good things,” the prizes or recognition for their actions. For the Olympians,

the wreathes they receive are tangible reminders of their victories. As for the noblest and

strongest human beings who abstain from competition, they have no need for these things,

though it is not immediately clear why.

Within Aristotle’s argument elevating activities over hexeis is a deeper argument that

can only be brought to light through careful consideration of his language. The terms for

“acquisition” and “use” are ktēsis and chrēsis (χρῆσις), both of which are integral to Aristo-

tle’s examination of property and business in the Politics.109 In particular, ktēsis is the term

for “property,” and chrēsis shares its root with chrēma (χρῆμα) and chrēmatistikē (χρημα-

τιστική), the terms for “money” and “business,” respectively. Aristotle’s introduction to the

distinction between hexis and activity seems to take its bearings from the acquisition and

108Bartlett and Collins translate the indefinite article τινες as “certain,” which inadvertently adds a defini-
tiveness to Aristotle’s language not borne by the Greek. Further, I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s
translation of ἐπήβολος to “gain” in order to emphasize the desire for gain by those who “act correctly.”
This passage also contains the first appearance of καλὸς κἀγαθός (kalos k’agathos) in the Nicomachean
Ethics. The term, which Bartlett and Collins translate literally as “the noble and good,” is traditionally
associated with the Greek “gentleman,” who distinguish themselves from others by seeming morally serious.
109Cf. Book I, Chapters 8–11.
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use of tangible goods. The reader thus approaches virtue as if it is something one can ac-

quire, hold for oneself, and use when necessary. The property analogy is helpful, for Aristotle

criticizes virtue as a hexis for being like property because the term suggests we can acquire

virtue and store it away and claim we have it without ever putting it to use. Further, the

example of the Olympic athletes reveals a strong desire we may have for engaging in virtuous

activity, for just as the athlete desires to win a prize for competing, so too do we expect some

form of gain from being virtuous. Those who seek recognition for acting “correctly” expect

their actions will help them “gain” the “noble and good things” for themselves. There are

two important implications of Aristotle’s observation. First, if one acts virtuously for the

sake of gaining something, then the life of virtue is not a self-sufficient or complete end, for

one chooses virtue for the sake of something else, namely, the “noble and good things.”110

Second, concerning the “noble and good things,” the expectation of gaining them suggests

human beings think these things are of such a nature that they may be acquired. Taken

together, these two arguments suggest happiness resides not in an activity of the soul in

accord with virtue, but the acquisition of the noble and good things for oneself. But if we

seek the noble and good things as the end of all our actions and choices, would that not

make the best thing the noble and good? If this is true, what distinguishes that which is

noble and good from the good? While it is too early in Aristotle’s inquiry to answer these

questions, we should consider them in light of the meaning of hexis. Although hexis implies

a form of possession, the term’s connection to the argument concerning possession of the

good as an aim through an active sense of knowing (gnōsis) suggests our ability to possess

virtue is an activity distinct from material acquisition.111 Here we should recall hexis comes

into the inquiry in response to the question of where “the best thing” resides. Consequently,

understanding what it means to possess the good requires one to determine what the best

thing is, which now has three candidates at this point in the inquiry: the good, happiness,

and the noble and good.

Following on the heels of introducing the possibility of human beings acting for the

sake of attaining the noble and good things, Aristotle adds another possible end for virtuous

110Cf. 1097a26–35 and 1097b15–16, pgs. 95 & 96 above.
111Cf. pg. 104 above.
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action to the inquiry, saying, “But their life is also pleasant in itself; for feeling pleasure is

among the things related to the soul, and there is pleasure for each person in connection with

whatever he is said to be a lover (philein) of” (1099a7–9). Continuing to rehabilitate the

importance of pleasure for happiness, Aristotle starts by suggesting it is closer to the soul

than the noble and good things one acquires through virtuous action. But pleasure does not

reside in any random activity; instead, pleasure follows from philia, the love associated with

friendship. To clarify his point, Aristotle distinguishes the pleasure of the many from the

pleasure of those who love the noble (kalon), saying, “Now, things pleasant to the many do

battle with one another, because such things are not pleasant by nature (phusei); but to the

lovers of what is noble (philokalos), the things pleasant by nature are pleasant” (1099a12–

13). Aristotle’s argument here is fairly abstract, especially since he does not clarify what

things are pleasant to the many. Since the argument follows from the claim associating

pleasure with philia for something, we can deduce the conflict of pleasures among the many

stems from the lack of philia for any particular thing. The lovers of the noble, by contrast,

direct their love toward the noble, thereby taking pleasure in what is pleasant “by nature.”

According to this argument, the difference between the pleasure of the many and the lovers of

the noble stems from the absence or presence of an end, respectively. Consequently, pleasure

must be understood not as an end in itself, but within the context of an end.

In suggesting it is only lovers of the noble who take pleasure in what is “pleasant

by nature,” we are left to wonder why the many cannot take pleasure in what is naturally

pleasant. Are things naturally pleasant only if we love the noble? And if this is the case, what

does it mean to love the noble? Though Aristotle does not pursue this question concerning

love of the noble, he turns back to the life of virtue with lovers of the noble in mind, saying

that just as the life of those who love the noble “has no need of additional pleasure, like

an added charm, but possesses (echō) pleasure in itself,” so “too are the actions in accord

with virtue, with the result that they are pleasant both to such people and in themselves”

(1099a14–17). Virtuous action, then, is naturally pleasant. Note, however, that Aristotle’s

argument is not fully parallel. For those who love the noble, pleasure follows from what they

love; but for those who act virtuously, the pleasure follows not from loving virtue, but from
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the virtuous actions. While this argument suggests the noble and virtue are distinct from

one another when it comes to pleasure, Aristotle tries to bring the two together by adding

what it means to be good to his considerations, saying we would not call anyone good who

does not take “delight” in noble actions, “And if this is so, then the actions in accord with

virtue would, in themselves, be pleasant” (1099a18–22).112 To accept the argument that

virtuous actions are pleasant in themselves, one must first grant the assumption that we

take delight in noble actions, then assume virtuous actions are noble actions. We thus have

two conflicting arguments, for by saying the pleasure of virtuous actions is a consequence of

their being noble, they are no longer pleasant on account of themselves. To this complication,

Aristotle adds one more when he says, “But certainly these actions are good as well as noble;

and they will be each of these especially, if in fact the serious person judges nobly about

them—and he judges as we said” (1099a23–24). In order for virtuous actions to be both good

and noble, the person who chooses such actions must be serious and “judge nobly,” which

means one must judge according to what one knows, which for the serious person relates to

an excellence (i.e., virtue) in the soul that both possesses and thinks about logos.113 What

connects the good and the noble in these arguments is pleasure, for serious human beings

take delight in noble actions, and it is on account of taking delight in these actions that they

are good. Such pleasure, however, is not possible without the judgment and virtue of the

serious person, which requires logos. Thus, the pursuit of what is naturally pleasant requires

one to possess and think about logos.

After Aristotle connects the noble, the good, and the pleasant, he makes a definitive

statement about the nature of happiness, declaring it “is the best, noblest, and most pleasant

thing; and these are not separated. . . For all these are present in the best activities, and we

assert that happiness is these activities—or the best one among them” (1099a25–26, 29–30).

Aristotle’s claim provides a standard for us to keep in mind going forward, for presumably

happiness will reside at the point in the inquiry where that which is best, most noble, and

most pleasant coincides in the “best activities” or “the best one among them.” This last

statement is perplexing, for now there are two distinct possibilities: either that which is

112The word for “delight” is χαίρω, which is distinct from the term for “pleasant,” ἡδύς.
113Cf. 1094b24–26 & 1098a7–16, pgs. 71 & 101 above, respectively.
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“best, noblest, and most pleasant” resides in many activities, or it resides in one activity.

With regards to happiness, the question becomes whether or not we become happy in many

ways or one way. What is peculiar about Aristotle’s introduction of this question is the

way he avoids connecting “the best activities” to “the best one among them.” In this

respect, Aristotle does not draw upon earlier arguments about how the good things may

relate either to the good-itself or the things good on account of themselves, leaving us to

wonder if happiness consists of many of the best activities that are best on account of their

relationship to the best activity, or if these activities are good on account of themselves.114

This discrepancy between Aristotle’s inquiries into the good and happiness bears keeping in

mind, especially since the inquiry into happiness supposes it is the good.

In contrast to his statement that happiness is “the best, noblest, and most pleasant

thing,” Aristotle cites an inscription from Delos that separates three things (1099a27). Ac-

cording to this inscription, “Noblest is what is most just, [most desirable] is to be healthy;

And most pleasant by nature is for someone [to happen upon (τυχεῖν, tuchein) what he

passionately loves (ἐρᾷ, erā)]” (1099a27–28).115 Although Aristotle presents this inscription

as if it parallels his three-fold superlative characteristics of happiness, it clearly does not,

which makes for an odd comparison. Because Aristotle says the primary reason he chooses

this inscription is because it separates three characteristics, we should consider why this is

problematic. Starting with the noble and the just, though the inscription claims there is

a harmony between these two things, it also suggests the noble and the just are neither

desirable nor pleasant. With regards to health, though it is most desirable, apparently it is

neither noble, just, nor pleasant. Finally, though happening upon the thing for which one

has eros may be the most pleasant thing, it is neither noble, just, nor desirable. Given these

discrepancies, what would happen if one tries to teach another what the best thing is using

114Cf. 1096a35–1096b21, pgs. 79–80 above.
115I have made several changes to Bartlett and Collins’s translation of this inscription in order to make it
more literal. First, the term λῷστον literally means “more desirable” or “agreeable.” Because Bartlett and
Collins translate the term as “best,” they suggest ariston appears in the inscription. Second, the term τυχεῖν

(the aorist infinitive of τυγχάνω) means “to happen upon something,” either by chance or with the help of
the gods. Note as well the term’s kinship with τύχη, the word for “luck” or “fate.” Because Bartlett and
Collins translate tuchein as “to attain,” the term’s association with chance does not come through. Finally, I
have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the verb era from “passionately desires” to “passionately
loves” in order to emphasize the first appearance of eros in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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the inscription from Delos? The inevitable consequence would be confusion on the part of

the student, for how could the best thing be most pleasant by nature, yet neither noble, just,

nor desirable? Aristotle thus demonstrates the need for harmony amongst one’s arguments,

something most necessary for an inquiry into the best thing.

Before proceeding, we should not let it escape our notice that the inscription from

Delos marks the first of the few appearances of eros in the Nicomachean Ethics.116 While

there is more to be said about the role of eros in Aristotle’s inquiry in the pages to come, the

main point worthy of our attention for now concerns its connection to what is “most pleasant

by nature.”117 Prior to establishing happiness as the best, most noble, and most pleasant

thing, Aristotle presents arguments for the natural pleasure of virtue, saying pleasure follows

from the things for which one has philia, and because the life of virtue is akin to philia for the

noble (philoskalos)—which itself is pleasant by nature—so too is the life of virtue naturally

pleasant.118 The inscription from Delos and Aristotle’s arguments about pleasure and virtue

thus present conflicting opinions about what is naturally pleasant, and the disagreement

rests between two different loves, namely, eros for the former, and philia for the latter. The

significance of this conflict between two loves may become apparent if we consider what we

know of them so far in the inquiry. According to the inscription from Delos, the pleasure

associated with eros is the product of “happening upon” what one passionately loves either

by chance or as if it is a gift of the gods. By contrast, the pleasure associated with philia

for the noble and the life according to virtue follows from possessing and thinking about

logos, which is the activity of the soul and the work of a human being.119 Although both

arguments claim to provide a way to what is naturally pleasant, there is a clear difference

between the two: the pleasure from eros could reside in a multitude of things, but the pleasure

from philia resides in the activity of the soul in accordance with logos. In this respect, the

pleasure associated with philia follows from human nature, whereas the pleasure that follows

116By my count, all the references to eros in the Nicomachean Ethics are, in order of their appearance:
1099a28, 1116a13–15, 1155b2–4, 1156b1–3, 1157a7–12, 1158a12–13, 1159b16–18, 1164a3–12, 1167a3–7,
1171a12–14, and 1171b30–32.
117For more on eros, see Section 3.5, “Eros and Philia,” pg. 154 below.
118Cf. 1099a7–24, arguments starting on pg. 106 above.
119Cf. 1099a23–24, pg. 108 above.
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from attaining the objects of one’s eros depends upon the object one acquires. Insofar as

the pleasure associated with eros depends upon the acquisition of something, it is more

subject to chance than human beings’ natural ability to possess and think about logos. This

distinction is worth bearing in mind, especially because it raises the following question about

happiness: Is happiness connected to eros and subject to chance or the gods, or do we find

happiness through philia and in accordance with our nature?

In spite of the earlier claim that happiness is a “complete” end and worthy of the

superlative title of being “the best, noblest, and most pleasant thing,” Aristotle suggests it

also appears to require external goods, for it is “impossible or not easy” to do “the noble

things” (ta kala) without instruments such as “friends (philoi), wealth, and political power”

(1099a31–1099b1). Though Aristotle does not clarify what “the noble things” entail, his

statement indicates they are something grand since they require wealth and political power.

But why are friends also part of the external goods required for the noble things, and why are

they spoken of as mere instruments for doing these things?120 If we suppose happiness is the

good of the soul—with the good of the soul being an activity in accordance with virtue—in

what way do the noble things contribute to the good of the soul if they require the use

of external goods? The problem deepens when we consider how the necessity for external

goods to do the noble things conflicts with the earlier statement that the serious person does

things “nobly” on account of the virtue within the soul that both possesses and thinks about

logos.121 These two competing claims present a question concerning the nature of nobility:

Does the nobility of an action reside in what one uses to perform it, or does it derive from

the excellence of the person who performs the action? If we accept Aristotle’s earlier claim

that the goods of the soul govern our use of both the external goods and the goods of the

body, then it seems the nobility of an action depends upon the soul, not the external goods

required for the action.122 But if this is true, a problem emerges concerning the relationship

120By speaking of friends instrumentally, Aristotle offers a view of friendship similar to what Hobbes says in
De Cive (Cf. XI.6–7, with analysis appearing in Section 2.4, “Aristotle, Friendship, and Hobbes’s Evasion
of The Good,” pg. 59 above). Note, however, that Aristotle presents the end for such friends as “the noble
things,” which is higher than the Hobbesian end of self-preservation.
121Cf. 1098a7–16, pg. 101 above.
122Cf. 1098b13–15, pg. 102 above.
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between the good and the noble, for despite Aristotle’s wish to say happiness is “the best,

noblest, and most pleasant thing,” the preceding arguments indicate the good of the soul

may not be commensurate with “the noble things.” The resolution of this difficulty does not

become apparent until Book IX when Aristotle describes friends as the “greatest of external

goods.”123

As Aristotle continues to consider arguments regarding the relationship between ex-

ternal goods and happiness, he reveals more problems with the ways we think of it, noting

in particular how people who are ugly, born to a low-stature, solitary, and childless cannot

be considered happy since such things tarnish their “blessedness” (makarios) (1099b2–4).124

On top of these problems, Aristotle adds we would not hold those happy who either have

bad friends or children, or had good friends or children but lost them to death (1099b5–7).

In light of these problems, Aristotle says, “[Happiness] seems to require some such external

prosperity in addition. This is why some make good-fortune (εὐτυχία, eutuchia) equivalent

to happiness, and others, virtue” (1099b8–9). With this last statement, the tension between

the noble things and the good of the soul takes a slightly different form, now pitting good-

fortune against virtue. From this opposition, we find two reasons why happiness cannot

be the same thing as good-fortune in Aristotle’s inquiry. First, the things associated with

good-fortune are aligned with blessedness, which means these things come to us by chance.

After all, no one can choose to whom they are born and how they look, nor can they prevent

the deaths of their friends and children. Second, insofar as the “blessedness” and “external

prosperity” associated with happiness come to us by chance, such happiness fails to be self-

sufficient since it requires the addition of other good things and is therefore not “in need of

nothing.” Further, if happiness resides solely in the things attributed to good-fortune, then

such a life cannot be “choiceworthy” in the way the self-sufficient is, for how could we ever

choose the things that only come to us by chance?125

The limits of thinking about happiness in terms of good-fortune become more ap-

parent when we consider the potential problems of speaking about friends and children as

123Cf. 1169b17–23.
124Cf. 1096a18–19, Note 99, pg. 102 above for the significance of “blessedness.”
125Cf. 1097b15–16, pg. 96 above.
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external goods. On the one hand, it is true that we may look at someone who has no friends

or children and say there is no way such a person is happy. The same can be said if a person

has bad friends or children. And if someone lost one’s own friends or children, we would

be inclined to say that person may no longer be happy. In each case, our judgment of the

happiness of the person in question lies in the presence or absence of friends and children,

leading to the simplistic judgment that happiness resides in having certain external goods,

and unhappiness in not having those goods. On the other hand, thinking about friends and

children as external goods one should acquire cannot explain the problem of having bad

friends or children. After all, human beings choose their friends and raise their children.

In either case, one is responsible for whether or not one’s own friends or children are bad.

With friends in particular, it is hard to imagine a case where we choose a friend who is bad

because the friend is bad; rather, it seems more likely that when we choose our friends, we

choose them because we think they will be good for us. Friendship, then, seems to be a part

of human life especially well-suited for helping us contemplate what is good for ourselves.

The question of how friends relate to happiness bears keeping in mind, especially since

it prepares the way for the inquiry’s movement away from good-fortune back towards virtue.

In addition to chance (tuchē), Aristotle wonders if happiness is in some way bestowed by

the gods, or if it instead comes to human beings through “learning (μαθητός, mathētos) or

habituation (ἐθιστός, ethistos)” (1099b8–11). The term for habituation, ethistos, shares the

same root as ēthos, the term for “character,” which Aristotle introduces to the inquiry when

he says logoi regarding the political art are suitable only for those who do not live according

to passion, but order their longing according to logos.126 This new question about happiness

also marks the second appearance of “habituation,” the first being where it is named as one

of the ways we come to contemplate (or behold) first principles that have been pointed out

“nobly.”127 Aristotle thus brings character back into the inquiry (something to which he

alludes with the problem of bad friends), thus tying together questions concerning the good

and the political art with the inquiry into the nature of happiness.

126Cf. 1095a5–12, pg. 72 above.
127Cf. 1098a34–1098b6, pg. 85 above. Additionally, the term used in this instance for “habituation” is
ethismos, a slight variation of ethistos.
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To consider the role the gods play in human happiness, Aristotle puts forth two

opinions, saying that if anything qualifies as the “best” gift of the gods, it is happiness;

but if happiness is not a gift of the gods and instead “comes to be present through virtue

and a certain learning or practice, it is among the most divine things” (1099b12–15). The

straightforward nature of Aristotle’s statement hides a radical thought about the divinity of

happiness: either happiness is divine because it is a gift of the gods, or it is divine because

it comes into being through virtue. Turning first to happiness and virtue, Aristotle reveals

an implicit problem with the way human beings think of the relationship between these two

things. Explaining why happiness belongs amongst “the most divine things,” Aristotle says,

“For the prize of virtue and best end appear to be something divine and blessed” (1099b16–

17).128 With the language of prizes, Aristotle recalls his argument elevating activities over

hexeis by pointing to the example of Olympic athletes who receive prizes because they

compete.129 Just as athletes compete in order to win prizes from those who bestow them,

so too do human beings act virtuously in order to gain happiness for themselves. This

conclusion is problematic because it does not harmonize with the opinion that living well

and acting well are the same thing.130 By making happiness the prize of virtue, it becomes

akin to a trophy separate from the activity in which one engages to earn it; conversely, if

living well and acting well are synonymous with one another, then acting virtuously would

be happiness, for in choosing to act well, one also lives well. This argument, however, should

not be understood as being the same as the common saying that “virtue is its own reward.”

If living well and acting well are the same thing, there is no thought of reward, for reward

always implies something being added to one’s own actions. But how does one live well

and act well at the same time? To answer this question, we should consider how Aristotle’s

brief statement about “the prize of virtue” points us back to the question of whether or not

happiness is the good, for the conclusion that happiness is “divine and blessed” presupposes

128I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of this passage, which is the following: “For the prize
of virtue or its end appears to be best and to be something divine and blessed.” In the Greek, “the prize
of virtue” and “best end” are joined by καί, which generally means “and,” not “or.” Additionally, “best”
does not appear alone as “the best,” but conjoined with “end” as an adjective in the predicate position in
the phrase τέλος ἄριστον.
129Cf. 1099a4–6, pg. 104 above.
130Cf. 1095a17–20, pg. 89 above.
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“the prize of virtue and best end” are the same thing.

Continuing his consideration of happiness as if it is not a gift from the gods, Aristotle

says, “It would also be something common to many people, for it is possible for it to be

available, through a certain learning and care, to all who have not been [incapacitated

towards virtue]” (1099b18–20).131 By opening the way to happiness through learning and

care, Aristotle provides a more democratic view of happiness. While this seems to be a

digression from what makes happiness divine, we should remember the earlier statement

that the political art is fit to advance the human good, and because this art is architectonic,

it has the potential to advance the good of the city, which is “nobler and more divine” than

the good of a single human being.132 By positing happiness is something “divine” because

it is the work of the political art, Aristotle once again quietly implies the gods are not the

source of something’s divinity.133

The relationship between human nature and virtue becomes an important question as

Aristotle follows up his statement that learning and care can bring happiness to those who do

not have an incorrect disposition towards virtue. Supposing it is better to be happy through

learning and care rather than through chance, Aristotle says, “[It is] reasonable to hold

(eulogon echein) [it is] in this way, if indeed the things according to nature hold (kata phusin

echein) as noblest as is possible by nature, and likewise too the things according to art and

whole cause, and most of all the things according to the best [art or cause]. To entrust the

greatest and noblest thing to chance would be very much out of tune” (1099b17–24).134 This

131Bartlett and Collins translate the phrase πεπηρωμένοις πρὸς ἀρετὴν as “rendered defective in point of
virtue.” Though fairly accurate, the phrasing slightly obscures the sense in which human beings can be
“maimed” in their orientation towards virtue.
132Cf. 1094a27–1094b7, pg. 67 above.
133For Hobbes’s arguments making felicity the commonwealth’s concern, see Leviathan XVII.13 (pg. 46
above). For the laws of nature as the “moral virtues” that can only come into being through the common-
wealth, see XV.40 (pg. 49 above). Finally, for the inviolability of the commonwealth’s virtues on account of
their connection to the fundamental law of nature of self-preservation, see XVIII.9–10 (pg. 47 above).
134The translation of this passage is my own. I have tried to preserve the word ordering of the Greek as
much as possible while drawing attention to the passage’s use of ἔχειν (which Bartlett and Collins do not
emphasize) and φύσις. The most troublesome portion of the passage concerns that which is “noblest” and
“according to nature,” which reads in the Greek as follows: εἴπερ τὰ κατὰ φύσιν, ὡς οἷόν τε κάλλιστα ἔχειν,

οὕτω πέφυκεν. Bartlett and Collins translate this phrase as “if in fact what accords with nature is naturally
in the noblest possible state,” which moves the middle portion of the clause to the end and seems to interrupt
the development of the idea that the “things according to nature” that remain “as noblest as is possible” do
so “by nature.” This sequence of arguments seems to be important for the subsequent statement suggesting
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passage marks the first appearance of “nature” since the inscription from Delos. Because

“nature” follows the importance of not being “incapacitated towards virtue,” it seems virtue

(and therefore happiness) is associated with human nature being at its “noblest,” which

appears to be the case; similarly, if an art looks to teach and care for the virtue of human

beings, that art also must be at its “noblest.” In each case, things remain “noblest” when

they follow nature. Consequently, if the political art (which is presumably the best art)

aims to achieve the “greatest and noblest thing”—the happiness of the city—it must follow

nature. These arguments present a potential harmony between the human good and the

good of the city, but with the important qualification that both must be at their “noblest”

by acting according to nature. Aristotle reinforces his concern with nature by speaking of

art alongside “cause,” which appears in his arguments about how the idea of the good is the

cause of good things being good, as well as saying one should rest content with first principles

(which are causes) being “nobly pointed out.”135 By placing causes alongside considerations

regarding happiness and the political art, Aristotle points to the good as the “best cause.”

After drawing the reader back towards the question of the good, Aristotle reiterates

the logos that happiness is an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue as if the digression

about good-fortune, chance, care, and learning never occurred, then continues, saying, “Now,

of the remaining goods, some [come into being necessarily], others are coworkers and by

nature useful in an instrumental way” (1099b25–30).136 This is a bizarre passage, for it is

not clear what the “remaining goods” are. Since Aristotle begins by speaking of happiness

as a good of the soul, he appears to be drawing from his earlier discussion of the three types

of goods (i.e., external goods, goods of the body, and goods of the soul).137 But if Aristotle

draws on his earlier categorization of goods, which ones “come into being necessarily,” and

which ones are naturally useful? One possibility is the goods of the soul exist necessarily along

with some of the goods of the body, while other goods of the body (such as food or medicine)

cause is akin to art. Finally, with regards to “cause,” Bartlett and Collins translate the phrase πᾶσαν αἰτίαν

as “with cause as a whole,” whereas the Greek is an ambiguous “whole cause.”
135Cf. 1095a26–28 (pg. 74 above) & 1098a34–1098b5 (pg. 85 above).
136Bartlett and Collins translate the phrase ὑπάρχειν ἀναγκαῖον as “must be present necessarily,” which
takes away the sense of beginning conveyed by the verb ὑπάρχω (huparchō).
137Cf. 1098b13–14, pg. 102 above.
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and external goods are useful and instrumental “by nature” because they contribute to the

good of the soul and the health of the body. Indicating this may be where his thoughts

tend, Aristotle says, “And these points would be in agreement also with those made at the

beginning: we posited the end of the political art as best, and it exercises a very great

care to make the citizens of a specific sort—namely, good and apt to do the noble things”

(1099b29–32). The political art’s claim to the good (i.e., the best end) is that it is the “most

authoritative” art in the city; the goods of the soul are the “most authoritative” of all the

goods.138 The political art and the goods of the soul are akin to one another on account of

the authority they wield, the former with respect to the arts and citizens in the city, the

latter with respect to the good things in one’s own life. But in saying the political art aims

“to make the citizens. . . good and apt to do the noble things,” new problems arise. First,

what defines a good citizen? Is the good citizen also a good human being? Is a good citizen

happy? In addition to questions surrounding the good as it relates to the political art, we

also have the problem posed by the noble things, which earlier arguments indicate cannot

be accomplished without external goods.139 If the noble things require external goods, does

that mean the political art must provide citizens these goods? Are these goods of a different

nature than the good of the soul? With this last question, the broader question of how the

political art relates to the goods of the soul takes shape. The term for “make” is the verb

ποιέω (poieō), which is associated with ποίησις (poiēsis), a term that refers to the product

of an art (such as poetry). In the eyes of the political art, human beings are citizens who

must be made (or crafted) to be a certain way. As a result, human beings must take on the

end the political art lays out for them so they can become good citizens, thereby advancing

the good of the city. But in advancing the good of the city, are human beings truly pursuing

their own good?

The emerging tension between the human good and the good of the political art

continues to develop as Aristotle makes more arguments connecting the two. Further linking

being good and able to do the noble things to the activity of the soul according to virtue,

Aristotle says no cow, horse, or any other animal is able to engage in such an activity and

138Cf. 1094a27 (pg. 67 above) & 1098b15 (pg. 102 above).
139Cf. 1099a31–1099b1, pg. 111 above.
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therefore cannot be happy; for similar reasons, no child can be happy (1099b33–1100a4). On

the basis of these examples, Aristotle reiterates the need for “complete virtue” (aretē teleia)

and a “complete life” (bios teleios) for happiness (1100a4). With the question of what makes

something “complete” coming back into the fold, there are two previous arguments we should

keep in mind. First, when Aristotle examines what it means for an end to be complete, he

says it must be chosen on account of itself and not for the sake of something else.140 Happiness

appears to be a complete end, and because we choose happiness on account of what it is,

it makes human life “self-sufficient” and therefore “choiceworthy.”141 As an end, happiness

is responsible for the completeness of human life because in choosing such an end, we seek

nothing else besides happiness itself. This brings us to the second important argument worthy

of our attention, for when Aristotle speaks of architectonic arts and capacities (or powers),

he says the end of that which is most architectonic is more “choiceworthy” than the arts

and capacities subordinate to it.142 With these two arguments concerning what is complete

and choiceworthy, we now see the direct competition between the self-sufficient end—which

is either the good or happiness—and the end of the political art. This competition poses

the following question: Is an end choiceworthy because it is complete in itself, or because

it belongs to the most powerful art or capacity? While Aristotle’s arguments seem to lead

to the conclusion that happiness is a complete end promoted by the political art, his earlier

arguments about what it means for an end to be complete undermine the apparent harmony

between happiness and the political art. If an end is complete only when it is chosen on

account of itself, then those who choose happiness as an end because it is promoted by the

political art choose happiness on account of that capacity, not the end itself.

The incompleteness of the end of the political art is more apparent when we consider

the importance of happiness requiring “complete virtue.” When Aristotle makes the initial

argument linking happiness to the activity of the soul in accordance with “complete virtue,”

he appeals to the example of the serious person who both possesses and thinks about logos,

140Cf. 1097a26–27, pg. 95 above.
141Cf. 1097b15–16, pg. 96 above.
142Cf. 1097a16–17, pg. 66 above.
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thereby making his life complete.143 But between the inscription from Delos and Aristotle’s

restatement of the importance of needing “complete virtue and a complete life,” the human

capacity for logos never appears. Further, because Aristotle tells us to look for happiness in

the “best, noblest, and most pleasant” activity, it is telling that while the discussion of good-

fortune, chance, learning, and care presents us with what is “best” and “noblest,” it never

speaks of what is “most pleasant.”144 One subtle hint that the omission of what is “most

pleasant” is deliberate comes in the form of the statement that neither a cow nor a horse

can be happy, for each of these animals is associated with important arguments regarding

pleasure: the life of pleasure was dismissed as being fit for “fatted cattle,” and the love of

horses (philohippos) is the first example of love in the argument saying pleasure follows what

one loves (philein).145 With regards to pleasure and happiness, the argument for pleasure

following philia serves as the foundation for understanding the life of virtue is pleasant in

itself and therefore does not require pleasure to be added to it.146 This argument about

pleasure being bound up with the life of virtue, however, requires one to have the judgment

of the serious person, which brings us back to the relationship of the soul to logos.147 Thus,

while the arguments concerning logos, virtue, and the soul all suggest pleasure is naturally

bound up in an activity involving these things, the arguments about good-fortune, chance,

and the political art lack any natural connection to pleasure. Pleasure, then, seems to play

a very important part in happiness, and logos in the soul may provide a pleasure superior

to what the political art and the noble things have to offer.

3.3.5. Virtue, Pleasure, and the Soul

Although the reintroduction of complete virtue to the inquiry into happiness alludes

to the need for logos in the soul and the pleasure it produces, Aristotle seems to ignore these

things in favor of examining the nature of a complete life in relation to fortune. A closer look

143Cf. 1098a7–15, pg. 101 above.
144Cf. 1099b12–15 and 1099b29–32, pgs. 113 & 117 above for “the best,” and 1099b17–24, pg. 115 above for
the “noblest and best.”
145For each of the respective arguments, see 1099b33–1100a1 (pg. 117 above), 1095b20 (pg. 92 above), &
1099a7–9 (pg. 106 above).
146Cf. 1099a14–24, pg. 107 above.
147Cf. 1099a23–24.
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at this discussion, however, reveals that at the same time as Aristotle shows some things are

beyond our control when it comes to happiness, he also presents some important insights

into how pleasure relates to the soul’s activity. While virtue is part of this discussion, its

nature remains a mystery. Instead, Aristotle builds towards an account of the soul at the end

of Book I that provides us a preliminary account of human nature that comes into question

throughout the remainder of the Ethics.

Aristotle begins by putting forth the example of King Priam to show how one’s

fortune (tuchē) changes throughout life, adding no one could consider a man happy who

had to endure the “wretched end (telos)” of watching Achilles drag the body of his son

Hector around the walls of Troy, then see his kingdom fall (1100a5–9).148 Through Priam,

Aristotle offers a sobering view of happiness, noting just how powerful a role fortune can

play in human life. But the point Aristotle aims to make with Priam takes on greater weight

when we consider a pun at work in the Greek. The term for “wretched” is athliōs (ἀθλίως),

which in Epic Greek has the tragic connotation used in reference to Priam. In Attic Greek,

however, athliōs means “prize” and is akin to athlon (ἆθλον), the term Aristotle uses when

he says happiness is “the prize of virtue.”149 The pun on athliōs points to the error in

thinking happiness will come as a gift of the gods to those who act virtuously. In the case of

Priam, virtue matters very little in his unhappy fate; his fate is tragic because he does not

deserve to endure what he must. Even more unsettling than the sense of cosmic indifference

towards Priam is the fact that his life was nearly complete since he was old. However happy

Priam may have been before the fall of Troy, his great misfortune strips him of happiness

right before his life comes to an end. By invoking the unfortunate fate of Priam, Aristotle

prepares us for the unsettling conclusion that happiness is far more tenuous than we wish.

As Aristotle examines problems fortune poses for happiness, he provides arguments

in favor of the contemplative life. One problem fortune poses may be found in the way others

speak of someone’s happiness after they die. Here Aristotle cites Solon’s opinion that one

should look to the end (telos) to judge the life of another (1100a10–11). Solon’s judgment,

148Cf. Iliad Book XXII.31–92 where Priam bemoans the fate that awaits him, and lines 489–513 for Priam’s
reaction to the death of Hector. These line numbers are from the Robert Fagles translation (Penguin, 1990).
149Cf. 1099b16–17, pg. 114 above.
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however, is problematic for two reasons: first because the inquiry supposes happiness is an

activity and death is no such thing, and second because it is possible after death either to

receive honor and dishonor or have one’s descendants fare well or experience misfortune, thus

having their lives reflect on one’s own (1100a13–21). With regards to the problems posed by

one’s descendants, Aristotle comments on how it is perplexing to say someone who “comes

to his end according to logos” should either be wretched (athliōs) or happy on account of his

descendants’ fortunes and characters, or remain entirely unaffected (presumably in terms of

reputation) by the lives of his descendants (1100a22–30).150 From here, Aristotle begins to

move away from the role of fortune in happiness, noting that while it no doubt can affect one’s

life, to judge happiness solely on the basis of fortune means human beings will naturally go

through their lives being wretched at one time, happy in another (1100a31–1100b6). Rather

than fortune being the decisive factor in one’s happiness, Aristotle determines “it is the

activities in accord with virtue that have authoritative control (kurios) over happiness, and

the contrary activities over the contrary” (1100b7–11). Activities, then, seem more constant

than fortune, and it appears virtue provides this stability. While it is not readily apparent

how virtue provides stability for happiness, a potential answer resides in how Aristotle frames

the preceding problems of fortune: by coming to an end according to logos.

Given the subtext of the preceding two arguments about fortune and happiness, it is

not surprising that Aristotle brings forth the life according to virtue as a potential solution

for addressing the variability of fortune. For one, the person who contemplates virtue would

seem to be happy throughout life, “For he will always or most of all act on and contemplate

(theōreō) what accords with virtue, [and he will bear fortunes most nobly and in every

way wholly harmonious, for he is truly good and perfect], without blame” (1100b18–22).151

150Bartlett and Collins translate this phrase as “comes to his end accordingly,” though they note it literally
says “comes to his end in accord with reason” (2011, pg. 19, Note 63).
151Bartlett and Collins translate the second half of this quotation in the following way: “and he—at least
he who is truly good and ‘four-square, without blame’—he will bear fortunes altogether nobly and suitably
in every way.” In the Greek text, the parenthetical statement appears at the end of the sentence in the
place where I have put it. Placing the statement about being good in the middle of the sentence suggests
it is a conditional statement, which it is not. With my revision, the connection between being virtuous and
being good is explicit. I have also changed Bartlett and Collins’s translation of certain words to be more
literal, namely: κάλλιστα to “most noble,” not “altogether nobly”; ἐμμελῶς to “harmonious,” though the
term does mean “suitably” as well; and τετράγωνος to “perfect,” the metaphorical connotation of the term
Bartlett and Collins translate literally as “four-square.”
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Elaborating on the latter part of this point, Aristotle first establishes small reversals of

fortune (both good and bad) do not have a lasting impact on one’s happiness (1100b23–25).

Great good-fortunes, however, make for a “more blessed” life “since these naturally help

adorn (συνεπικοσμέω, sunepikosmeō) life, and [the use of them comes to be] noble and

serious” (1100b25–27).152 Here Aristotle connects good-fortune primarily with blessedness,

not happiness. Since good-fortune “naturally helps adorn” one’s life, the things associated

with it are at best instruments (or goods) to be used in accord with the activity of one’s

soul (which is good in itself). Note how it is this use of the things brought to oneself by

good-fortune that is “noble and serious.” It seems, then, that what is noble and serious

requires external goods. But Aristotle has more to say about the noble in the context of

great misfortunes, which he says have the ability to diminish one’s blessedness either partially

or entirely by bringing pain into one’s life and hindering one’s activities (1100b27–29). In

spite of these misfortunes, Aristotle says the noble (to kalon) “shines through,” for one’s

being “well-born and great-souled (μεγαλόψυχος, megalopsuchos)” allows one to bear such

pains calmly (1100b30–33).153 In times of misfortune, the noble becomes apparent through

one’s efforts not to let oneself be changed. The reason for this ability to endure misfortune,

however, is a cause for wonder. Are human beings great-souled only if they are well-born? If

this is true, would that not make the source of happiness subject to chance? Here we should

take note of the presentation of the noble in cases of great fortune. In great good-fortune,

the noble appears in using the external goods that come to be present; in great misfortune,

the noble appears in the way one endures such painful times. In each case, the noble appears

in the recognition of how one acts. Consequently, it seems the noble is something one sees

through observing the actions of others. Because the noble is something we perceive in the

actions of others, it remains a question whether or not the person who acts nobly understands

152Though it is part of the verb, this passage contains the first appearance of κόσμος (kosmos) in the
Nicomachean Ethics. As an adjective, kosmos means an “ornament” or “adornment”; as a noun, it refers to
the whole of nature and the universe. On another note, Bartlett and Collins translate the phrase ἡ χρῆσις

αὐτῶν as “dealing with them,” which obscures the literal meaning of χρῆσις and how it relates to useful
things and business. Also, I have translated the verb γίγνομαι to its more direct sense, as opposed to “is.”
153The term for “well-born” (γεννάδας) also means “noble,” but strictly in terms of birth. This passage
also marks the first appearance of the idea of being great-souled in the Nicomachean Ethics. In Book IV, it
emerges as an apparent peak of moral virtue.

122



oneself as acting for the sake of the noble.

While the preceding discussion seems to be ambiguous in addressing whether the

noble relates more to the soul than external goods or chance circumstances, we ought to

look at these arguments in light of a statement about the activities of the soul preceding this

discussion. According to Aristotle, no human work is as secure as activities in accordance

with virtue, “For such activities seem to be more lasting than even the sciences; and the

most honored of them seem to be more lasting, because those who are blessed live out their

lives engaged, to the greatest degree and most continuously (συνεχής, sunechēs), in these

activities. This seems to be the cause of our not forgetting such activities” (1100b12–17). The

general argument Aristotle advances is human activities appear to have greater continuity

in the soul because they are active; science, by contrast, does not seem to be as active.

The term Aristotle uses for “most continuously” is the superlative form of sunechēs, which

literally means “holding together” and relates to the verb sunechō, “to hold together.” With

this in mind, the parts of the discussion above about fortune, the noble, and virtue take on

greater significance if we consider what it means for the soul to hold together. In particular,

we must take stock of an unstated parallel argument in this discussion: if pain hinders

activities (1100b27–29), pleasure encourages them. Now, recall the life of virtue’s supposed

association with the lovers of the noble (philokalos) for whom “the things pleasant by nature

are pleasant.”154 Next, remember the argument in favor of making human beings virtuous

(and therefore good) through learning and care rather than through chance supposes “the

things according to nature hold (kata phusin echein) as noblest as is possible by nature,”

which means that anything that aims to bring something to its noblest—whether it is an art

(such as the political art) or a cause (which could be a first principle)—ought to accord with

nature.155 According to the preceding discussion, the person who bears fortunes “most nobly”

contemplates virtue, a point that conceals two notable arguments, namely, that happiness

is a contemplative activity and it contemplates whatever “accords with virtue.” This leaves

us with the following question: Does the happy person contemplate the noble, and does the

noble accord with nature?

154Cf. 1099a7–24, starting on pg. 106 above.
155Cf. 1099b17–24, pg. 115 above.
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Although Book I does not answer the preceding question about the nature of the

noble, the examination of fortune, virtue, and pleasure does offer us some clues of what to

look for as we move into the Aristotle’s discussion of virtue in Books II–VI. First, what

role does the political art play in human happiness? With respect to the noble things,

earlier arguments indicate these require external goods which are associated either with

good-fortune and blessedness or the political art on account its interest in “making citizens

good and apt to do the noble things.”156 How the political art may pose problems for helping

citizens become good is apparent in the discussion of courage where Aristotle not only

declares the noble is “the end (telos) of virtue” (1115b14), but distinguishes courage simply

from political courage (1116a16–1116b3). Second, in his statements about using great-good

fortunes to “adorn” one’s life or being great-souled to bear pains calmly, Aristotle alludes to

the question of how our soul’s own order may relate to a larger one. At the root of the verb

for “to adorn” is kosmos, and this term later appears in Aristotle’s account of greatness of

soul as a kosmos of all the moral virtues found in noble (and perhaps the noblest of) human

beings who pursue honor (1124a1, 1123b5–27). The life of honor, however, has already been

dismissed as a viable candidate for the best life, primarily because the person who seeks

honor is not self-sufficient.157 Additionally, we should remember Aristotle describes honor

as “the end of the political life.” It follows, then, that although greatness of soul seems to

be a kosmos of the moral virtues, its lack of self-sufficiency due to its attachment to honor

suggests there is another kosmos of the virtues superior to the political life that is truly

self-sufficient.

One final argument regarding the question of how fortune and happiness relate to one

another hints at the contemplative turn the Ethics takes in its approach to virtue starting in

Book VI. Given the authoritative nature of activities of the soul over human life, Aristotle

says a blessed person would not become wretched (athliōs) since he would refrain from acting

in a “hateful and base” way (1100b34–35). Note how Aristotle alters the source of wretched-

ness from misfortune in the case of Priam to acting “hateful and base.”158 Continuing to

156Cf. 1099a31–1099b2, pgs. 111–117 above.
157Cf. 1095b23–27, pg. 92 above.
158Cf. 1100a5–9, pg. 120 above.
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focus on the character of the person who is not greatly moved by fortune, Aristotle says, “We

suppose he who is truly good and in one’s mind (ἔμφρονα, emphrona) to bear gracefully all

the fortunes, and out of the present advantages [i.e., circumstances, means, and possessions]

that come to be present, to do what is most noble (ta kallista)” (1100b35–1101a3).159 With

this statement, the cause of what is most noble comes from the way the activity of one’s soul

advantageously uses the things and circumstances that come to be. Here the term for “in

one’s mind” (emphrona) shares the same root as prudence, phronēsis, a virtue that emerges

as part of the intellect in Book VI. To begin the discussion of prudence, after calling into

question the rationale behind the account of the moral virtues in Books II–V, Aristotle says

the “defining boundary” (which is like a target) to which every virtuous hexis of the soul

looks must be stated (1138b18–35). Recall hexis shares the same root as the verb echō that

Aristotle uses to describe having knowledge of the good as being akin to archers possessing

targets; hexis is also a way of possessing logos and virtue that seems inferior to activity since

one could have a hexis and be asleep.160 Though Aristotle downplays the role of hexis in

relation to activities in Book I, his observations in the discussion about fortune concerning

the influence of pleasures and pains over activities suggests there must be something else in

place to guide one’s activities. As we move into Books II–X, the status of hexis as it relates

to virtue rises, though its full nature does not emerge until Aristotle helps us wrestle with

the challenges pleasure and pain pose to the good life, particularly with respect to thinking

about the best end.

As Aristotle continues to lay the groundwork for Book I’s concluding examination of

the soul, he brings forward two potential problems with our own thinking about happiness.

These problems come forth in a discussion wondering if happiness should be praised or

honored (1101b10–11). Praise occurs on the basis of comparison, and in two possible ways:

either we compare the actions and works of others (which is the case in actions according to

159The translation of this passage is my own. The term for “gracefully,” εὐσχημόνως, refers primarily to the
outward appearance of a person and can be used to describe the countenance of a gentleman. Additionally,
the phrase τῶν ὑπαρχόντων, as a noun, refers to circumstances, means, and possessions, all of which can
be “advantages.” The phrase also relates to the verb ὑπάρχω, one of the verbs for “coming into being”
(Cf. Note 136).
160Cf. 1094a23–25 (pg. 70 above), 1098a5–6 (pg. 101 above.), and 1098b32–1099a3 (pg. 104 above).
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virtue), or we compare things in relation to a “good and serious” standard (1101b18). For

example, we praise runners who win races for being faster than their competitors, as well as

for the way in which they embody the excellence of being fast (1101b16–17). Praise, however,

is “laughable” when there is no basis for comparison, which Aristotle notes is the case with

the gods; in the case of the things beyond comparison—“the best things”—we must offer

“something greater and better” than praise (1101b19–22). As an example of that which goes

beyond praise, Aristotle says, “The gods we deem blessed and happy, and the most divine of

men we deem blessed” (1101b23–24). There are three perplexing features of this argument.

First, if Aristotle intends to distinguish praise and honor, why does he not say calling the

gods “blessed and happy” is honoring them? Indeed, why does Aristotle not say to honor

the gods? Second, if we grant the supposition that deeming the gods “blessed and happy” is

honoring them, and if honor goes to those things that admit of no comparison, would that

not suggest that human beings cannot expect to be “blessed and happy,” for such things are

beyond them? Finally, why is it that the gods are both “blessed and happy,” but the most

divine human beings are only “blessed”? Beneath these perplexities is an unsettling implicit

argument: by deeming the gods “blessed and happy” while longing for happiness at the same

time, human beings’ opinions about what is worthy of honor reveal their own longings to be

“blessed and happy” may be unrealistic, something of which they remain unaware.

From the gods and the most divine human beings, Aristotle turns to “the good

things,” saying, “None praise happiness the way they praise justice; rather, people deem

happiness a blessed thing, on the grounds that it is something more divine and better”

(1101b25–27).161 The immediate implication of this observation about opinions regarding

happiness and justice is an apparent distinction amongst the good things. Because happiness

receives the honor of being “blessed,” its superiority to praise indicates it stands apart from

the good things. In this respect, Aristotle reminds us of an earlier perplexity concerning

whether or not there is such thing as the “good-itself” and if it is separate from the good

things.162 For his part, Aristotle indicates he does not think the good is separate from

161Though common opinion diminishes the status of justice here, in Book V (which focuses solely on justice)
Aristotle puts forth the opinion that “justice is often held to be the greatest of the virtues” (1129b27–29).
162Cf. 1096a35, pg. 79 above.
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the good things, citing the Pythagoreans, who place “the one” among the other goods.163

Another perplexity of Aristotle’s statement about happiness and justice comes from the

acknowledgement that human beings try to praise happiness and honor it, which suggests

they are not sure where happiness stands in relation to the good things. Taken together,

these opinions force readers to question not only if happiness belongs among the good things,

but if it is even possible for human beings to be happy in the way they wish to be (i.e., to be

like the gods).164 When combined with the discussion about fortune and the activities of the

soul, Aristotle’s consideration of where happiness stands in the distinction between praise

and honor suggests the first problem with the way we think of happiness is not being able

to make a distinction between the things we reasonably can expect to accomplish ourselves

and the things belonging more properly to chance than our own actions.

The second problem with how we think of happiness may be more difficult to deal with

since it concerns our own thinking about the good and why it seems to be pleasure. Bringing

in the opinion of another for consideration, Aristotle says, “And it seems Eudoxus nobly pled

his case concerning the excellences for pleasure. For not to praise it as being of the good

things he supposed to reveal that it is stronger [or more excellent] than the things praised,

and such is the god and the good, for to these all the others have reference” (1101b27–31).165

After the argument that happiness is superior to the good things, Eudoxus’s opinion presents

us with another potential candidate for what is beyond the good things: pleasure. Unlike

the Pythagoreans, Eudoxus thinks there are things beyond the good things, namely, “the

163Cf. 1096b5–8, pg. 98 above.
164For a more thorough consideration of Aristotle’s attempts to temper our own unrealistic hopes for hap-
piness by understanding the role of chance in human life, the limits to the life of virtue’s ability to mitigate
it, and the possibility of the philosophical life, see Robert Bartlett’s article, “Aristotle’s Introduction to the
Problem of Happiness: On Book I of the Nicomachean Ethics” (2008).
165The translation of this passage is my own. As a point of comparison, here is the translation made by
Bartlett and Collins: “And Eudoxus too seems to have nobly pleaded his case that the first prize belongs
to pleasure. For the fact that it is not praised as being among the good things reveals, he supposed, that it
is superior to the things praised; and such, he supposed, is the god and the good. For it is to these that all
else is compared.” The first way in which my translation differs is in the translation of περὶ τῶν ἀριστείων,
a plural phrase which Bartlett and Collins render singularly as “the first prize.” While ἀριστείων can also
mean “the prize for the best and the bravest” in Ionic Greek, emphasis on a singular reading of the term
takes away from the context that considers pleasure among various things. Second, the term κρεῖττον means
both “stronger” in a physical sense and “good,” “better,” or “excellent” in a moral sense. The potential
strength of pleasure is important throughout the Nicomachean Ethics, but may be especially important to
remember in the account of self-restraint in Book VII and the reappearance of Eudoxus in Book X.
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excellences.” Pleasure is an excellence worthy of notice because it stands above the things

praised, making it more akin to “the god and the good” than the good things. According

to Eudoxus, then, three things may lay claim to the title of the best thing: the god, the

good, and pleasure. Although Aristotle’s citing of the opinion of Eudoxus appears to be a

mere nod to another opinion, there is a pun at work in his name. Eudoxos means “of good

repute, honored, famous”; it is also a conjunction of two words: eu for “good,” and doxa

for “opinion.” With each meaning in mind, the argument for the place of pleasure amongst

the excellences is notable not only because it is the opinion of Eudoxus, but because the

opinion itself is honored. Considering Aristotle first introduces pleasure in the Nicomachean

Ethics by scorning it as something chosen only by those who want to live like “fatted cattle,”

citing Eudoxus’s opinion of pleasure is more striking than the initial suggestion that pleasure

is part of happiness.166 Because Eudoxus says pleasure is stronger than all the other good

things that are praised and serves as the standard to which all things refer, we now must

entertain the possibility that pleasure is the good at which all things aim.

Insofar as Eudoxus’s opinion raises the question of the good, Aristotle’s consideration

of why happiness is a first principle should be read with pleasure in mind as well. Explaining

why happiness is something “honored and complete (teleios),” Aristotle says, “It seems

thus to hold (echein) because it is a first principle: for we all do all the remaining things

for the sake of this, and we have established the first principle [as] the cause of the good

things and something honorable and divine” (1102a2–4).167 In speaking of happiness as a

first principle and a cause, Aristotle recalls an earlier argument considering the opinion that

the universal good is separate from the good things while also being the cause of them.168

Further, the language of cause reminds us of the important stipulation that it would be

better to be happy through learning and care rather than through chance if the cause or art

responsible for happiness is at its “noblest.”169 Although the conclusion of this discussion

concerning praise and honor looks to reinforce the status of happiness as a first principle,

166Cf. 1095b20 (pg. 92 above) & 1098b22–25 (pg. 103 above).
167The translation of this passage is my own. Though my translation does not differ significantly from that
of Bartlett and Collins, the one important difference is the translation of ἔχειν as “to hold.”
168Cf. 1095a26–28, pg. 74 above.
169Cf. 1099b17–24, pg. 115 above.
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these arguments from earlier in the inquiry cast doubt on this assumption. For one, it is

still not clear whether the cause of all the good things is happiness or the good. Yet a more

important problem emerges with Eudoxus, for if the most one can do to account for first

principles is to point them out “nobly,” we must take note of where he “nobly” points us:

towards pleasure. Through Eudoxus, Aristotle introduces the argument for pleasure as a

first principle into the Nicomachean Ethics.170

While Eudoxus’s opinion provides the argument for the place of pleasure as a first

principle and the best thing, Aristotle neither makes this argument explicit, nor presents it

as his own, which leaves us to wonder why he is so careful with it. To resolve this perplexity,

we must begin with Aristotle’s statement that the first principle is “the cause of the good

things and something honorable and divine.” If we suppose pleasure is the first principle,

then it is (as Eudoxus suggests) the thing to which all things refer back. Considering Eudoxus

suggests pleasure is akin to the god and the good, Aristotle may want to avoid the accusation

of impiety.171 Piety, however, does not appear to be Aristotle’s primary concern. Up to this

point, Aristotle’s arguments about pleasure are paradoxical. When Aristotle first introduces

us to pleasure as a possibility for the life in which happiness resides, he casts it out of his

inquiry as being base while also acknowledging the pursuit of such a life by those with great

political power makes it appealing.172 Later, however, Aristotle says a happy life includes

pleasure, noting especially how pleasure belongs to the soul and that the life according to

virtue as an activity of the soul is pleasant in itself.173 Together, the preceding arguments

reveal an important point: while pleasure is not the whole of happiness, it is a part of it.

Because pleasure is part of something else, by nature it cannot be a first principle, for a first

principle must be chosen on account of itself, thereby making it self-sufficient and akin to the

complete good.174 Consequently, those who think pleasure is a first principle make a critical

mistake about the nature of the complete good. But even if we dismiss the possibility of

170For “nobly” pointing out first principles, see 1098a34–1098b5 pg. 85 above.
171This should not be understood as saying Aristotle fully avoids appearing impious, for it seems striking to
claim a first principle is the reason why something is “honorable and divine,” not the gods.
172Cf. 1095b20–22, pg. 92 above.
173Cf. 1098a20–25 & 1099a7–9, pgs. 103 & 106 above.
174Cf. 1097b7, 15–16, pg. 96 above.
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pleasure being the complete good, we are still left with the question of what this good is.

If the complete good is happiness, then we can see pleasure’s place since Aristotle says it is

bound up with the activity of the soul in accordance with virtue. But if the complete good

is the idea of the good, is there any way for pleasure to relate to it? On the basis of the

preceding question, we see another difficulty in thinking of the good as a first principle: If

the good lacks any connection to pleasure, why is it necessary or desirable for human beings?

Acknowledging the nature of the complete good remains an open question, let us

continue to examine Aristotle’s arguments about happiness as the best end by taking notice

of another puzzling feature of his inquiry. Throughout the discussion about fortune and

happiness, Aristotle continues to rely on virtue as that from which the soul takes its bearings

in both good and bad fortune. At no point in Book I, however, does Aristotle ever say what

virtue is. And even when Aristotle states his intention to examine the nature of virtue in the

last Chapter of Book I, he turns his attention elsewhere, namely, the soul. Though this turn

may seem random, it reminds us of the key assumption that enables happiness to become

the good in the early chapters of the Ethics, for he states he intends to examine virtue since

it is the concern of the “true politician” and the political art (1102a5–13). Because Aristotle

seeks the distinctly human virtue, he says it belongs to the soul and adds the politician

should take note of this since the political art’s concern is the human good (1102a14–25).

Although Aristotle suggests with these arguments that the end of the political art is the

good of the soul, we should remember the tenuous connection between the good of the city

and the human good.175 Aristotle’s acknowledgement of this tension comes in the direction

he turns the discussion, for rather than taking the view of what the politician needs to know

about the human soul in order to practice the political art, the ensuing discussion focuses

on the nature of the soul.

To start his examination of the soul, Aristotle turns to “exoteric” logoi for guidance

in an imprecise inquiry (1102a25–26). According to these widely-known arguments, the

soul is on the one hand without logos (alogos), and on the other hand “possesses (echō)

logos” (1102a26–27). Following these opinions, Aristotle adds it makes no difference for his

175Cf. 1099b29–32, pg. 117 above.
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present inquiry if the things of the soul can be divided like the parts of the body, or if they

are instead “two in logos but naturally inseparable” (1102a28–31).176 Aristotle dismisses the

need to determine if the soul is a natural whole since he intends to address the politician, who

only needs limited precision and knowledge of the human soul (1102a17–26). Still, Aristotle

invites us to consider whether or not the things of the soul are “naturally inseparable.” At

the same time as Aristotle raises questions about the soul, he reveals something about the

nature of logos : through logos, we can understand natural wholes in terms of their parts. A

notable feature of this approach is the importance Aristotle places on the whole, for if we

seek to understand something in terms of its parts, we must know how those parts relate back

to the whole. Consequently, any knowledge gained about parts without understanding their

place in the whole is incomplete. Here we find a potential problem posed by the ability of

logos to discern parts and wholes, for we could seek to understand parts and lose awareness

of the whole. Such a problem is especially pressing in Aristotle’s inquiry into the human soul,

for if we fail to understand the soul as a whole, we will fail to understand human nature.

Of the two things in the soul, Aristotle first discusses the one without logos. Because

the thing without logos is the cause (to aition) of nutrition and growth, it is common to

all plants and animals (1102a32–33). Given the nature of this capacity, it exists both in

things in the early stages of their development (such as seeds and embryos) and things that

are complete (teleios) (1102b1–3). Though there is a virtue to this nutritive capacity of the

soul, it is not distinctly human on the grounds that while it works during the time human

beings sleep, it is impossible to know on account of its activity whether or not human beings

are good or bad; for this reason, the nutritive capacity “does not naturally share in human

virtue” (1102b3–11). Though Aristotle ultimately concludes the nutritive capacity has no

share in human virtue, it is important to note how he speaks of it as having a virtue, which

presumably is the activity of sustaining life. Aristotle thus speaks to the broadness of aretē

(virtue), suggesting it resides in an activity of the soul in accord with nature. Further, by

176Though the example of the parts of the body provides the basis for speaking the soul as if it consists of
two parts, Aristotle’s introduction to how we understand the soul through exoteric arguments does not use
the term for “part” (μοῖρα). Rather, Aristotle uses the phrase τὸ μὲν. . . τὸ δὲ, which means “the one. . . the
other,” or “partly. . . partly.” This bears keeping in mind as the account of the soul progresses, and because
of this, I only use the term for “part” when it appears in the arguments.
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speaking of virtue in relation to activities over which we have little control, Aristotle shows

virtue does not reside solely in the realm of human action.

Before moving on to the soul’s possessing of logos, Aristotle suggests there may be

“some other nature of the soul without logos,” adding, “Of the self-restrained person and

the person lacking self-restraint, we praise the logos of the soul and the possessing of logos ;

for correctly it exhorts to the best things; but, it appears [there is] something else in them

contrary to logos by nature, that battles and resists logos” (1102b14–18).177 To understand

this passage, we should begin with self-restraint, an idea that first appears when Aristotle

says knowledge (gnōsis) is useless to those whose characters are deficient because they do

not know how to order their longings according to logos.178 With this introduction to self-

restraint and character in mind, we can draw out the major implications of Aristotle’s account

of the nature of the soul without logos. What is interesting about Aristotle’s approach to the

soul’s nature without logos is his choice to start with a distinction between the logos of the

soul and the possessing of logos. Though praise goes to each sense of logos in the soul, the

example of the person who is self-restrained and the one lacking self-restraint suggests there

is a difference between logos being in the soul on the one hand, and being actively possessed

on the other. Such a difference comes to light with that which “battles and resists” logos,

for while logos “exhorts to the best things,” the exhortation may not be enough to keep

one from being pulled towards that which resists logos. Herein lies the distinction between

the person who lacks self-restraint and the self-restrained person, for while the former acts

contrary to the calls of logos, the latter is “obedient to the commands of logos” (1102b19–28).

Aristotle then notes the soul without logos may be even more obedient to the commands of

logos in the cases of the “moderate or courageous” human beings, adding the former nature

of the soul harmonizes with the latter (1102b28).179 Aristotle’s brief mention of courage

and moderation is significant, for these are two of the moral virtues he examines in Book

177The translation of this passage is my own. For the most part, it is close to what Bartlett and Collins
arrive at, with two exceptions: the transliteration of logos and removal of the language of “part.” Also, the
term for “best” is not ἄριστος, but βέλτιστος.
178Cf. 1095a5–12, pg. 72 above.
179This passage marks the first appearance of the virtue of moderation (σωφροσύνη) in the Nicomachean
Ethics. Also, the term for “harmonizes” is ὁμοφωνέω, which means “sounds together” and is distinct from
συνᾴδω, the term used for saying all things “harmonize” with the truth (Cf. 1098b10–11, pg. 88 above).
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III. According to this argument, then, virtuous human beings develop a stronger relationship

between the soul’s natures with and without logos than the human beings with self-restraint.

In this respect, self-restraint appears to be something less than virtue.180

Though Aristotle says virtue may lead to a more harmonious relationship between

the natures of the soul with and without logos, the basis for this argument is unclear. Mov-

ing towards the nature of the soul with logos, Aristotle makes a slight refinement of his

account of the nature in the soul without logos, noting it is twofold: on the one hand, it is

vegetative and “has nothing in common with logos”; on the other hand, it is “desiring” (ἐπι-

θυμητικός, epithumētikos) and “longing” (ὀρεκτικός, orektikos), and these are able to obey

logos (1102b29–31).181 Aristotle likens the obedience of the desires and longings to someone

who “possesses (echein) logos” in the sense of obeying one’s father and one’s friends, not like

someone who is mathematical (1102b31–34). These arguments broaden our understanding

of what it means to possess logos in two important ways. First, the example of obeying

the commands of one’s father and friends suggests logos can be declared outside of oneself

through speech. In such cases, the ordering of the desires in one’s soul depends upon the

logos of another, not oneself. Second, by distinguishing obedience of one’s own desires to

the logos of others from the logos involved in mathematics, we learn there is a form of logos

independent of desire. Focusing for now on the logos that speaks to desires, Aristotle notes

how human beings respond to admonition, criticism, and exhortation (1102b34–35). An im-

portant feature of the arguments describing how the nature of the soul without logos obeys

the nature of the soul with logos is the sole use examples of external influence to describe

the activity of the soul. Note, however, that Aristotle has yet to explain the place of logos

in the soul.

On the basis of the desires’ ability to obey the commands of logos, Aristotle says the

nature of the soul possessing logos possesses logos in a twofold way: “on the one hand, author-

itatively (kurios) and in itself, and on the other hand listening to one’s father” (1103a1–2).182

180This important consideration is taken up more thoroughly in Book VII.
181Here the terms are the adverbial forms of ἐπιθυμία and ὄρεξις, the terms Aristotle uses for “desire” and
“longing” throughout his work.
182The translation of this passage is my own, but does not differ significantly from Bartlett and Collins’s.
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By this account, the possession of logos is either authoritative or non-authoritative: if lo-

gos resides in the soul, one possesses it authoritatively; if logos resides in the commands

of another, one possesses it non-authoritatively. Aristotle anticipates this distinction when

he mentions the virtues of moderation and courage using the language of command and

obedience. Whereas the virtue of moderation is the ordering of one’s desires and longings by

oneself, the virtue of courage points to one’s obedience to the commands of some authority.

In this respect, moderation and courage shape the arguments following them by alluding to

the question of whether human beings fall under the command of the logos of themselves or

others. But the language of what is authoritative forces us to consider how the nature of

the soul with logos relates to the overarching concern of the Nicomachean Ethics with the

relationship between the good and the political. If the soul can possess logos authoritatively

on its own, is the political art necessary? But if the political art is necessary, how do its

commands relate to the nature of the soul possessing logos? Are the political art’s commands

complementary to that which possesses logos, or do they conflict with this nature?

The twofold division of the nature of the soul possessing logos receives further sup-

port from the characterization of virtues as either “intellectual” (διανοητική, dianoētikē)

or “moral” (ἠθική, ēthikē) (1103a4). For example, Aristotle names “wisdom, [quick] com-

prehension, and prudence” as intellectual virtues, and “liberality and moderation” as moral

virtues (1103a5–7). Using these virtues, Aristotle explains his distinction between the intel-

lectual and moral virtues, saying, “For in speaking about someone’s character (ēthos), we do

not say that he is wise or comprehending but that he is gentle or moderate. Yet we praise

the wise person too with respect to the [hexis ] that is his, and we say that of the [hexeis ], the

praiseworthy ones are virtue” (1103a8–10). When we praise character, then, we praise the

moral virtues, not the intellectual virtues. Although the intellectual virtues are not praised

for being moral virtues, they are praised as hexeis. Consequently, it seems character and

hexeis are distinct from one another.

At first glance, it is strange to see Aristotle end Book I by contrasting the praise

awarded to moral virtue with the praise bestowed upon hexeis. Aristotle’s argument, how-

ever, is more significant than he lets on, something that becomes apparent once we notice
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what is conspicuously absent from the contrast between the intellectual and moral virtues:

activity (energeia). When Aristotle introduces the soul possessing logos, he says there are

two senses of this possession, though he only addresses activity because it “seems to speak

more authoritatively” than the other sense in which the soul possesses logos. From here,

Aristotle introduces the serious person as the standard for virtue because such a human be-

ing does things “well and nobly” on account of the activity of the soul being “in accord with

the best and most complete [virtue].”183 Although Aristotle’s statement suggests activities

follow some virtue in the soul possessing logos, his introduction of the other sense of possess-

ing logos—hexis—argues for the superiority of activities over hexeis because it is possible

for one to acquire hexeis and not use them, whereas activities must always be performed.184

The distinction between activities and hexeis looks to be a good parallel for contrasting the

moral and intellectual virtues, for praise of the moral virtues follows one’s actions, while the

praise of hexeis goes towards what or how one thinks. But, whereas the moral virtues at

work in one’s actions are immediately apparent to those who see those actions, the works

of hexeis are not visible, and may never be put into action even if one possesses them. In

spite of the ease with which the distinctions between activities and hexeis and the moral and

intellectual virtues can be made, Aristotle hints at the complementarity of these things in

two arguments in Book I. First, between Aristotle’s statement on the authoritative nature of

activities and the introduction of hexeis, he says the opinion that happiness is an activity of

the soul “harmonizes” with the opinions saying living well consists in some combination of

virtue, prudence, and wisdom “together with pleasure or not without pleasure.”185 Second,

when Aristotle elevates activities of the soul over the variability of fortune, he says these ac-

tivities endure and the happy person is “truly good” and “complete” because such a person

continuously acts on and contemplates what is in accord with virtue.186 In the two preceding

arguments, there is no distinction between moral and intellectual virtues. More importantly,

there is a necessary conjunction between good contemplation and action for the person who

183Cf. 1098a5–6, pg. 101 above.
184Cf. 1098b30–1099a6, pg. 104 above.
185Cf. 1098b22–25, pg. 103 above.
186Cf. 1100b12–22, pg. 123 above.
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is good. Thus, when we return to Aristotle’s statements at the conclusion of Book I noting

how praise belongs to both the moral virtues and hexeis, we are left to wonder if the person

who receives praise for being virtuous receives it on account of the moral virtues or hexeis.

And if the moral virtues and hexeis are distinct, on account of which things is a human

being good? Though these questions are unresolved at the end of Book I, they factor into

Aristotle’s exploration of the virtues in Books II–VI. For now, the primary question is why

Aristotle distinguishes hexeis from the moral virtues, not activities.

To understand Aristotle’s turn away from activities and their relationship to virtue

in favor of hexeis, we should consider how self-restraint forms a bridge between his inquiries

into the good and the nature of the soul. Self-restraint first appears in relation to gnōsis, the

active form of knowledge by which one possesses the best end as the aim necessary for the

sake of giving order to human longing (orexis).187 In the discussion of the soul, self-restraint

allows Aristotle to introduce longing and desire as characteristics of the nature of the soul

without logos that can obey the commands of the nature possessing logos.188 Together, these

two arguments point to the necessity for possessing the idea of the good through logos for

the sake of ordering the longings and desires of the soul. Though knowledge of the good

is necessary, Aristotle acknowledges the political art poses problems for coming to know

the good, for the end of this art is “not knowing but action.”189 The problem of choosing

acting over knowing reappears when Aristotle first distinguishes hexis and activity, saying

the former is akin to the “acquisition” (ktēsis) of virtue while the latter is akin to its “use”

(chrēsis).190 Although Aristotle’s introduction of hexis to the inquiry makes it seems as if it

is less important for virtue than an activity, the choice to end Book I by speaking of praise

going to a hexis and not an activity is in truth the reassertion of the necessity for knowing

the idea of the good to make the life of virtue possible.

Granting knowledge of the good is necessary for the proper ordering of the soul, the

nature of the soul remains an open question at the end of Book I.191 What we do know,

187Cf. 1094a20–25, arguments starting on pg. 69 above.
188Cf. 1102b14–1103a3.
189Cf. 1095a5, pg. 72 above.
190Cf. 1098b32–33, pg. 104 above.
191Summarizing the argument of J. L. Ackrill (1980), Tessitore describes it in the following way: Aristotle’s

136



however, is the soul can both possess logos authoritatively and obey logos, and that which

obeys logos includes the desires and longings of the soul.192 What is unclear is whether the

desires and longings share in the nature of the soul possessing logos, or if they reside only

in the soul’s nature without logos but are still obedient to the nature of the soul possessing

logos. Though Aristotle’s arguments are paradoxical, recall how the language of “parts”

does not appear when he discusses the twofold nature of the soul possessing logos, thereby

implying the desires and longings of the soul are bound up with the possession of logos.193

Thus, even though Aristotle separates characteristics of the soul in his own account, he writes

in such a way as to ensure we do not lose sight of the whole soul.

The political importance of the care with which Aristotle presents his inquiry into

the nature of soul and happiness can be seen by considering his account in contrast to that

of Hobbes. In De Cive, Hobbes says “it is the soul by which a man hath a will” (VI.19).

Recall, however, that in Leviathan the will is not a faculty, but merely the “last appetite”

in a succession of appetites and aversions that begins with the body’s sensation of external

objects and feeling pleasure and pain because of those sensations.194 The quotation from De

Cive is particularly revealing, for it shows how Hobbes reduces the soul to bodily motion,

an argument not explicit in Leviathan, though he never speaks of a soul in his account of

the passions. Because there is nothing apart from the desires of the body, Hobbes defines

felicity as the perpetual satisfaction of the desires, something that is not possible without the

commonwealth’s regulation of opinions through laws that direct individuals’ motions towards

the “general good.” Yet Hobbes’s commonwealth is not possible without all individuals

teaching on happiness is “broken backed” because of a “failure to present one consistent view of human
nature” (1996, 10–11). As my forthcoming arguments demonstrate, Ackrill’s reading seems to be incorrect
since what he sees as a lack of consistency is actually an extended inquiry into human nature culminating in
a nuanced understanding of the human soul, particularly with respect to the closeness between longing and
the intellect.
192Cf. 1103a1–2 & 1102b29–31, pg. 133 above.
193A similar shift in accounts of the soul occurs in Plato’s Republic. In Book IV, Socrates speaks of justice in
the soul as a harmony of reason (logos), spirit (thumos), and desire (epithumos) (443c–444a). In Book IX,
however, Socrates speaks of the soul as being composed of a many-headed wild beast, a lion, and a human
being that “grow naturally together with each other” all within the mold of a single human being (588b–e).
194Cf. VI.53, pg. 33 above.
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desiring to enact the laws of nature, “the true and only moral philosophy.”195 While Hobbes

sees nothing authoritative but desire, Aristotle thinks logos is authoritative. From Aristotle’s

perspective, Hobbes takes the desires—which are only part of human nature and share in

logos—and makes them the whole of human nature and the foundation of all speech, reason,

and thought. In this respect, Hobbes stakes his entire natural and political philosophy on

the assumption that there is nothing more authoritative in nature than human desire.

3.4. The Political Art

With Aristotle’s arguments concerning the nature of happiness as the human good

in mind, we can return to the political art, “the most authoritative and most architectonic

[art]” that can “take” and “preserve” the human good in a “greater and more complete,”

“nobler and more divine” way by coming to be not just in one human being, but a whole

city.196 Throughout Book I, Aristotle continually questions what is “authoritative,” starting

with the political art, but moving first to ends, then to activities of the soul, on to goods,

next to activities in accord with virtue, and finally the possession of logos in the soul.197 In

Book I’s account of the political art, Aristotle illustrates how its authority resides in two first

principles it claims for itself: the noble and the just. Through this discussion, we discover

the political art’s power to direct its citizens’ thoughts and actions according to its own first

principles. By recognizing the political art’s dependence on first principles, we see it not

only aims at some good, but how it could be used either to conceal or open us up to the

question of whether or not the good exists by nature.

3.4.1. The Noble Things and the Just Things

In order to see how the question of the superiority of the ends of the good versus

the human good further unfolds in the political art, we should take notice of a distinction

Aristotle makes between the political art and philosophers. Whereas the end of the political

art is “to take (lambanō) and to preserve (sōzō)” the human good, philosophers act for the

195Cf. Leviathan VI.58 (pg. 34 above), XI.1 (pg. 35 above), XVIII.9–10 (pg. 47 above), XXX.21 (pg. 51
above), and XV.40 (pg. 49 above).
196Cf. 1094a27–1094b10, pg. 67 above.
197The references for the arguments above are, in the order of appearance and starting with ends, 1097b15–16
(pg. 96), 1098a5–6 (pg. 101), 1098b13–16 (pg. 102), 1100b7–11 (pg. 121), & 1103a1–2 (pg. 133).
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“preservation (sōteria)” of the truth (the nature of which remains an open question).198 The

tension between the political art and philosophers is twofold, for they differ not only in the

ends they seek, but how they act towards those ends. The political art is aggressive towards

the human good, first taking (or seizing upon) it, then preserving it.199 Philosophers, on the

other hand, aim only to preserve the truth (which may or may not be the human good),

which implies they have no need to take or seize upon it. According to the distinction

between the activities of the political art and philosophers, we see the political art needs to

acquire an end for itself in a way that philosophers do not. While the political art seems to

take the being of the end at which it aims upon itself, philosophers are not responsible for

the being of the end at which they aim.

After Aristotle establishes the authoritative nature of the political art and seems to

praise the good of the city more than the good of a single human being, he turns to the things

the political art “looks to” or “examines” (σκοπέω, skopeō), namely, “the noble things (ta

kala)” and “the just things (τὰ δίκαια, ta dikaia)” (1094b15–16).200 But the very subjects

of the political art’s examinations are problematic, for “it holds much disagreement and

variability, so that [the noble things and the just things] seem to be by law [or convention]

(νόμος, nomos) alone, not by nature (phusis)” (1094b15–16).201 With the noble things

and the just things, Aristotle introduces the conflict between law or convention and nature

(nomos and phusis). Note here how Aristotle suggests the noble things and the just things

may exist by nature, yet the examinations of these things by the political art make it seem

198Cf. 1096a13–15, pg. 75 above.
199Cf. Note 8, pg. 68 above.
200The verb σκοπέω can also mean “to behold” or “to contemplate,” which gives it the same meaning as
θεωρέω. In order to preserve the distinction between these two terms and keep the translation consistent,
“behold” and “contemplate” are only used for θεωρέω. Further, note how skopeō is akin to skopon, the
word for “target” in the image of the archer (1094a23–25, pg. 70 above). This passage also contains the first
mention of what is “just” in the Nicomachean Ethics.
201The translation of this passage is my own. The quotation begins with the verb ἔχει, which I have rendered
literally. This verb is omitted from Bartlett and Collins’s translation, leading to the interpretation that the
noble things and the just things “admit of much dispute and variability,” whereas the verb’s conjugation
suggests it refers to a single subject, the closest of which is ἡ πολιτικὴ, “the political art.” By drawing
attention to ἔχει, we see that the disagreement regarding the noble things and the just things comes not
from those things themselves, but the political art. This passage also marks the first appearance of nomos
in the Nicomachean Ethics, a term that has both of the connotations I have included in the quotation.

139



as if they belong only to the realm of law or convention.202 Aristotle reinforces this idea

by noting how the good things also seem to be variable on account of the harm some may

receive from them.203 In spite of the apparent variability of good things, Aristotle does not

say they are thought to exist only by law or convention in the same way as the noble things

and the just things.204 Two conclusions may be drawn from this argument. First, though

there is disagreement about what things are good, there does not seem to be disagreement

that the good things exist by nature. Second, while the political art obscures the natural

foundation for the noble things and the just things, the juxtaposition of the noble and the

just things with the good things suggests there may be a way to discover how the former

exist by nature.

The next appearance of the noble things and the just things in Book I continues to

point the reader back to the good. Following Aristotle’s allusion to Plato’s perplexity of

whether or not arguments should proceed from or towards first principles and determining

to begin with the things known to us, he says, “He who will listen adequately to the noble

things and the just things, and to the political things generally, must be brought up nobly

(kalōs) by means of habituation (ethos). For the ‘that’ is a principle, and if this should

be sufficiently apparent, there will be no need of the ‘why’ in addition, and a person of

the sort indicated [holds] (echei) or would easily [take] hold (laboi) of principles” (1095a31–

1095b8).205 The first principles of “the political things” are “the noble things and the just

202See also Plato’s Laws, where the Athenian Stranger notes those who practice the political art claim most
of its concerns hold more in common with art than nature, saying, “They claim that the noble things by
nature are different from those by convention, and that the just things are not at all by nature, but that
men are continually disputing with one another and are always changing these things, and whatever changes
they’ve made at a given time are each at that time authoritative, having come into being by art and by the
legal conventions, but not, surely, by any nature” (889d–e).
203Cf. 1094b17–19, pg. 70 above.
204Burger also makes this argument, saying, “The good things, too, are wandering, but in a very different
way. Something may be good only for a particular subject in particular circumstances, and something good
in itself can on occasion prove harmful; but though relative to a subject, the good things under certain
conditions are indeed beneficial, and not just as a matter of opinion. It is not said of the good things, as it
is of the beautiful and the just things, that they are so only by convention” (2008, 18).
205I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the verbs ἔχει and λάβοι (optative form of λαμβάνω)
as “has” and “get hold of,” respectively, to maintain consistency with my interpretation of the importance of
these terms in the Nicomachean Ethics. For the initial explanation for these distinctions, see pg. 104 above
for the introduction to hexis and its relation to the verb echō, and Note 8, pg. 68 for the verb lambanō. Also,
for the initial discussion of the question concerning inquiries into first principles, see pg. 74 above.
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things” that do not seem readily available to everyone, but only to those who have received

habituation in these things and accepted them without question. In this respect, the first

principles of the political things are unphilosophic. Aristotle, however, has more to say

regarding the approach to first principles later in Book I.

Immediately after the distinction between the purposes carpenters and geometers

have for their knowledge of right angles, Aristotle likens first principles to causes, noting it

is enough in such cases to “nobly [point] out the ‘that’.” As for how we understand these

principles, Aristotle lists three ways in particular: induction (epagōgē), sense-perception

(aisthēsis), and habituation (ethismos).206 Given the three possible ways of coming to know

first principles, it is notable that the political art works only through habituation, for in this

way the principles of the noble things and the just things are not the source of a human

being’s movement towards them, nor are they subject to sense-perception. Aristotle, how-

ever, subtly indicates a potential problem with habituation into accepting the first principles

of the political art when he says the human being learning such things either “holds” (or

“possesses,” since the verb is echō) or “would easily take hold” of them. In the case of the

person who “holds” or “possesses” the principles of the political art, it would seem to such

a person as if those principles are truly one’s own. But as for the person who “would easily

take hold” of the political art’s principles, such a person ends up obeying principles the art

puts before oneself. In this case, if the political art is responsible for the human good, the

good one takes on may not be one’s own, but belongs instead to the authority exercising the

political art.

Perhaps the most curious feature of Aristotle’s discussion about the status of the

noble things and the just things as first principles is his advice for readers based upon what

they know about these things. Speaking about the “that” and the “why,” Aristotle says,

“As for him to whom neither of these [comes to be], let him listen to the words of Hesiod:

This one is altogether best who himself understands all things
But good in his turn too is he who obeys one who speaks well
But he who neither himself understands nor, in listening to another,
Takes this to heart (θύμος, thumos), he is a useless man (1095b8–13).207

206Cf. 1098a20–1098b9 and Section 3.2.3, pg. 84 above for all relevant passages and interpretation.
207Bartlett and Collins translate the verb ὑπάρχει as “is available,” which obscures the term’s association
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With this statement and allusion to Hesiod, Aristotle once again leaves us questioning who

the intended audience of the Nicomachean Ethics is. If the noble things and the just things

can only be ultimately known by those who have first been habituated in the political

things, what interest is a work that claims to be a “sort of political inquiry” to those who

have never encountered the relevant “that” and “why”? The last part of Hesiod’s words is

notable since it is not the first time Aristotle dismisses readers from his inquiry. Earlier,

after first speaking of the natural imprecision of his inquiry and introducing the question

of good judgment, Aristotle notes how those who do not know how to order their passions

(pathos) according to logos are not suited to hear the logoi of the political art.208 Just as

it was strange to dismiss from the inquiry those readers who most need to know how to

order their passions properly, so too it is strange to exclude those who are not adequately

familiar with the political things. In the case of those who need to order their passions

according to logos, Aristotle’s inquiry into the good provides a way for them to find meaning

for their passions and acquire the good things. But for those who do not know the principles

of the political things, would it not be necessary for them to learn such things? Though

each of Aristotle’s dismissals seem to be attempts to undermine the good of his own inquiry,

they both point to a question concerning the passions and their persuadability. The first

two types of human beings mentioned by Hesiod mirror the soul’s authoritative and non-

authoritative possession of logos.209 Further, Hesiod’s harsh admonishment of the human

being who neither understands all things nor listens to one who speaks well as “useless”

parallels Aristotle’s observation that knowledge (gnōsis) is useless to those whose passions

do not follow logos. In this respect, both of Aristotle’s dismissive statements emphasize how

the desires, longings, and passions all relate to the soul’s capacity for logos.210 But where this

with things coming to be. For another important appearance of this term, see 1099b29–30 and Note 136
(pg. 116 above). Also, Bartlett and Collins note the term for “good” is the poetic word ἐσθλός (2011, pg. 6,
Note 22). Finally, this is the first appearance of thumos in the Nicomachean Ethics.
208Cf. 1094b20–1095a13, and the arguments starting on pg. 71 and concluding at the start of Section 3.2.2.
209Cf. 1103a1–2, pg. 133 above.
210Burger makes a similar interpretation of Aristotle’s broader argument implied by quoting Hesiod, saying,
“The multilayered audience Aristotle articulates reflects, as the last chapter of Book I will indicate, a duality
in the structure of the human soul, between self-initiating reason and the capacity for obedience to reason.
Even Hesiod’s third category, he who neither thinks for himself nor listens to another, will not be entirely
forgotten: the very last chapter of the Ethics, which serves as a transition to the Politics, will insist that,
for some, neither the force of reasoning nor the persuasion of beautiful speeches is sufficient but only the
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former discussion of character develops as a turn away from knowledge of the good towards

the human good and the political art’s first principles of the noble things and the just things,

the latter discussion concluding with Hesiod’s statement stays firmly within the realm of the

human good. Consequently, in pointing to a question about what is authoritative in the

soul, we are left to question which good is most authoritative: the good or the human good.

3.4.2. Nomos and Phusis

In Chapter Thirteen of Book I, an important shift occurs in the end of the city from

making citizens “good and apt to do the noble things” to making them “good and obedient

to the laws” (1102a9–10). The context for this shift in ends is Aristotle’s decision to examine

virtue in order to contemplate happiness better, noting that “the [true politician] seems to

have labored over this [i.e., virtue] especially” and adding that “we hold the lawgivers of

the Cretans and Lacadaimonians as models” in this regard (1102a7–9).211 With Aristotle’s

shift in ends sought by the politician, we are left to wonder if doing the noble things is any

different from obeying the laws of the city. The problem deepens with Aristotle’s subsequent

comments about the politician’s interest in the soul. After noting an examination of virtue is

in accord with the earlier decision to make “a sort of political inquiry,” Aristotle says, “But

that we must examine the virtue distinctive of a human being is clear, for we were seeking

both the human good and human happiness. We mean by ‘virtue distinctive of a human

being’ not that of the body but that of the soul, and by ‘happiness’ we mean an activity of

the soul” (1102a13–17). A curious feature of Aristotle’s argument is the separation between

the human good and human happiness. Although the distinctive human virtue comes to

light through happiness understood as an activity of the soul, we are left to wonder if the

human good is distinct from the good of the soul.

Supposing the politician needs to know something about the human good and hap-

piness, Aristotle says, “But if these things are so, then it is clear that the politician ought

to know in some way about the soul, just as also someone who is going to treat the eye

compulsion of law” (2008, 21).
211Here I have made slight changes to the translation of Bartlett and Collins, but primarily with regards
to word ordering, not the meanings of the words themselves. Also, the Athenian Stranger’s interlocutors in
Plato’s Laws, Kleinias and Megillus, are potential lawgivers for Crete and Sparta, respectively; interestingly,
Aristotle examines the regimes of the Laws, Sparta, and Crete in the Politics, Book II, Chapters 6, 9–10.
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must know the whole body as well—and even more so inasmuch as the political art is more

honorable and better than medicine” (1102a17–21).212 In saying the politician must know

something about the soul and care for it like a physician, Aristotle tellingly does not assign

responsibility for the human good to the politician. Aristotle continues, “Those physicians

who are refined [very much exert themselves with regards to knowledge (gnōsis) of the body.

And the politician too must contemplate the soul, but he must contemplate for the sake of

these things [i.e., the human good and human happiness], and so far as holds (echei) suffi-

cient with reference to the things being sought]: to be more precise is perhaps too difficult

given the tasks set forth” (1102a22–25).213 This analogy begins in a puzzling way, for if the

physician who treats the eye must know about the whole body, what is the whole with ref-

erence to which the politician considers the soul? Is the politician concerned with the soul’s

relation to the body, or the way each citizen’s soul fits in with the whole that is the city?

Perhaps Aristotle means something different, namely, just as the physician who treats the

eye must know its work within the context of the body, so too must the politician know the

work of the soul, though the context of this work remains unclear. Whatever the case, the

politician’s concern with the soul through the political art is higher than the art of medicine,

presumably because the good of the soul is more authoritative than the good of the body.

The context of the soul’s work becomes clearer in Aristotle’s subsequent comments

beginning with the example of “refined” physicians, who presumably take greater care to

have knowledge about the human body than the average physician.214 The politician, then,

must exert similar care to have knowledge of the soul “for the sake of” both the human good

and human happiness, which means these two ends are authoritative over the political art.

Aristotle’s desire to focus our attention on ends is evident in his language, for in speaking

of the physician’s gnōsis of the body, he reminds us of the form of knowledge frequently

212The phrase for “these things are so” is οὕτως ἔχει, which means “so the case stands.” Once again, echō
suggests holding something, which in this case are suppositions about the human good and happiness.
213In this bracketed section, I insert my own translation of the passage for two reasons. First, Bartlett
and Collins translate the phrase πολλὰ πραγματεύονται περὶ τὴν τοῦ σώματος γνῶσιν as “take very
seriously what pertains to knowledge of the body,” which suggests the appearance of the term spoudaios
(i.e., “serious”). Second, I once again want to emphasize the appearance of the verb ἔχει, which continues
to appear in relation to the way we think about certain things.
214The other notable appearance of the term χαριέντες occurs when Aristotle says “the many” and “refined”
suppose the highest of all goods related to action is happiness (1095a15–16, pg. 89 above; see also Note 72).
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associated with the good throughout Book I.215 The comparison between the physician and

politician also turns our attention towards the character of ends. The physician, through

the practice of medicine, applies knowledge of the body to a particular illness with the aim

of restoring the patient to health. In this respect, the physician’s end comes from nature. If

the politician must act like a physician, then it seems the two ends governing the political

art (i.e., the human good and human happiness) also come from nature. With respect to

human happiness, the politician’s encouragement of activities of the soul in accordance with

virtue depends upon knowing the nature of the soul. That Aristotle implicitly leaves this

task to “refined” politicians suggests not all of them attempt to know the nature of the soul.

Indeed, it is noteworthy that Aristotle does not draw the parallel that the politician aims to

heal the soul in the same way as the physician heals the body.

In Aristotle’s examination of the arguments concerning the idea of the good earlier

in Book I, he wonders if the relationship between this idea and the good things is analogous,

citing a potential kinship between sight in the body and the intellect in the soul. Though

vague, the analogy suggests the good and good things may be recognized in the way each

works, for both the eyes and intellect look to something and affect motion in the body and

soul, respectively. Rather than exploring the implications of this analogy for understanding

the work of the intellect in the soul, Aristotle dismisses the matter first by saying it is fit

for “another philosophy,” then adding the idea of the good to the dismissal on the grounds

that it is not fit for action or capable of being acquired. In spite of his desire to dismiss

the benefit of knowing the idea of the good, Aristotle quickly poses the possibility that it

serves as a model to help us better know what is good for ourselves and “hit the mark” in

seeking the good things, adding it is “not reasonable” (ouk eulogos) for craftsmen neither to

perceive (ἀγνοέω, agnoeō) nor seek after knowledge (gnōsis) of the good. This logos—which

Aristotle notes is persuasive—then gives way to another challenge to the benefit of knowing

the good for the practice of any art, using the example of a physician to say such a person

does not inquire into the idea of health, but the health of human beings, and very often

the health of a particular human being.216 In the context of these arguments concerning

215Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 69 above.
216Cf. 1096b27–1097a14, pgs. 81–84 above.
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the usefulness of the idea of the good, we see the physician practicing the art of medicine

aims at the good of human health that is distinct from the universal good. Similarly, the

politician practicing the political art aims at the human good and human happiness, ends

distinct from the universal good. Note, however, that with the politician, we see Aristotle

claim such a person practices the political art for the sake of the human good and human

happiness. Such a statement suggests the politician is concerned generally with the human

good, and more particularly, the happiness of citizens. With the political art, then, it seems

there is a benefit to informing a particular art with a general idea.

If the human good is an idea distinct from human happiness, we are left to wonder

why Aristotle says little about this good even though his arguments point to its necessity.

For the politician, the contemplation and care for happiness is in truth a concern for human

virtue, an activity of the soul. But just as Aristotle limits the extent and precision of his

inquiry concerning the intellect on account the inquiry’s political goals, he also limits the

extent and precision of the politician’s contemplation of the human good and happiness.217

Indeed, throughout Book I, Aristotle’s emphasis on the political end of his inquiry often

leads to the dismissal of philosophical questions. Such dismissals, however, do not shuffle

off these questions; on the contrary, Aristotle’s dismissal of matters concerning the intellect

and soul point to the major question regarding the nature of the good in the Nicomachean

Ethics.

In order to see fully Aristotle’s underlying argument about the good and its relation to

happiness and the political art, let us again take up his examinations of how the good things

relate to the idea of the good through the consideration of four things “good in themselves,”

namely, prudence, seeing, some pleasures, and honors. Aristotle posits that if there is a

single idea of the good, then it would manifest itself in the same way in the things good in

themselves. Because each of the things good in themselves is not defined in the same way, it

does not seem they could be good on account of their reference to a single idea.218 Following

this challenge to the idea of the good, Aristotle considers the potential benefit of knowing

the good for identifying the good things and better performing a particular art, then moves

217Cf. 1102a22–25, pg. 144 above.
218Cf. 1096b14–25, pg. 80 above.
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on to the question of what is a “complete” end (i.e., an end chosen for its own sake). The

common opinions about happiness indicate it is chosen on account of itself, and Aristotle

adds “honor, pleasure, intellect, and every virtue” are chosen on account of happiness.219 In

this second list of good things, “prudence” and “seeing” have been replaced by “intellect”

and “every virtue.” Given the analogy between sight and “intellect,” we can deduce “every

virtue” takes the place of “prudence,” something that emerges at the end of Book I as an

intellectual virtue that receives praise as a hexis and is tied to all the moral virtues in Book

VI.220 It seems, then, that the intellect holds the key to every virtue, though the analogy

between the intellect and seeing leaves us to wonder what are the things to which the intellect

looks.

In addition to saying happiness is “complete,” Aristotle adds the qualification that it

is “self-sufficient” (autarchēs) because it makes life “choiceworthy and in need of nothing.”

From this argument, Aristotle conceives of happiness as a human work that exists apart from

the parts of the body, leading to the first definition of happiness as an active life possessing

(echō) logos that is “in accord with the best and most complete” virtue.221 Drawing this long

line of argument to a close in order to move on to a more thorough examination of happiness,

Aristotle makes his distinction between the carpenter and geometer in their approach to

knowledge of right angles, the former seeking knowledge insofar as it helps make something,

the latter seeking knowledge as one who contemplates or sees (theatēs) the truth.222 It is in

light of this statement that Aristotle presents first principles as causes, saying they should

be sought in the “manner natural to them,” noting some can only be “nobly pointed out.”223

In speaking of first principles as causes, Aristotle suggests they are natural. Because the

discussions of both first principles and the intellect are qualified as being limited in precision,

it is reasonable to conclude there is a relationship between the two. Just as it is natural for

the eyes to look to the world to guide the body, so too it seems natural for the intellect to

219Cf. 1097b1–5, pg. 95 and Note 87 above.
220Cf. 1103a4–10, pg. 134 above.
221Cf. 1097b7–1098a17, pgs. 96–102 above.
222Cf. 1098a29–32, pgs. 84–85 above.
223Cf. 1098a34–1098b5, pg. 85 for the initial discussion of this passage, and pgs. 140–141 for the discussion
of how this applies to the noble things and the just things in the political art.
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look to first principles to guide the soul. But because the political art is also spoken of as

being imprecise, it is clear it relates to Aristotle’s inquiry into the first principles and the

intellect as well. The political art is of particular interest given its claim to two principles—

the noble things and the just things—which seem to exist only by law or convention and not

by nature because of the variability of the political art’s examinations of these principles.224

Consequently, the principles to which the intellect looks have two possible foundations: law

or convention (nomos), or nature (phusis).

With the fundamental tension between nomos (which is established by human beings)

and phusis (which exists through non-human causes) now revealed, we can account for

why Aristotle distinguishes the human good from human happiness. The political art is

“most authoritative and most architectonic” because it determines what sciences “must be”

in cities and who should learn them, exerts authority over the “most honored capacities”

such as “generalship, household management, and rhetoric,” and “legislates” (νομοθετέω,

nomotheteō) the actions one should do as well as the ones from which one should refrain.

All of these things encompass “the human good,” which seems “greater and more complete”

when the political art “take[s] and secure[s] the good of the city.”225 Prior to this argument,

Aristotle notes there are just as many ends as there are actions, arts, and sciences. Rather

than confronting the possibility of what happens when two ends are in competition with

one another, Aristotle says the ends of the architectonic capacity (or “power”) are “more

choiceworthy” than the capacities that fall under it.226 Thus, with respect to the political

art, all the actions, arts, and sciences within the city—which have their own ends—should

subject themselves to the end of the city simply because they exist in the presence of a more

powerful and apparently nobler capacity. Though Aristotle uses the example of generalship

to show how it governs the art of horsemanship in the pursuit of victory, the potential

problem with subsuming the end of particular arts under the political art may be seen more

clearly with an example from Plato’s Republic. In Book III, Socrates and Glaucon discuss

the need for medicine in the city in speech on account of the feverish luxuries available

224Cf. 1094b15–16, pg. 139 above.
225Cf. 1094a27–1094b11, pgs. 67–68 above.
226Cf. 1094a7–17, pgs. 66–67 above.
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to the citizens. Socrates asks Glaucon if those who are perpetually sick on account of

their licentiousness should continue to receive medicine to keep them alive, or if the city

should instead follow the example of the “statesmanlike (politikon) Asclepius”—the founder

of medicine—who only treated those human beings whose works and offspring would be “of

profit” to the city; as for the others, he let them die. According to Socrates, such medicine is

necessary in order to prevent excessive care for the body from distracting citizens from the

life of virtue (404e–408b). With the example of Asclepius, we see how medicine turns away

from the end of health towards what is profitable for the city; we also see how virtue—which

citizens should follow—serves the city’s ends. Health, which is an end that belongs to nature,

becomes secondary to the profitability of the city. To bring the example back to Aristotle’s

arguments, medicine under the political art would only be practiced on citizens who can

contribute to the good of the city. What is good for the city depends upon what has been

legislated (i.e., set in nomos) as being good for itself. Because the city claims for itself the

human good on account of the power of the political art, it appears as if the human good

exists only by nomos.

Though Aristotle presents the end of the political art as “more choiceworthy” and

“more complete” on account of what it can accomplish through its power, the idea of what is

self-sufficient suggests another basis for these superlative titles aside from the city. As noted

above, a complete end is one chosen on account of itself, and that which is self-sufficient

is “choiceworthy” because it is chosen on account of itself.227 When Aristotle makes these

arguments, they support the supposition that happiness is the best end. The claims to what

is complete and choiceworthy by the political art and happiness present two problems. First,

is an end more complete and choiceworthy because it belongs to a powerful art, or because

of the end itself?228 Second, given the presumed relationship between happiness and the

political art, is happiness (one’s own good) in harmony with the good of the city? Starting

with the question of completeness, we should remember how the Nicomachean Ethics opens

227Cf. pg. 146 above.
228Cf. 1099b33–1100a4, pg. 117 above for the initial presentation of this argument in the examination of
happiness.
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with the statement that “every art. . . is held [or ‘seems’] to aim at some good.”229 Although

the political art is architectonic, the opening statement reminds us there is “some good”

authoritative over the political art, and this good determines how the political art uses the

subordinate arts of the city. Because the political art has its own good at which it aims, it

begs the question of the second clause of the first sentence of the Ethics : If the political art

aims at a particular good, does it aim at the good like “all things” in the cosmos?

The question concerning the end of the political art relates directly to the question

of whether or not the good of a particular human being is in harmony with the good of

the city. Although there is one sequence of arguments where Aristotle suggests a possible

harmony between one’s own good and the good of the city, he does so in a conditional way,

saying it would be better to be happy through learning and care rather than through chance

if what accords with nature, art, and cause—“and especially the best [art or cause]”—“hold

as noblest as is possible by nature” (emphasis added).230 According to this argument, the

harmony between one’s own good and the good of the city requires one to assume the best

art is the political art, and that this art is at its noblest because it proceeds by nature and

seeks to make human beings happy by nature as well. With this argument, we see a shift

in thinking about what is noble away from the city and back towards nature, for the city’s

ability to accomplish what is noblest depends upon its adherence to nature. Consequently,

the city’s nomoi are noblest only if they follow phusis. In order for the city to legislate its

laws and conventions in accord with nature, the language of “cause” reminds us that the

city must follow the proper first principles. Thus, if the city intends to keep itself and its

citizens as noble as is possible, it should act according to the best end that exists by nature.

If Aristotle has to heavily qualify the arguments for the ability of the city to harmonize

the human good and the good of the city, then it is apparent such a harmony is rare. Yet

Aristotle anticipates this argument as soon as he turns to the political art, for he says the

political art “takes” and “preserves” the good of the city, which is understood to be the

human good. The term Aristotle uses for “take” (lambanō) means seizing something, as if

229Cf. 1094a1–2, pg. 64 above.
230Cf. 1099b17–24, pg. 115 above. See also Book I, Chapter 2 of the Politics, where Aristotle begins to
examine the city by taking the “noblest” view of things.
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in battle.231 The political art thus seems to seize the human good from another territory,

which the preceding arguments about how to hold things as noble as possible suggest is

nature. The problem is particularly acute in the case of the political art’s first principles, for

its examinations of the noble things and the just things make it seem as if these principles

do not exist by nature. In addition to the political art’s tendency to conceal the natural

basis of the first principles it claims for itself, it also insists that human beings “take hold”

(lambanō) of these first principles through habituation (ethismos) in order to make (poieō)

citizens “good and apt to do the noble things.”232 Because the political art establishes these

principles in nomos, it makes citizens “good and obedient to the laws (nomoi).”233

The political art also offers a potential harmony between the two types of ends (i.e.,

works and activities), for its work is human happiness, which Aristotle sets down as a self-

sufficient activity of the soul possessing logos in accord with complete virtue.234 But the

political art’s care for the soul is partial, for the soul’s possession of logos is twofold, partly

possessing and thinking logos itself, and partly obeying logos.235 In seeking to make citizens

obedient to nomos, the political art leads citizens to obey its own logoi of what is good and

not seek to possess their own, which means the actualization of the soul’s possession of logos

will always be partial if one confines one’s thoughts to the first principles put forth by the

city. Because the political art aims to habituate its citizens into taking hold of the good

of the city as the good of the soul, it cannot heal the intellect in the soul in the same way

as the physician heals the eyes in accordance with knowledge (gnōsis) of the body.236 In

contrast to the physician who treats the eyes with a mind to bringing the body back to its

natural, healthy condition, the politician treats the intellect of the citizen with the intention

of making it look to the good of the city, not to the good that exists by nature.237

231Cf. 1094b7–10, pg. 67 and Note 8 above.
232Cf. 1095a31–1095b8, pg. 140 and Note 205 above.
233Compare 1099b29–32 with 1102a9–10. For the interpretations of these passages, see pg. 117 and the
opening paragraph of the subsection “Nomos and Phusis” on pg. 143, respectively.
234For the most recent definition of happiness like this one, see pg. 147 above.
235Cf. 1103a1–2, pg. 133 above.
236Cf. 1102a7–25.
237I owe the attention paid to this analogy to Burger’s work on the Ethics (2008, 42).
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3.4.3. The Problem and the Promise of the Political Art

With his inquiry into the political art, Aristotle reveals ends may take the form not

only of actions and activities, but first principles. It is with ends that the true power of the

political art resides, for even the capacity to be architectonic requires the city to have an end

more choiceworthy than all the capacities subordinate to it. In this respect, the political art

is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, the capacity for the political art to distort first

principles so they appear to exist only by law or convention and not by nature may be good

for the city’s power, but not for the human beings who may be deemed useless to the city.

On the other hand, if the political art aims at the good that exists by nature, then it may

very well accomplish something divine by being able to complete both itself and the citizens

in the city. Yet in raising such possibilities, we should not lose sight of the fact that either

direction taken by the political art requires some decision about what it holds to be good

for itself. By this account, even the political art cannot avoid the question of the good.

Though Aristotle’s presentation of the political art as architectonic is abstract in

character, we can see in Hobbes’s political philosophy a direct application of the architec-

tonic capacity of the political art. When Aristotle first explains why the political art is

architectonic, he says it is so on account of its ability to determine what sciences should be

in the city and what actions are permitted. Further, recall how Aristotle says the political

art is broadly concerned with “the actions pertaining to life.”238 For Hobbes, the state of

nature lacks knowledge, arts, letters, and justice, none of which can come into being without

the creation of the commonwealth. In order to maintain peace, the sovereign must deter-

mine which opinions and doctrines are allowed in the commonwealth, thereby governing the

actions of its subjects.239 Yet above the authority Hobbes bestows upon the Leviathan is his

own use of the political art. By making all reason, science, morality, and politics dependent

upon the agreement to common names, he relegates all natural and political philosophy to

the realm of nomos. Perhaps even more troubling is his understanding of science as the

use of knowledge of cause and effect for “the benefit of mankind,” for in this way, Hobbes

238Cf. 1094a27–1094b11 and 1095a2–4, pgs. 148 and 72, respectively.
239Cf. Leviathan XIII.9 and XVIII.9–10, pgs. 38 and 47 above, respectively.
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reveals his desire to subject all of nature—which is merely matter in motion—to nomos.240

All these arguments, however, are set in motion by the understanding that pleasure is the

good. Though Hobbes apparently attempts to present his arguments objectively, even he

concedes the truth of his work depends upon persuading readers of its principles. To the

extent that Hobbes’s assumptions about human beings in the state of nature are ubiquitous

in contemporary political science, it is clear his work has been successful. From an Aris-

totelian perspective, this is problematic for the study of politics, especially since Hobbes’s

work is a fitting demonstration of the political art’s ability to rob nature of any authority by

rendering all things conventional. But despite the lengths Hobbes goes to in order to conceal

the moral foundation of his philosophy and discourage raising the question of the good, it is

nonetheless there waiting to be discovered.241

At the same time as Leviathan shows the political art’s ability to usurp nature’s

good in the name of nomos, it succeeds in demonstrating the political art is more than

legislation and managing the affairs of the city. The political art speaks not only to action,

but thought; indeed, both Aristotle and Hobbes recognize no action is thoughtless. The

question, therefore, is to what end does one look before acting? As Aristotle suggests at

the very beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics, there is always some good as an aim, and

whatever this is operates as a first principle. In the examination of Aristotle’s arguments

about the universal good in the first section of this chapter, it was posited that he aims to

habituate his readers into thinking about the good.242 This habituation is also an application

of the political art, one that serves as a sharp contrast to the work of Hobbes, which does

not attempt to wonder about the good in order to avoid what is bad (i.e., death and the

cessation of desire). For Aristotle, the end of the political art is not to take the good from

nature and render it the captive of nomos ; on the contrary, his application of the political

art is philosophic, for it is above all an attempt to preserve the good.

240Cf. Section 2.1, “Science and Sensibility,” pg. 27 above.
241In The City and Man, Strauss contends Modern political thought has made it difficult to discern the
difference between nature and nomos, arguing the Moderns tried to erase this distinction out of a desire to
rid the world of chance, something that factors prominently into any political founding (1978, 15–16).
242Cf. 1098b9–10, pg. 86 above.
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3.5. Eros and Philia

Throughout Book I, Aristotle presents several possible candidates for first principles,

which are, in the order of their appearance: the good, the noble things and the just things,

happiness, and pleasure.243 The just things are never examined in Book I, and the only

argument about justice is that even though it is one of the good things, it is not honored in

the same way as happiness.244 With regards to the noble things, although several arguments

indicate they relate to actions and require external goods and the city, there is no discussion

about the noble itself. Happiness is perplexing because even though Aristotle posits it is a

first principle, there are several compelling arguments against it being one. While the good

remains the best possible candidate for being a first principle in Book I, its nature is unclear.

Whatever the good is, the most compelling argument in its favor is the persistent question

about its nature and necessity for ordering human longing.

Though Aristotle points to the good as the best end and first principle, his arguments

about pleasure in Book I require more careful consideration of its place in the Nicomachean

Ethics. In addition to Aristotle’s quiet suggestion that pleasure may be a first principle by

citing the opinion of Eudoxus, it consistently appears in relation to the primary subjects

of Book I. Pleasure first appears when Aristotle lists it as one of the good things. Shortly

thereafter, Aristotle says many suppose the life of enjoyment is best on account of how they

live, something further confirmed by the lives of those at the peak of political power. Though

such a life seems base, Aristotle says happiness must include pleasure in some way. With

regards to the soul, pleasure naturally follows that for which one has philia (friendship),

particularly love of the noble (philoskalos). Pleasure also accompanies virtuous actions

(including just ones), and is ultimately a sign of whether or not one is virtuous, an idea

that seems to relate to a later implied argument for pleasure encouraging activities. Yet

with the inscription from Delos, we receive an alternative argument for pleasure’s natural

basis, rooting it in eros instead of philia.245 Given the extent to which pleasure is bound

243The respective textual citations and page numbers for the initial appearance of these things as first
principles in the Ethics along with their placement in the dissertation are as follows: 1095a31–32 (pg. 74),
1095b4–8 (pg. 140), 1102a2–4 (pg. 128), and 1101b27–1102a4 (pgs. 127–130).
244Cf. 1101b25–27, pg. 126 above.
245For all relevant passages and arguments in order of their appearance in the above paragraph, Cf. 1095a26–
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up with the most important questions in Aristotle’s inquiry, the key to understanding its

relationship to the good and its place in the best human life requires understanding the

difference between the two loves with which it is associated by nature.

3.5.1. The Noble and The Good

One place to turn to understand the relationship between eros, the noble, and the

good is Plato’s Symposium—a dialogue focused solely on the nature of eros—with particular

attention to certain parts of Diotima’s dialogue with Socrates.246 According to Socrates,

Diotima was “wise” in the things pertaining to Eros ; she is also Socrates’s teacher in “the

erotic things” (ta erōtica) (201d). About one-third of the way through their discussion,

after Diotima leads Socrates to agree Eros is of the noble things and loves (eraō) the noble

things, she asks Socrates what the noble things are, for it is not clear what comes to be for

the person who gets the noble things.247 For his part, Socrates cannot think of an answer,

leading Diotima to reframe the question in terms of the good things instead of the noble

things. Socrates says he can better answer this question, stating human beings who love

the good things love that they come to be for oneself, for in this way, they will be happy.

Validating Socrates’s answer, Diotima says, “That. . . is because the happy are happy by the

acquisition (ktēsis) of good things; and there is no further need to ask, ‘For what consequence

does he who wants to be happy want to be so?’ But the answer is thought to be (echein)

a complete (telos) one” (204d–205a). Two important conclusions may be drawn from this

brief exchange. First, the nature of the noble things is perplexing. While we love the noble

things and feel drawn to them, it is difficult to say what they are. But if we think in terms

of the good things, the nature of eros becomes more comprehensible to us, for we long to be

happy. Second, our eros for the good things is for their acquisition, for by acquiring the good

things, we hope to become happy. Recall that this desire to acquire the good is the reason

28 (pg. 74), 1095b14–22 (pgs. 91 & 92), 1098b22–25 (pg. 103), 1099a7–13 (106), 1100b27–29 (pg. 122), and
1099a27–28 (pg. 109).
246Cf. 201d–212c
247Though Benardete translates τό καλόν as “beautiful” throughout the Symposium, I translate it as “noble”
in order to remain consistent with the dissertation. Both senses of the word, however, should be kept in
mind when reading these arguments. Also, the verb for “comes to be” is γίγνομαι, not ὑπάρχω. Benardete
translates this as “has” or “have,” which is the way I have translated ἔχω.
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why Aristotle holds happiness to be the best end throughout Book I of the Nicomachean

Ethics.248 The human longing for happiness is a form of eros, a love that longs for the noble

things while truly seeking the good things.

The direction of eros towards the good strengthens as Diotima says it is “the whole

desire (epithumia) of good things and of being happy,” thereby drawing Socrates into agree-

ment that “there is nothing that human beings love other than the good.” It is on this basis

that Diotima says, “So, in sum. . . eros is of the good being one’s own always” (205d–206a).249

According to this argument, although human beings love many different things, their vary-

ing loves all point to the good. But human beings are not merely drawn to the good, for

they long to possess it, and not just once, but always—eternally. While this seems to be

a definitive answer on the nature of eros, Diotima later makes two perplexing arguments.

First, Diotima describes to Socrates an ascent in eros from the noble things to the noble

itself (209e–211d). Such an argument suggests the noble is distinct from the good, thereby

calling into question the assertion that eros is of the good. Second, when one reaches the

noble itself, Diotima says one does not possess it; rather, the most one can do is “behold”

(theaomai) it. Through beholding the noble itself, Diotima says one will see “true virtue,”

something Socrates describes to others as an “acquisition” (ktēma) that can be gained with

the help of Eros, the best “coworker with human nature” (212a–b). Eros thus seems to

play a crucial role in the acquisition of virtue. Note, however, that the acquisition of virtue

does not coincide with happiness, which leaves us to question why happiness is associated

with the good things but not the noble things. In this respect, it is unclear if the cause of

happiness is the noble or the good.

In thinking about the noble and the good as causes of happiness, we can return

to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and the question of first principles. What is worthy of

particular attention in Diotima’s dialogue with Socrates are the assertions that happiness is

complete and that the best human life resides in beholding “the noble itself.” For Aristotle,

248Cf. 1096b31–34, pg. 82 above.
249The phrase for “of the good being one’s own always” (τοῦ τὸ ἀγαθὸν αὑτῷ εἶναι) could also be translated
as “of the good belonging to oneself.” The sense of possession, however, is not conveyed by a verb, but the
dative declension of the pronoun αὐτός combined with the infinitive of the verb “to be.”
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happiness is held to be like the complete good because it is self-sufficient, which is to say,

chosen on account of itself. The ultimate question is whether or not happiness is the complete

good. But just as Diotima and Socrates move from the acquisition of the good things for the

sake of happiness to the eros of the good being one’s own, so too does Aristotle frequently

hint that even the good stands above happiness. The authoritative nature of the good is

perhaps most evident in thinking of it as a first principle, an archē (ἀρχή) and an end (telos).

Though Aristotle uses “self-sufficient” to describe the nature of an end, the Greek term itself

embodies an end. Autarchēs (αὐτάρχης) is a conjunction of two terms: autos, the pronoun

for self, and archēs, a direct derivative of the Greek verb archeō (ἀρκέω), which means “to

be sufficient.” The way the latter part of autarchēs uses its root verb makes a pun, for

archēs is the genitive form (which indicates possession or origin) of archē. Consequently, if

one reads autarchēs as a pun, the term can mean “self of first principle,” in which case the

first principle does not belong to oneself, but one’s self belongs to the first principle. Insofar

as Aristotle’s inquiry seeks the best human life that is self-sufficient in accord with an end

of this nature, then the complete and happy life depends upon one looking to the best and

most complete end. Given the ways in which the inquiries into the good, the political art,

and happiness all point to the necessity of the good and its nature as the best first principle,

we must read Aristotle’s inquiry with an eye to finding where we see the self belonging to

the good. One clue of what to look out for comes in Aristotle’s statement about the three

ways in which first principles may be “contemplated” or “beheld” (thēorēo).250 Here one

should take note of the kinship between Aristotle’s verb for contemplation, thēorēo, and the

verb Diotima and Socrates use for beholding the noble, theaomai. To understand Aristotle’s

teaching on eros, we must search for what it means for the self to behold the good.

Throughout Book I, there are several hints that Aristotle intends to move us towards

understanding what it means to behold the good, particularly with regards to the idea of

possession. While Aristotle rejects the idea of the good as the best end because it cannot

be acquired, he speaks of “possessing” the good through gnōsis as being akin to archers

possessing (echontes) a target.251 Though the target is not a tangible acquisition, the archer

250Cf. 1098a34–1098b6, pg. 85 above.
251Cf. 1094a20–25
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nonetheless possesses it by looking to it—beholding it. With regards to virtue, thinking of

it as a hexis implies it is a form of possession. Since the inquiry seeks the virtue of the soul,

and the soul possesses logos both authoritatively and non-authoritatively, the activity of the

soul in accordance with the best and most complete virtue will have to behold something. To

behold the good implies sight, and the only thing analogous to sight in the soul throughout

Book I is the intellect. But, if Diotima is right in thinking there is a movement upward with

regards to eros and the noble, then the challenge for Aristotle is not only to explain this

movement, but help his readers ascend to beholding the good itself. As Aristotle indicates

in the question of how to approach first principles, his inquiry begins with what is known to

us.252 Starting in Book II, Aristotle turns to a thorough examination of virtue, which has the

noble as its end.253 The moral virtues yield several perplexities, particularly with regards

to pleasure and the role of the intellect. The foundation for resolving these perplexities,

however, does not present itself until the examination of friendship in Books VIII and IX.

Though it remains to be seen how Aristotle’s examination of friendship speaks to eros

and what it means to possess the good, there are two particular arguments worthy of notice

in anticipation of this conclusion. First, in Book IX, Aristotle famously refers to the friend

as “another self” (allos autos).254 Not only does this speak to the activity of beholding, but

it prepares the way for a more detailed explanation of the work of the intellect. Second, just

as the juxtaposition of pleasure following philia and eros by nature hints that happiness is

more likely to follow the former love rather than the latter on account of its dependence upon

chance and the acquisition of external goods, so too does the account of friendship prepare

the way for understanding the place of pleasure in the happy life. These two arguments

gain even more importance in light of the fact that happiness virtually disappears from

the Nicomachean Ethics between Books I and IX, and it is no coincidence that happiness

reappears amidst arguments about the role of the intellect and the place of pleasure in the

best human life that are explained in language borrowed from the immediately preceding

inquiry into philia.

252Cf. 1095a31–32, pg. 74 above.
253Cf. 1115b13–14
254Cf. 1166a32.
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3.5.2. Philia and the Political

In addition to philia speaking to eros and the desire to possess the good, Aristotle

also finds reason to consider the place of these two loves in politics. In Book II of The

Politics, Aristotle examines several accounts (logoi) of the best regime, with Chapters Two

through Five focusing on the problems with Socrates’s city in speech from Plato’s Republic.

Of particular interest to Aristotle is Socrates’s supposition that the whole city should be

one, something he suggests can be achieved by making all things and all people in the city

common.255 To challenge Socrates’s arguments, Aristotle appeals to friendship.

To set up the core of his criticism of Socrates’s city in speech, Aristotle says there are

two senses in which “all” in the city can speak of something as “mine” with regards to family

members. If taken in the sense of “each” separately, then “all” are able to speak of their

fathers, mothers, siblings, and children in the sense of being their own. Aristotle criticizes

this as not being “like-minded.” If taken in the sense of “all” collectively (as Socrates

suggests), then all in the city belong to one another like a giant household. Aristotle says

that while this is “noble,” it is also impossible. The loss of an impossible goal, however,

does not trouble Aristotle, for he argues human beings are more likely to care for what is

their own (ἴδιος, idios) than what is common. Aristotle reasons that holding all citizens in

common makes it easier not to care for someone, for one always assumes another will take

the trouble to care for whoever needs it, thereby leaving whoever is in need in the care of

no one. But, if the person in trouble is one’s own and belongs only to oneself, then one will

necessarily have to care for that person. In this respect, even though the city must dispense

with like-mindedness in order to make such care possible, it does not abandon the care of

everyone for the sake of an impossible longing (1261b16–40).

As Aristotle’s criticism of the city in speech moves forward, he speaks not only to

its impossibility, but the ways in which its desire to make the whole city one is hostile to

its own goals. According to Aristotle, Socrates’s laws making women and children common

seek unity in the name of friendship, something “we suppose to be greatest of the good

255Cf. Republic 461d5–465e3.
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things for cities” since it prevents the city from breaking down into factions (1262b5).256

To demonstrate his point, Aristotle appeals to Aristophanes’s speech about eros in Plato’s

Symposium and how lovers “desire ‘to grow together’ and to become both one from being

two.”257 The problem with this type of eros is that when the two lovers become one, either

one or both of them are destroyed. Applying the analogy to the city, Aristotle says a city in

which all parents and children are held in common results in the weakening of the friendship

that exists between each in the context of the family where they know their own. Explaining

his argument, Aristotle says, “The reason is that there are two things in particular that

make human beings care and love (philein): what is one’s own and what is dear (agapēton),

neither of which can exist among those who govern themselves after this fashion” (1262b3–

23). By making a comparison between Socrates’s city in speech and Aristophanes’s speech

about eros, Aristotle makes two important arguments. First, the desire to make the city

one is a form of eros. Second, while Aristotle acknowledges this eros seeks a noble end, his

recognition of its impossibility alludes to an important argument as to why his own approach

to eros favors possessing the good as its end rather than the noble: it is impossible to possess

the noble. In this respect, Aristotle’s treatment of the family as a form of friendship is a

type of realism that takes its bearings from the natural desire of each to care for one’s own, a

desire better suited to promote the good of the city than making all human beings common.

The common benefit of friendship and the care for one’s own also applies to property

(ktēsis). Recognizing property is a source of contention in the city, Aristotle says it is

best if the present circumstances are “adorned (epikosmeō) by character (ēthos) and an

arrangement of correct laws” by the legislator so that each could care for one’s own property

and, at the same time, make it useful to others through virtue, something he notes follows

from the proverb that “the things of friends are common.”258 Aristotle makes this argument

on the basis of pleasure, saying it is pleasant to use what is one’s own because it is natural for

each human being to possess love (echein philian) towards oneself. Distinguishing this love

256The translation of this passage is my own, meant to correct Simpson’s incorrect translation of the phrase
μέγιστον εἶναι τῶν ἀγαθῶν as “a very great good.”
257Cf. 189c–193e
258Cf. Republic 449c.
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of self from self-love, Aristotle says, “Self-love (φίλαυτον, philauton) is to be blamed justly,

but this is not to love oneself (τὸ φιλεῖν ἑαυτόν, to philein eauton), but to love more than

one ought, and exactly as the love of money, since all love, so to say, each of the things of this

sort.”259 According to this distinction, there is a natural sense in which human beings love

both themselves and their money, and up to a certain point, this love is proper. But when

each love goes to excess, it is problematic not only for oneself, but for those with whom one

lives. This seems to be why Aristotle appeals to virtue and character and the need for a city

to carve out a space for what is one’s own. Because of the pleasure that follows from sharing

the things that belong to oneself with one’s friends, one is less likely to go to excess in love

of oneself or one’s property so long as it is possible to share it with others by choice. It is

for this reason that Aristotle says making the city one not only destroys friendship and the

pleasure it brings through the care of what is one’s own, but virtue as well (1263a8–1263b40).

The final criticism Aristotle makes of Socrates’s city in speech is his assertion that

it seeks to make the whole city happy and not any particular human being or group in it.

Aristotle, however, says the city cannot be happy unless each of the parts of the city are

happy.260 Aristotle’s argument runs counter to the statement early on in the Nicomachean

Ethics that gives preference to the good of the city over the good of a single human being even

though the latter end is “desirable” or “dear” (agapēton).261 In Aristotle’s rejection of the

city in speech, happiness in the city ultimately depends upon the happiness of each citizen.

In order to make citizens happy, Aristotle relies on education and the laws to recognize

the importance of friendship and how carving out the space for human beings to care for

their own allows the common good to flourish. Though friendship seems to be what governs

this thought, Aristotle initially conceives of it in terms of self-sufficiency, noting how the

city does not come into being until the household and the communities composed of these

households are self-sufficient (1261b10–15, as well as 1253a18–28 for the question of whether

the city or household is prior to the other). According to this line of argument, that which is

259The translation of this passage is my own, prompted primarily by Simpson’s indication that Aristotle
speaks in terms of “us” and “we” when no such pronouns or verbs are present in the passage.
260Cf. Republic 420b3–421c6 and Politics 1264b15–22
261Cf. 1094b7–10, pg. 68 above.
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greater does not come into being until the things of which it is composed are complete. The

self-sufficient, then, unites the “complete” in terms of both nature and number. It stands to

reason, then, that the completion of the city requires the completion of the human beings

who live in it. As noted above with regards to eros and the good, the completion of each

human being requires the ability to behold the good.

With the preceding arguments concerning the relationship between eros and philia in

mind, the character of our approach to the remainder of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics can

now take full form. Philia speaks to the two problems of eros, namely, the desire for each

human being to possess the good on the one hand, and the desire of the city to make all

things part of itself on the other. With regards to the good, philia is instrumental for helping

us understand how the good that exists by nature speaks to the human soul. As for the city,

philia shows the ways in which the good of the soul can be discovered in the city so long

as the political art remains within its proper limits. The political art must look to ensure

human beings can engage in an activity of the soul in accord with virtue, for what could be

more one’s own than the activity of one’s soul? What the political art cannot do, however,

is claim for itself the human good, for this good is inseparable from the good that exists by

nature. By recognizing the authority of the good, the political art will allow citizens the

space to be self-sufficient in both senses of the word, belonging to the first principle of the

good and being able to take care of themselves. As indicated in the preceding arguments

derived from Plato’s Symposium and Aristotle’s Politics, understanding the role of philia as

a response to eros for the good and the city’s desire to be whole requires understanding the

ways each love speaks to the noble, virtue, happiness, the self, and pleasure. For our part,

then, let us begin with Aristotle’s account of the moral virtues.

162



CHAPTER 4

THE PERPLEXITIES OF THE MORAL VIRTUES

4.1. Introduction: Becoming Good and “Correct Logos”

As Aristotle begins his examination of the moral virtues, he makes two assumptions

to shape the subsequent inquiry. First, Aristotle says he will examine virtue not for the sake

of contemplation (theōria), but becoming good, otherwise there would be no “benefit” (or

“advantage”) from knowing virtue (1103b26–29). To this end, the account will focus on how

one should perform certain actions, “for these actions have authoritative control (kuriai)

over what sorts of hexeis come into being” (1103b30–31). In this respect, Aristotle’s inquiry

into virtue is in keeping with his search for the good that can be acquired, put into action,

and belongs to the political art since its logoi concern the “actions pertaining to life.”1

The second assumption Aristotle makes challenges his assertion that it is more im-

portant to perform virtuous actions to become good than knowing what virtue is. Appealing

to the “commonly granted” idea of “acting in accord with correct (orthos) logos,” Aristotle

posits it relates to virtue but puts off examining what it is and the nature of its relationship

to virtue until later (1103b32–35). This examination does not come until Book VI, which

examines prudence (phronēsis) and the intellectual virtues after the account of the moral

virtues concludes with justice in Book V. Though Aristotle is vague about how “correct

logos” relates to virtue, it appears becoming good through action requires the possession of

logos. As a result, it seems one must know something about virtue in order to act virtuously.

Further reinforcing the necessity of knowledge for being virtuous, Aristotle says there

is “nothing stationary” about matters relating to action and what is advantageous, thereby

making them akin to matters of health (1104a1–5). On account of the manifold nature of

action, it is difficult to make a general logos of it, and even more difficult to make a logos

of all the particulars, for the logos does not fall under a single art or set of rules (1104a6–

8). Consequently, those who act must examine what pertains to the particulars, just as

doctors and pilots must determine what pertains to the critical time in their respective arts

1Cf. 1096b31–34 & 1095a1–4, pgs. 82 & 72 above, respectively.
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of medicine and piloting (1104a9–10). For these reasons, the logos of virtue must necessarily

be an imprecise outline.2 By reiterating the imprecision of his inquiry and appealing to the

medical art and variance of the critical time amongst assorted arts, Aristotle recalls several

arguments from Book I relating to the intellect, first principles, and the question of whether

or not knowledge (gnōsis) of the good is necessary for the practice of particular arts.3 Thus,

from the start of the account of the moral virtues, we see the persistence of the need for

knowing the good in connection with logos and virtue.

Starting in Book II and extending through the first half of Book III, Aristotle examines

the nature of hexis and how it relates to virtue, particularly with regards to pleasure, logos,

and choice. From the second half of Book III to the end of Book V, Aristotle presents eleven

moral virtues, beginning with courage and ending with justice, arguably the two greatest

political virtues. In the course of the accounts of each moral virtue, we find new questions

about the noble and how it relates to virtue and pleasure. Among the moral virtues, there

are three associated specifically with “logos and action,” namely, friendliness, truthfulness,

and wit (1108a10–12). These virtues are notable not only for their broad concern, but their

position between the only two moral virtues with a claim to the title of “complete virtue”:

greatness of soul and justice. Given the supposition in Book I that happiness is an “activity

of the soul in accord with complete virtue,” it would seem these two virtues hold the secret

to happiness. The virtues of greatness of soul and justice, however, are perplexing, and the

nature of their perplexities comes to light by seeing the ways in which the social virtues point

to the tension between nature and nomos and how this affects the good of the soul. To reach

this conclusion, we need to uncover Aristotle’s allusions to the philosophic life embodied by

Plato’s Socrates. In this way, we see how Aristotle’s discussion of the moral virtues is a

necessary step for a more serious consideration of the contemplative life in the second half

of the Nicomachean Ethics.

2For the first arguments limiting the precision of Aristotle’s inquiry, see 1094b12–14, 20–25, pg. 71 above.
3For imprecision regarding the intellect, see 1096b30–31 (pg. 82 above); for first principles, see 1098a34–
1098b5 (pg. 85 above); for the critical time, see 1096a30–34, (pg. 78 above); for whether or not gnōsis
of the good is necessary for the practice of a particular art, see 1097a6–14 (pg. 83 above) and compare
with 1102a17–25 for the physician’s gnōsis of the body in contrast to the extent to which the politician
contemplates the soul (pg. 144 above).
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4.2. Hexis and Virtue

Prior to declaring his inquiry into moral virtue is practical in nature, Aristotle reiter-

ates his distinction between intellectual (dianoētikē) and moral (ēthikē) virtue, now speaking

to the ways in which each form of virtue comes to be.4 Whereas “intellectual virtue for the

most part from teaching has (echei) both its coming-into-being (genesis) and increase, on

account of which it needs experience and time,” moral virtue is a consequence of habit,

something Aristotle notes is apparent in the way ēthikē derives from a small alteration of

ethos, the term for “character” (1103a14–18).5 According to this distinction, teaching and

habituation are distinct from one another, though the reason why is unclear. In spite of this

perplexity, the argument is consistent with the assertion at the conclusion of Book I that

praise for moral virtue and character is distinct from praise awarded to the intellectual virtue

of wisdom.6 A curious feature of that concluding argument is the way in which Aristotle

speaks of wisdom as a hexis that is a virtue on account of the praise it receives while not

addressing whether the moral virtues are hexeis as well. Although Book I suggests moral

virtue and character are distinct from intellectual virtue, the examination of hexeis ’ nature

throughout Books II and III alludes to the importance of good thought for good character.

At the same time, Aristotle begins to establish the difficulties pleasure poses for thinking.

4.2.1. Virtue, Nature, and Pleasure

Following the refinement of the distinction between intellectual and moral virtue,

Aristotle considers the relationship between virtue and nature, beginning by saying it is

evident that the moral virtues are not born in us by nature (or “innate”), for none of

the things by nature can be habituated into being other than they are (1103a18–20). For

example, a stone cannot be habituated into moving upward by throwing it, nor can fire be

habituated into moving downward (1103a21–22). Human beings, however, can be habituated

into both virtue and vice, which means character is not simply a work of nature. For this

reason, Aristotle surmises the virtues are born in us “neither by nature nor contrary to

4For the initial introduction of these two forms of virtue, see 1103a4, pg. 134 above.
5The translation of this passage is my own, aimed primarily at bringing out the appearance of echei.
6Cf. 1103a5–10, pg. 134 above.
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nature,” but are “present in us who are of such a nature as to receive them, and who

are completed (teleioō) through habit” (1103a23–26). Virtue, then, while not the work

of nature, is not unnatural. Further, if virtue brings human beings to completion through

habit, it appears human nature is in some way incomplete without it. Note how the preceding

arguments move from speaking of “the moral virtues” to “the virtues” simply. Thus, at the

same as Aristotle implies the virtues complete human nature, he leaves us to wonder if

intellectual and moral virtue are entirely separable from one another.

Elaborating upon the perplexing statement that the virtues come to be “neither by

nature nor contrary to nature,” Aristotle distinguishes the virtues from capacities (dunameis)

that exist in us by nature like the sense-perceptions (aisthēseis) of seeing and hearing, saying

we do not possess (echō) these capacities because we use them, but use them because we

possess them (1103a26–31). The virtues, by contrast, are things we take hold of (lambanō)

through activities (energeiai), which makes them akin to the arts (1103a31–1103b2). This

is evident not only in the way human beings become virtuous, but in cities where lawgivers

(nomothetēs) wish to make their citizens good through habituation (1103b3–5). In the cities

where lawgivers habituate their citizens well, the regime (πολτεία, politeia) is good; where

lawgivers fail to habituate their citizens well, the regime is base (1103b5–6).7 From these two

arguments, Aristotle says it is clear every virtue both comes to be and is destroyed, and just

as artists become good or bad by working in their arts, so too do human beings become good

or bad based upon their activities (1103b7–12). If human beings were born good or bad by

nature, there would be no need for teachers (1103b13). By citing the necessity for teachers

to help human beings become good, Aristotle begs the question of whose work it is to teach

virtue. One obvious candidate is the lawgiver, for the character of his regime depends upon

the character of his citizens. It would seem, then, that if citizens wish to become good, they

should take hold of the activities into which the lawgiver wishes to habituate them.

In speaking of human beings “taking hold” of the virtues through activities as being

akin to the habituation of a good regime, Aristotle echoes the language of two arguments

about the political art in Book I: the first saying the political art’s end is “to take (lambanō)

7This passage marks the first appearance of “regime” in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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and to preserve (sōzō)” the human good, and the second declaring the person who would

“easily take hold of” the political art’s principles (i.e., the noble things and the just things)

is one who has been “nobly” habituated not to need a “why” when presented with a relevant

“that.”8 Considering Aristotle’s recognition that the political art’s disputes about the noble

things and the just things offers a way into contemplating whether these first principles exist

by nature, the example of the lawgiver as someone who could habituate human beings into

becoming good points to another question to keep in mind during the inquiry into virtue:

Are the virtues ultimately derived from law or convention (nomos), or nature?9

From the necessity for activities to take hold of the virtues, Aristotle turns to how

these relate to hexeis, saying “[they] come into being as a result of the activities akin to them,”

which means the habituation one receives during childhood makes “the whole difference”

with respect to one’s character (1103b21–25). If we apply Aristotle’s arguments regarding

the possession and use of sense-perceptions to the relationship between activities and hexeis,

then the argument indicates we possess hexeis (and therefore the virtues) by making use of

the activities pertaining to each of them. Aristotle’s emphasis on the importance of hexeis for

character in this passage marks a turn from Book I’s argument that hexeis are not a reliable

indication of one’s virtue since one could possess them while sleeping, whereas one who

engages in an activity “of necessity. . . will act well.” In addition to appealing to the example

of Olympians receiving prizes for competing, Aristotle says “it is those who act correctly

(orthōs) who gain the noble and good things in life.”10 Given the initial arguments about

hexeis in Book II, we see an important supposition behind the arguments about activities

and virtue in Book I. By speaking of acting “correctly,” the argument assumes the one who

acts knows what makes actions correct, with what is “correct” presumably residing in the

judgment of whoever awards the “noble and good things” to the actor. The assumption of

acting in accord with what is “correct” in Book I anticipates Book II’s way into virtue, for

after reiterating the authoritative nature of activities over hexeis, Aristotle notes the actions

8Cf. 1094b7–10 (pg. 67 above) & 1095a31–1095b8 (pg. 140 above).
91094b15–16, pg. 139 above.
10Cf. 1098b34–1099a6, pg. 104 above.
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associated with virtue are “in accord with correct logos.”11 In this respect, understanding

the nature of virtue will require grasping not only how activities relate to hexeis, but what

relation these hold towards logos.

After assuming the actions and activities associated with virtue follow correct logos

and noting the limits of logos in relation to actions, Aristotle introduces his famous concep-

tion of virtue as a mean (μεσότης, mesotēs) to suggest how hexeis relate to pleasures and

pains. Likening virtue to strength and health, Aristotle says it is destroyed by both excess

and deficiency, but preserved (sōzō) by the mean (1104a12–25). In the case of health, too

much or too little food and drink are destructive, whereas a proportionate amount preserves

it (1104a17–19).12 Just as it is manifest to everyone that a mean with regards to food pre-

serves health, so too is it evident that the same activities produce and preserve the virtues

in all human beings (1104a26–1104b4). But if food preserves health by meeting the body’s

nutritional needs, to what things do the virtues relate? According to Aristotle, the concern

of the moral virtues is pleasure and pain.

When looking at one’s deeds (or “works,” erga), the pleasure and pain accompanying

them make (poieō) a mark of the hexeis (1104b5–6). A moderate person, for example,

enjoys abstaining from bodily pleasure, while a licentious person is vexed by this abstention

(1104b6–7). In addition to accompanying actions, pleasure and pain accompany our passions

(pathē), another concern of the virtues (1104b14–16). It is for this reason Aristotle denies the

arguments of those who define virtue as being either “dispassionate or calm” (1104b24–26).

In the case of every hexis of the soul, each possesses (echei) its nature in relation to and

concerning the things by which it naturally becomes worse or better (1104b19–20). With

respect to base human beings, their hexis is the result of not pursuing or avoiding pleasures

and pains in the particular ways they should as defined by logos (1104b21–26). From these

arguments, we see hexeis are the consequence of both the pleasures and pains and the logos

guiding one’s pursuit or avoidance of them.

Though Aristotle posits “virtue. . . as being such as to produce the best (βέλτιστος)

11Cf. 1103b26–35, pg. 163 above.
12The term for “proportionate” in this passage is σύμμετρος (summetros), which is distinct from the term
Aristotle uses in the discussion of exchange in the account of justice, ἀναλογία (analogia).
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[actions] in relation to pleasures and pains, and vice as being the contrary,” he also acknowl-

edges limits in thinking about virtue in terms of pleasures and pains (1104b27–28). While

pleasure has been ingrained in our lives since infancy and is “the rule of our actions” to

greater and lesser degrees from one person to another, it is not unerring, for we do base

things on account of pleasure and “abstain from noble ones” on account of pain (1105a2–7,

1104b9–11). In contrast to Hobbes’s understanding of the feelings of pleasure and pain being

associated with what is good and bad, respectively, Aristotle shows a way in which what is

pleasant may actually be bad for us while what is painful may be good in relation to the no-

ble. With these considerations in mind, Aristotle connects the concerns of character, virtue,

and the political art, saying, “It is more difficult to battle against pleasure than against

spiritedness (thumos), as Heraclitus asserts, and art and virtue always arise in connection

with that which is more difficult: the doing of something well is better when it is more

difficult. As a result, and on account of this, the whole matter of concern in both virtue and

the political art is bound up with pleasures and pains. For he who deals with these well will

be good, but he who does so badly will be bad” (1105a8–10). Good character, then, is a

difficult work, and it comes about either through virtue or the political art (or perhaps both

together) fighting pleasure, which suggests both looking to the noble and becoming good are

at least without some pleasures, and possibly painful.

While pleasure affects us on account of the immediacy with which we feel it, it also

affects choice with respect to virtue and vice. According to Aristotle, there are three things

of choice (airesis) with corresponding contraries of avoidance: the things of choice are the

noble, the advantageous, and the pleasant; the things of avoidance are the shameful, the

harmful, and the painful (1104b29–32). Whereas the good person will likely be correct

(katorthōtikos) in choosing these things, the bad person misses the mark, particularly when

it comes to pleasure, “For pleasure is common to the animals and attendant upon all things

done through choice, since both what is noble and what is advantageous appear pleasant”

(1104b33–1105a1). In contrast to the good person who correctly knows how to choose the

noble, the advantageous, and the pleasant, the bad person’s error seems to be choosing

pleasure for its own sake. Consequently, although pleasure is something choiceworthy, it also
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may distort our perception of the end we choose in a given action.

Even though the preceding arguments point to the importance of choice for virtue,

Aristotle chooses to examine how it is possible for one to do virtuous things without being

virtuous (1105a18–19). Though not stated explicitly, the argument concerns the relationship

between activities and hexeis. The problem is apparent in the arts, where it is possible for

one to do something skillful either by chance or by following the instruction of another

(1105a20–23). Further, whereas a particular work of art holds well (eu echei) on account

of how it has been made, the things of the virtues depend upon the person doing them

holding (echōn) a certain way, which entails three things: acting knowingly (eidōs), acting

by choice (proairesis) and choosing actions for their own sake, and acting while holding

(echōn) oneself in “a steady and unwavering” way (1105a26–33).13 Though it seems acting

knowingly is of primary importance with respect to the other two characteristics of the

virtuous person holding a certain way, this knowing is most important in the case of the

arts, whereas choosing something for its own sake and holding oneself in a “steady and

unwavering” way are “the whole” (to pan) when it comes to the virtues; these latter two

characteristics develop by doing virtuous things many times (1105a34–1105b5). For example,

one is not just or moderate simply by doing just and moderate things, but only by doing them

in the same way as the just and moderate persons do them (1105b5–9). On the surface, these

arguments reinforce the idea that human beings can be habituated into becoming virtuous.

The last argument, however, raises the perplexing question of how we can discern if the

person who performs a virtuous action truly possesses the virtue governing that action.

But, this perplexity is only possible if we assume choosing something for its own sake and

holding oneself a certain way are independent of acting knowingly. With this in mind, the

question regarding the relationship between hexis and virtue is whether or not each requires

knowledge.

Five chapters into Book II, after raising many questions about virtue, pleasure, and

pain, Aristotle says “what virtue is must be examined” by positing it is one of three things

13Throughout Bartlett and Collins’s translation, they render the participles of ἔχω as “state” or “condition.”
I try to bring out the sense in which these participles mean “holding” where it is not cumbersome to do so.
Otherwise, I note parenthetically the verb Aristotle uses.
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in the soul: passions (pathē), capacities (dunameis), or hexeis (1105b19–20).14 The passions

are, “in general, those things that pleasure or pain accompany,” which include “desire, anger,

fear, confidence, envy, joy, friendly affection (philia), hatred, yearning, emulation, pity”;

capacities are the things by which we feel the passions; and hexeis are the things according

to which we hold (echomen) ourselves well or badly towards the passions and are therefore

either good or bad (1105b21–29). Given the arguments saying virtue concerns the ordering

of pleasures and pains, it cannot be the passions or capacities since virtue must order these

things. Consequently, only hexeis can be virtues because they relate directly to the way we

hold ourselves towards our capacities and their respective passions. While these arguments

appear to offer more clarity on the nature of the soul, there is no explanation of where our

passions, capacities, and hexeis reside in our souls’ twofold nature, partly possessing logos

and partly without logos.15

Supposing, then, that virtue is a hexis, and granting a hexis is the way we hold

ourselves in relation to our passions and their pleasures and pains, two questions arise.

First, if there are many passions in the soul, are there many virtues as well? Second, how

exactly does a hexis help us hold ourselves well in relation to our passions? To answer

the second question, Aristotle presents some paradoxical arguments in response to the first.

After establishing the virtues are hexeis, Aristotle says every virtue both brings towards

completion (apotelei) the holding well (eu echon) of the thing of which it is a virtue and

leads that thing to give up (or “yield”) its work well (1106a14–16). The virtue of the eye, for

example, makes its work “serious” (spoudaios) and is therefore the means by which we see

well (1106a17–18). Supposing this is true in every case, the virtue of a human being is the

hexis by which one becomes good and gives up one’s work well (1106a22–23). In the first

argument, the virtues seem to be many hexeis ; in the third argument, the virtue of a human

being is one hexis. While this appears to be a contradiction, the middle argument about

the eye and its virtue making it “serious” suggests there is truly only one human virtue.

14In another manuscript, the first sentence of Chapter 5 of Book II says, μετὰ δὲ ταῦτα τί δ᾿ ἐστιν ἡ ἀρετὴ

ἑξῆς σκεπτέον (“And after this, what the virtue of hexis is must be examined.”). Not only does this answer
the opening question of the chapter, but it refers to hexis as a single virtue of the soul.
15Cf. Book I, Chapter 13, and Section 3.3.5, pg. 119 above.
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In Book I, the serious person first appears in the initial argument positing happiness is an

activity of the soul in accord “with the best (ariston) and the most complete (teleiotatos)

[virtue]” by means of which such a person brings oneself to completion and does things “well

(eu) and nobly (kalōs).” Immediately before this argument, Aristotle supposes happiness is

an active life in accord with the twofold human capacity possessing logos that entails both

obeying logos and possessing and thinking it. Just like the human capacity possessing logos

is twofold, so too is the active life, which is spoken of in connection to an activity that

speaks more authoritatively (kuriōteron) than a hexis.16 Now, if virtue is a hexis, and if

the serious human being acts in accord with the best and most complete virtue, what hexis

could this be? In Book I, the place of the intellect in the soul is analogous to sight in the

body.17 It seems, then, that the intellect is the hexis by which human beings become good

and possess logos, though it remains an open question if this applies equally to obeying logos

and possessing and thinking it.

Although Aristotle does not establish a definitive connection between the intellect and

virtue in Book II, his arguments move us towards a contemplative understanding of virtue.

By “contemplating” (theōreō) the “nature” (phusis) of virtue, we see it is a “middle term” (τὸ

μέσον, to meson) between excess and deficiency; this nature is akin to the way the equal, the

more, and the less stand in relation to one another in the case of continuous (sunechēs) and

divisible things (1106a25–30). While the equal is “one and the same thing for all,” the middle

term related to excess and deficiency is not; for example, one who starts gymnastic training

does not require as much nutrition as Milo, a famous Greek wrestler (1106a21–1106b4). In

this respect, although the middle term is akin to the equal, when sought in relation to human

beings, it varies from one person to another. Due to the particularity of the middle term,

it is sought and chosen by “knowers” (epistēmōn) who understand how it relates not to the

thing in question, but to themselves (1106b5–7). These knowers are similar to every science

and good craftsman, for both understand the middle term is what leads works to their end

well (eu epitelei) and “preserves” (sōzō) the way those works hold well (eu echousi) (1106b8–

13). From these considerations, Aristotle concludes, “Virtue is more precise and better than

16Cf. 1098a5–17, pg. 101 above.
17Cf. 1096b27–30, pg. 81 above.
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every art, as is nature as well. If all this is so, then virtue would be skillful in aiming at the

middle term” (1106b14–16).18 This conclusion is perplexing since it distinguishes the middle

term from the equal because the former is not “one and the same thing for all.” How, then,

can virtue be “more precise and better” than every art? Consider Aristotle’s example of

gymnastic training. Supposing nutrition is the middle term (and therefore the virtue) with

regards to the consumption of food, although the new trainee requires less food than Milo,

the virtue of nutrition allows these two disparate human beings to train well and keep hold of

the strength their bodies developed through their work. Nutrition, however, is a particular

virtue, one of many middle terms. By drawing a comparison between virtue and nature,

Aristotle alludes to the breadth of his understanding of virtue, for this comparison suggests

virtue can account for the particularities of all things and complete them.

Apparently acknowledging the generality of the argument concerning virtue and skill

and aiming at the middle term, Aristotle turns back to the moral virtues and reiterates their

concern with the excesses, deficiencies, and middle terms of pleasure and pain as they relate

to passions and actions (1106b16–20). Because virtue skillfully aims at the middle term in

order to guide one correctly, it is like a “mean” (1106b25–28). Though this account makes

being virtuous seem like a simple thing, Aristotle says it is difficult, for “while it is possible

to be in error in many ways. . . there is only one way to guide someone correctly” (1106b29,

31). In support of his argument, Aristotle appeals to two opinions, one philosophic, the

other poetic. The philosophic opinion belongs to the Pythagoreans, who hold “what is bad

is unlimited [or indeterminate] (ἄπειρος, apeiros). . . what is good, limited [or determinate]

(πέρας, peras)”; in other words, what is bad has no end, whereas what is good has an

end, “And thus the former [being bad] is easy, the latter [being good] is hard: it is easy to

miss (apotuchein) the target, hard to hit (epituchein) it” (1106b30, 32–33). For those not

familiar with the Pythagoreans’ philosophy, Aristotle confirms his conception of virtue as

a mean and vice as an excess and deficiency by citing an opinion of unknown origin from

poetry that says, “For [people] are good (esthlos) in one way, but in all kinds of ways bad”

18The term for “skillful in aiming” is στοχαστική and is distinct from the verb for “aim” in the opening
sentence of the Nicomachean Ethics (ἐφίημι).
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(1106b32–35).19 Taken together, each of these opinions not only affirms the difficulty of the

life of virtue, but reveals a common sense that being good comes about in only one way.

Though Aristotle does not use telos to discuss ends in his reference to the Pythagore-

ans’ understanding of what is good and bad, the use of their opinion subtly indicates the

good is the end by which one becomes virtuous. In Book I, Aristotle praises the Pythagore-

ans for saying “the one” is not a being set apart from the good things.20 By speaking of

missing and hitting on targets in the examination of virtue, Aristotle reminds us of the

image of archers possessing a target used to argue for the necessity of having gnōsis of the

good to give meaning to human longing.21 While the verb Aristotle uses for “hitting on” the

target in the allusion to the Pythagoreans is the same one he uses when considering Plato’s

argument that knowing the good will help us hit the mark in our pursuit of the good things,

it is distinct from the one in the image of the archers, for the verb in this image can also

mean “to happen upon” in addition to “hitting” a target. The ambiguity of the verb in the

image of the archers is on full display in the inscription from Delos where we see the most

pleasant thing by nature is “to happen upon” that for which one has eros ; the ambiguity

resides in the aorist infinitive tuchein closely resembling the term for chance, tuchē.22 In

addition to preparing the way for the inquiry into whether or not happiness is the result of

chance, the inscription from Delos presents the tension between philia and eros as it relates

to happiness, the life of virtue, and pleasure—a tension that reaches beyond happiness to

the question of the good.23

Virtue’s need for contemplation is apparent not only in the way the arguments point

to the good, but in a restatement of the definition of virtue as “a hexis marked by choice,

residing in the mean relative to us, a hexis defined by logos and as the prudent person

would define it” (1106b35–1107a1). According to this statement, prudence—which was set

apart as an intellectual virtue—now relates to all of moral virtue.24 There are hints of this

19The poetic term for “good” in this proverb is the same one Hesiod uses in his statement cited by Aristotle
in Book I (cf. 1095b8–13).
20Cf. 1096b5–8, pg. 98 above.
21Cf. 1094a18–25, pg. 69 above.
22Cf. 1099a27–28, pg. 109 above, and especially Note 115.
23Cf. Section 3.3.4 (pg. 102), as well as Section 3.5 (pg. 154).
24Cf. 1103a5 for prudence being established as an intellectual virtue.
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argument in Book I, most notably in two lists of things good in themselves where “seeing”

and “prudence” are replaced by “intellect” and “every virtue.”25 It seems, then, that virtue

requires the intellect. Further, if virtue follows from prudence, and prudence in turn from

logos, then it also seems the intellect itself possesses an important relationship with logos

akin to sight. If all these arguments are true, we have reason to doubt the assertion that

hexeis come about solely from habitual engagement in certain actions and activities; rather,

it is more likely the case that virtue does not come into being without some contemplative

activity of the soul in accord with logos.

4.2.2. Logos and Pleasure

Although Aristotle aligns virtue with prudence and logos in such a way as to point

to a necessary relationship between the intellect and the good, there appear to be significant

limits to the role logos plays in helping one become good. In one of the arguments for

activities’ authority over hexeis, Aristotle says it is “well said” that people do not become

just or moderate without doing the just or moderate things, “for without performing these

actions, nobody would become good” (1105b10–12).26 Rather than doing the things by which

they will become good, “most people [or the many] do not do them; and, seeking refuge in

logos, they suppose that they are philosophizing and that they will in this way be serious,

thereby doing something similar to the sick who listen attentively to their physicians but

do nothing prescribed” (1105b13–16). The primary argument of this passage concerns the

many’s misperception that there is nothing more to being serious than providing a logos

about what is just and moderate (and therefore good) without attempting to do the actions

needed to become good. What is strange about the argument is how it does not seem parallel:

if the many provide their own logoi of what it takes to become good but fail to perform the

necessary actions, then it seems they would be more like physicians who fail to do the things

they tell their patients should be done for the sake of being healthy. But, if the many are

25Compare 1096b14–25 with 1097b1–5. For the arguments related to these passages, see pg. 146 above.
26This argument implies justice and moderation are the only two virtues by which human beings become
good. Note how the argument assumes the superiority of these virtues without saying what they are. Further,
the argument assumes both of these virtues need to be possessed together. In Book IV of Plato’s Republic,
however, it is a question whether or not one who has moderation needs justice (Cf. 430d for this particular
argument, and 430d–445e for the account of moderation and justice in the city and the soul).
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analogous to the sick, then logos is analogous to the physician. Just as the sick are correct

to seek a physician in order to be restored to health, so too are the many correct to turn to

logos to become good. But, like the patient who refuses to act according to the physician’s

advice, the many refuse to do what logos prescribes in order to become good; consequently,

neither the intransigent patients’ bodies nor the souls of those who “philosophize” without

listening to logos will hold well (eu echousi) (1105b17–18).

In making the preceding argument for the necessity to obey logos, Aristotle defends

philosophy as a way of life. The rhetorical defense of philosophy comes in its association

with being serious, for the serious person is the model for the happy life who first appears

in the Nicomachean Ethics when Aristotle says human beings possess logos both by obeying

it and possessing and thinking it.27 In the case of the many “seeking refuge” in logos, they

neither possess the logos by which they will become good, nor do they obey it. Philosophy,

by way of contrast, entails possessing, thinking, and obeying logos. Still, this definition of

philosophy is vague since it is not yet clear what logos is, though Aristotle provides a hint

in the way he speaks of the error of the many. In the Phaedo, Socrates describes his famous

“second sailing” as searching (skopein) for the truth about causes (aitiai) and beings by

“seeking refuge” in the logoi of these things in order to avoid blinding his soul in the same

way as someone would blind one’s eyes by looking directly into the sun.28 Prior to his turn

to logos, Socrates explains his admiration for Anaxagoras, who says intellect (nous) causes,

orders (diakosmeō), and holds together (sunechō) all things. In time, however, Socrates

finds Anaxagoras’s study of the cosmos places too much emphasis on the matter composing

it, thereby making such a study incapable of explaining how one acts according to a choice

(airesis) of what is best (beltistos) discerned by one’s own intellect. For this reason, Socrates

turns his attention away from the materials holding the cosmos together and looks to what

holds them in the best way, looking not for another Atlas like the many, but for “the good

(agathon) and need (deon) that bind and hold together (sunechein)” the cosmos (97b–99c).29

27Cf. 1098a2–4, pg. 100 above. Additionally, this passage serves as further support for Tessitore’s argument
that Aristotle attempts to make philosophy less “suspicious” to some readers (1996, 19–20).
28For the account of Socrates’s “second sailing” in the Phaedo, see especially 96a–100b. I owe my turn to
the Phaedo to an observation Sachs makes in a footnote to his translation (2002b, pg. 27, Note 31).
29The translation of this last passage is my own.

176



Aristotle’s arguments carry Socrates’s account of his second sailing a step further, suggesting

human beings should turn to logos to discover the cause by which their souls will hold well

and, presumably, become good. As for the nature of this logos, the deficiencies Socrates finds

in the works of Anaxagoras allude to the need for harmony between the logos ordering the

cosmos and the logos ordering one’s soul. If we are to imitate Socrates, it seems we should

look to the logos of the good.

If becoming good through virtuous action depends on logos, then we must take note

of the limits of logos in relation to virtue. With respect to actions, though “general logoi

are [common to more things]. . . those pertaining to a part are truer,” for “actions concern

particulars, and it is with these that the logoi ought to be in [harmony]” (1107a30–34).30

Though Aristotle gives preference to logos pertaining to particular actions since these have

more truth in them than general logos, this does not mean general logoi of actions are useless;

rather, particular logoi account for various types of actions with more precision. In either

case, the concern of logos is action, and particular logoi allow us to understand certain

actions as they relate to the whole range of human actions. By this account, we once again

see the ability of logos to separate parts from wholes, which leaves us to wonder to what

extent these things are separable.31

In terms of speaking of virtue as a mean, there are three limits to this logos. First,

though virtue resides as a mean between two extremes, the virtue itself is not a mean but

an extreme since it entails doing something well and being the “best” (ariston) at doing it

(1107a6–8). Second, some things lack virtuous means, especially base actions and all vices;

adultery, for example, is always a vice and cannot be a virtue (1107a9–27). Third, with

respect to each excess and deficiency, the virtue is not the same distance from each of its

attendant vices, but closer to one extreme than the other depending upon the nature of the

virtue (1109a1–13). For example, the vice of recklessness is closer to courage than the vice of

cowardice because courage requires one not to fear certain things and cowardice is an excess

30For this passage, the phrase “common to more things” comes from a footnote by Bartlett and Collins
(2011, pg. 36, Note 20). Also, I have altered their translation of the verb συμφωνεῖν from “to be in accord”
to capture its musical meaning.
31Cf. 1102a28–31, pg. 130 above.
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of fear (1109a9–10). Though these observations show the limits of the logos of virtue being

a mean, they also demonstrate how the nature of virtue comes to light through these limits.

The final limit of logos as it relates to virtue concerns our own nature, for another

reason why one extreme may be more contrary to the middle term of a virtue than the other

is our natural tendencies, particularly with regards to pleasures, on account of which we

are more prone towards “licentiousness than orderliness (kosmiotēs)” (1109a14–17). Even

though pleasures and pains help us determine our natural tendencies, we “must be especially

on guard against the pleasant and pleasure, for we do not judge it impartially” (1109b8–9).

To help us guard against pleasure, Aristotle says we should echo the sentiments of the elders

of Troy who wish for Helen to be taken away not out of “indignation,” but a wish to free

the Achaeans and Trojans from many pains and remove from the city a source of calamity

(1109b10–11).32 Although we must follow the example of Troy’s elders, we must also realize

we are not able to send pleasure away from ourselves like Helen can be sent out of the city

of Troy; at best, we must resist the immediate allure of pleasure, for it could be just as

destructive to our souls as Helen was to Troy.33 In addition to the dangers of the immediacy

of pleasure, the distinction between “the pleasant” (ἡδύς, hēdus) and “pleasure” (hēdonē)

points to the former’s status as an end encompassing particular pleasures. Consequently, we

must not only guard against the impulsions of pleasure, but the temptation to act for the

sake of the pleasant in all things.34

If we learn to guard against pleasure, Aristotle concludes “we will be most able to hit

on (tunchanein) the middle term,” but adds this would be difficult to do in particular cases

(1109b12–15).35 In the cases where someone goes wrong in a certain action, it is difficult

to define through logos what is blameworthy since all particulars belong to sense-perception

(aisthēsis) (1109b21–23). The inclusion of sense-perception in the final argument of Book II

clarifies one of the first arguments connecting virtue to pleasures and pains. On his way to

showing how the mean preserves things while excess and deficiency destroy them, Aristotle

32With thanks to Bartlett and Collins’s footnote, see Iliad 3.154–160 (2011, pg. 31, Note 29).
33Cf. 1105a2–7 (pg. 169 above) for the first arguments about pleasure’s difficulties.
34Another possible argument from the example of Helen concerns the danger of the beautiful, for the pursuit
of it may be painful and destructive. In the Iliad, however, kalōs is not applied to Helen.
35Here the verb τυγχάνω has been transliterated in order to bring out the pronunciation of the γ-χ diphthong.
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says, “He who enjoys every pleasure and abstains from none becomes licentious; but he

who avoids every pleasure, as the boorish do, is a sort of ‘insensible’ (anaisthētos) person”

(1104a23–24).36 This quotation speaks to the impossibility of casting pleasure away from

ourselves, for the complete avoidance of pleasure is akin to not having sense-perception,

and there is no human being who lacks all sense-perception. Because all action requires

sense-perception, the particulars involved are twofold, for one must account both for the

circumstances at hand and one’s own pleasures and pains following from the sense-perception

of those circumstances. Logos, then, cannot act if left to itself since it is incapable of having

sense-perception of all the particulars in a given action.

Given the limits of logos in relation to the particulars of action, Aristotle returns to

being serious as the standard for the life of virtue in order to set his inquiry on its own

“second sailing.” Aristotle begins by stating being serious is a “work” (ergon) because it is

difficult to take hold of (labein) that which is in the middle (1109a25).37 As an example,

Aristotle says not everyone takes hold of the middle of a circle, but only a “knower” (eidotos)

(1109a26). Thus, in order to be serious, one must know the mean, for this allows one to hit

it and account for all the particulars. For this reason, “acting well is rare, praiseworthy, and

noble” (1109a27–30). Here we should remember virtue is on the one hand a mean between

two extremes, and on the other hand an extreme marking what is “best” (ariston) in an

action.38 Thus, by knowing the mean, the serious person knows what is best. While Aristotle

seems to be on the brink of encouraging us to aim at what is best to be virtuous, he instead

instructs us to act according to “the second sailing” and take hold of the “least of the bad

things” (1109a30–35). Though Aristotle imitates Socrates’s second sailing by choosing not

to look directly at the best things as they relate to the virtues of the soul, his turn to logos

seems to offer no refuge in the face of pleasure. Still, Aristotle does not give up on all logos,

something at which he hints when he says pleasure is the primary reason why human beings

are not prone to “orderliness.”39 The term for “orderliness,” kosmiotēs, has kosmos at its

36Cf. 1104a12–25, pg. 168 above.
37Cf. 1105b10–18, pgs. 175–177 above.
38Cf. 1107a6–8, pg. 177 above.
39Cf. 1109a14–17, pg. 178 above.
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root. Just as Socrates turns to logos to understand how the good holds together the cosmos,

so will Aristotle turn to the least bad things to understand the good that holds the soul

together. If Socrates is our truest guide in this regard, then it seems Aristotle’s “second

sailing” will indirectly reveal the work of ordering the soul belongs to the intellect.40

4.2.3. Choice and Virtue

Of all the particulars involved in action, two seem to be the most authoritative

(kuriōtata): the circumstances involved and that for the sake of which one acts (1111a15–

17).41 Aristotle presents this observation as he considers a distinction between “voluntary”

(ἑκούσιον, hekousion) and “involuntary” (ἀκούσιον, akousion) actions (1109b34). In the

case of involuntary actions, they occur when someone is ignorant (agnoia) of any of the

particulars involved; conversely, a voluntary action occurs when someone knows (eidoti) the

particulars involved (1111a16, 23).42 Right before this statement, Aristotle says it seems the

“origin (archē) [of the action] is in the person himself (autos)” (1111a21–22). Consequently,

it seems an action is voluntary when one acts according to knowledge within oneself. But

what is this knowledge, and what capacity in oneself possesses it? In emphasizing the ne-

cessity for the archē of a voluntary action to be within oneself, Aristotle points us back to

first principles.43 From these questions of how archai relate to action, Aristotle turns to his

examination of the role of choice (proairesis) in the life of virtue, a discussion that moves us

closer to understanding how the good may order the soul.

Aristotle introduces choice by saying it seems to distinguish others’ character better

than actions (1111b5–6). Though choice is voluntary, it is more narrow in scope than the

voluntary, for while children and animals can act voluntarily, they cannot act out of choice

(1111b7–10). To clarify, desire (epithumia) and spiritedness (thumos) are common to human

beings and animals without logos (alogon), but choice is not (1111b11–12).44 Accordingly,

40See pg. 176 above for the summary of Socrates’s second sailing.
41Contrary to the translation of Bartlett and Collins, “end” (telos) does not appear in this passage.
42The term Aristotle uses for ignorance relates to the verb he uses in an argument in Book I saying craftsmen
should not “lack perception” or “be ignorant” (agnoeō) of gnōsis of the good (Cf. 1096b27–1097a14, pg. 145
above). Note how the root for “ignorance” is the same as gnōsis and “intellect,” nous.
43For archē as “first priniciple” and “beginning,” see 1095a31–32 (pg. 74 above) and 1098b8–9 (pg. 64 above).
44Shortly before this passage, Aristotle’s arguments in 1111a33–1111b3 include the three parts of the soul of
Plato’s Republic: calculation (or “the consideration of logos,” logismos), spiritedness (thumos), and desire
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there is no choice apart from logos. Further connecting the ordering of desire to logos,

Aristotle distinguishes the person lacking self-restraint from the one who is self-restrained,

noting the former acts on account of desire, the latter from choice but not desire (1111b13–

15). Complicating our understanding of the relationship between desire and choice, Aristotle

continues, saying, “And whereas desire opposes choice, desire does not oppose desire. Desire

has to do with what is pleasant and painful, whereas choice has to do with neither the painful

nor the pleasant” (1111b16–17). The final part of this statement is the most perplexing, for

it is not clear what the concern of choice is. Aristotle seems to build on his earlier argument

against taking pleasure and pain as the rule for our actions since the former may lead us

to do something base while the latter may lead us to abstain from doing something noble.45

In this argument, pleasure and pain alone fail to account for one’s character; choice, by

contrast, considers character, though desire may oppose its considerations. Choice, then,

seems to move human beings to act according to something higher than their desires which,

when left to themselves, appear to be aimless and democratic, either satisfied or ignored

whenever they arise.46

From the perplexing relationship between choice and desire, Aristotle turns to distin-

guishing choice from wish (βούλησις, boulēsis). While choice seems akin to wish, only wish

can be for impossible things (such as immortality) or things not up to us (such as actors

and athletes winning something) (1111b20–25). In relation to ends, wish and choice have

a complementary relationship, for “wish has more to do with the end, whereas choice has

to do with things conducive to that end” (1111b26–27). As examples, Aristotle says, “We

wish to be healthy, whereas we choose those things by which we will become healthy; and

we wish to be happy and we declare this, whereas to say that we choose to be happy is

not appropriate. For, on the whole, choice appears to be concerned with things that are up

(epithumia) (Cf. 441e–442b for the ordering of these parts of the soul).
45Cf. 1104b9–11, pg. 169 above.
46In this respect, Hobbes’s presentation of the desires and their accompanying sensations of pleasure and
pain is in agreement with Aristotle’s account. Though one may be inclined to read Hobbes’s definitions
of “deliberation” (alternating appetites and aversions) and the “will” (the last desire) as suggesting desire
does in fact stand against desire, the fact that each of these definitions draws attention to a succession of
desires implies the desires do not actively oppose one another in the same way as the desires oppose choice
(Cf. Leviathan VI.49–53, pg. 33 above).
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to us” (1111b28–30). The first question to arise from this passage concerns the nature of

wishing. If only wish is for an end but not choice, by what capacity do human beings wish?

And if choice is for the things conducive to the end for which one wishes, do choice and wish

reside in the same capacity? With respect to happiness, there are two perplexities. On the

one hand, though there seems to be a parallel between the wishes for being happy and being

healthy, Aristotle does not say we do the things to be happy in the same way as we do the

things to be healthy. It seems, then, that we fail to become happy simply because we do not

do what is conducive to happiness. On the other hand, insofar as happiness is something we

wish for, we must wonder if happiness is, like immortality, impossible. If this is true, then

whatever actions we choose for the sake of being happy would be futile. Thus, we ought to

wonder not only if there is anything rational about wishing for an end and acting for the

sake of it, but if there is a rational end at all.

Before moving into his discussion of deliberation, Aristotle considers how choice differs

from opinion (doxa). Whereas choice concerns itself with things left up to ourselves, opinion

encompasses all things, including the eternal and impossible; further, while choice is divided

into bad and good, opinion is divided into false and true (1111b31–34). With respect to this

latter point, Aristotle says we become bad or good not by opining about certain things, but

by taking hold (labein) of the bad or good things (1112a5–7). Accordingly, character—which

relates to one’s choices of the bad and good things—seems to have little to do with opinions

about what is false and true. This is further evident in the praise choice and opinion receive,

the former for being correct (orthōs), the latter for how true it is (1112a7–8).47 The nature

of the praise awarded to choice offers an explanation for why virtue is in accord with “correct

logos,” for “correct” seems to apply to judgments about the bad and good things.48 Although

the preceding arguments tend towards the conclusion that choice of what is bad and good is

distinct from opinion, Aristotle casts doubt on this conclusion, saying, “And we choose what

we know most of all to be good, whereas we opine about what we do not know at all well.

The same people do not seem both to choose and to opine what is best; rather, some opine

what is better, yet, on account of their vice, they choose what they ought not” (1112a8–10).

47If Aristotle’s argument is correct, we should seek true opinion over orthodoxy (i.e., correct opinion).
48Cf. 1103b32–35, pg. 163 above.
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Here our choice of the good things depends upon knowing them. But what if we do not

know the good things? According to the argument, we would have an opinion about the

good things, and while our opinion about them is right, we may not choose them because

of vice, an incorrect hexis of the soul regarding certain pleasures and pains. In this respect,

opinion could lead us to choose the good things and what is best if the soul is well-ordered.

More importantly, given opinion’s concern with “all things,” it may even lead us (and our

choices) to the good, that at which all things aim.49

After saying it does not matter whether opinion precedes or accompanies choice,

Aristotle turns to “deliberation” (βουλή, boulē) by considering if choice is the subject of

“prior deliberation” (probouleō), noting, “For choice is accompanied by logos and thought

(dianoia). Even the name appears to signify this, as though it refers to something ‘taken

before other things’” (1112a11–18). Choice, then, is the taking of one good or bad thing

before another in accord with logos and thought. Because choice requires thought, it appears

to need intellectual virtue (aretē dianoētikē), which is in keeping with the definition of virtue

as “a hexis marked by choice, residing in the mean relative to us. . . defined by logos and as

the prudent person would define it.”50 Consequently, deliberation must belong to a particular

character, namely, one “possessing intellect” (noūn echōn) (1112a19–22).51 In addition to

needing intellect, choice also needs an end, for the term for “deliberation,” boulē, relates

directly to the term for “wish,” boulēsis, which is for an end. When taken together, the

arguments indicate becoming good through virtue requires the intellect to act in accord

with logos of an end.

In the broadest terms, deliberation is of “the things up to us and subject to action”

(1112a31). Refining his argument, Aristotle says that in addition to nature, necessity, and

chance, “intellect (nous) and all that comes about through a human being” are causes

(1112a32–34). Deliberation, then, concerns the things of which human beings are the cause,

and the intellect is one of the causes (presumably along with passions and desires) within

49Cf. 1094a1–2, pg. 64 above.
50Cf. 1106b35–1107a1, pg. 174 above.
51Rather than translating noūn echōn as “having sense” in accord with both its formal definition and Bartlett
and Collins’s translation, I render it literally in order to capture the role of the intellect in these arguments.
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human beings. In contrast to sciences “marked by precision and self-sufficiency (autarcheis)”

(such as letters, “for we do not doubt how one must write”), deliberation concerns the

things that do not always come about in the same way and where it is not clear how they

will come about or something is indefinite (such as in the arts of medicine, moneymaking,

and piloting) (1112b1–9). Further, things tend to be more doubtful in the case of the arts

than the sciences (1112b7). Given the contrast with precise and self-sufficient sciences, the

purpose of deliberation appears to be bringing precision and completion (for the self-sufficient

is complete) about in a particular circumstance.52 In the case of medicine, for example, the

physician aims to bring about health by treating the patient’s symptoms, particulars the

physician must recognize and account for in treatment since the science itself cannot account

for how every possible symptom appears in every possible patient. Here the contrast with

the science of letters is helpful since all the possible actions the physician can take lack the

formality of an alphabet and rules of grammar. Though the science of letters serves primarily

as a contrast to the lack of precision in the arts, it also speaks to how arts relate to ends:

whereas the physician’s art is imprecise by nature but directed towards the end of health,

the science of letters is precise in its mechanics but lacks a single end at which it aims.

Focusing on how deliberation is more about means than ends, Aristotle says doctors,

rhetoricians, and politicians do not deliberate about their respective ends of health, persua-

sion, and making good order (eunomian poiēsei), but “set down the end. . . [and] examine

(skopeō) how and through what things it will exist” (1112b12–16). According to this argu-

ment, the end is a given. As for how the given end comes about, there are two approaches:

if the end may come about in several ways, one will seek the “easiest and noblest” way; if

the end may come to completion (epiteleō) in only one way, one will seek the “first cause”

(prōton aition) by which it is brought about (1112b17–20).53 Here deliberation for actions is

like a geometrical investigation in the sense that deliberation seeks and analyzes the relevant

particulars, but unlike all investigations since the subjects of some of these (i.e., mathemat-

ical ones) are neither solely of the things up to us nor as variable as actions (1112b20–23).

With his comparison, Aristotle points to a distinction in contemplation between things that

52For the association of the self-sufficient with the complete, see 1097b7–16, pg. 96 above.
53Contrary to the assertion about the noble is the following Greek proverb: “The noble things are difficult.”
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are variable and particular and things that are simply true and universal. This distinction

between the subjects of contemplation builds on Book I’s comparison between the carpen-

ter and geometer with respect to the ends for which each seeks knowledge of right angles.54

Whereas the carpenter deliberates about how to use his knowledge of right angles to produce

his particular work, the geometer aims to contemplate (or “see”) what is always true.

On the surface, the contrast between deliberation and geometrical investigation draws

a clear distinction between two subjects of contemplation. Aristotle’s language, on the other

hand, suggests ways in which deliberation is open to more serious contemplation. First,

note how the ends that come to completion in one way require one to seek “the first cause,”

which is a beginning. Second, immediately following the comparison between deliberation

and geometrical investigation, Aristotle comments that “what is last in the analysis is first

in the process of coming into being (genesei),” for the figure one investigates must first be

drawn in order to be investigated (1112b24). To these considerations, Aristotle adds human

beings deliberate about the possible things, and these “could come to be through us; for what

comes to be by way of our friends is in a way through us, since the origin (archē) is in us”

(1112b25–28). If we follow the sequence of arguments, they draw us into contemplating the

necessity of a beginning (archē)—which is an end (telos)—for deliberation. Why, however,

are friends part of the argument? Though the answer is not clear in this passage, friends

seem closely related to an archē.

Noting deliberation and choice concern the same things, for whatever one chooses

is the result of deliberation, Aristotle says, “Each person ceases investigating how he will

act when he traces the origin (archē) [of the action] back to himself (auton) and to what

it is in himself (autō) that leads the way, since this is what chooses” (1113a5–7). This is

evident not only in our own choices, but in Homer’s ancient regimes (archaiōn politeōn)

where kings announced their choices to the people (dēmos) (1113a8–10). Now the archē

of choice gains more precision in its account, for it is something in oneself acting like the

ruler. But what does the archē rule? According to Aristotle, choice is a “deliberative

longing” (bouletikē orexis) since the longing we choose to pursue is the result of deliberation

54Cf. 1098a29–32, pg. 84 above.
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(1113a10–13). From the analogy with Homer’s ancient kings, we can characterize the longings

of the soul as being akin to the people in the city. In this respect, Aristotle’s argument is

in keeping with Book I’s description of longing possibly possessing logos in the sense of

being obedient to the commands of the father, who seems to be analogous to the soul’s

authoritative possession of logos.55 In the case of the people and the ancient kings, if the

people are like the longings of the soul, then only the king possesses logos authoritatively

(kurios). Two things, however, remain unclear with the analogy. First, if the king is akin to

the characteristic of the soul possessesing logos authoritatively, what is the king of the soul?

Second, granting the king makes the choice of what his city will pursue in accordance with

deliberation, if all deliberation is in relation to an end, what is the king’s end? In relation to

the soul, the question takes the following form: If longings in the soul follow the commands

(or choices) of the characteristic possessing logos authoritatively, what logos of an end does

this characteristic possess?

After concluding his examination of deliberation and how it relates to choice, Aristotle

considers wish and how it relates to the good, noting a disagreement between some who say

wish is for the good, and others who claim wish is for the apparent good (1113a15–16). Each

account has its own problems. For those who say wish is for the good, if someone is incorrect

in his choice of what is good, then it could not be the case that such a person wishes for the

good since what was chosen happened to be (etuche) bad (1113a17–19). For those who say

wish is for the apparent good, there is no good wished for by nature but only what appears

good to each, thereby leading to the problem of different things appearing to be good to each

person with the consequence that all these relative accounts of the good lead to contrary

things being designated as “good” (1113a20–23). In the first case, the person who chooses

what happens to be bad makes an error in the wish for the good; in the second case, the

error resides not in one’s choices but in the problems in providing accounts of the good when

one declares it is only apparent. From these two arguments, two questions concerning the

good emerge. First, how do we know what the good is in order for our wishes not to lead us

astray? Second, how does one provide a true account of the good?

55Cf. 1102b29–1103a2, pg. 133 above.
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Trying to find a middle way between the accounts of wish being either for the good

or the apparent good, Aristotle posits that while wish is for the good in the “unqualified

and true sense,” each person wishes for what appears to be good to oneself (1113a23–25).

This distinction bears itself out between the serious and base persons in the case of the

virtues, for “With respect to each hexis, there are noble and pleasant things peculiar to it;

and the serious person is distinguished perhaps most of all by his seeing what is true in each

case, just as if he were a rule and measure of them” (1113a30–32). For the many, however,

what is not good appears to be good to them because of pleasure, and thus they “choose

the pleasant. . . on the grounds that it is good, and they avoid pain on the grounds that it

is bad” (1113a33–1113b1). One perplexing feature of the argument is the way it contrasts

the serious person first with the base one, then the many, which suggests the many are base

(this may appeal to readers who already think they are serious). Another curious argument

is the different concerns of the serious person and the many, the former with what is noble

and pleasant, and the latter with the pleasant and the painful. If the noble corresponds with

the painful, then the serious person moves beyond measuring his actions according to his

natural sensation of pleasure and pain.56 The serious person’s concern with the noble gains

more importance in light of the statement that such a person wishes for what is truly good,

for looking to the noble seems to be why the serious person does not settle for what merely

appears good. Consequently, it seems the noble coupled with the pleasant better draws us

to what is truly good than what is pleasant and painful.

Turning once more to the relationship between activities and hexeis, Aristotle says

those who do not take care of themselves and “live loosely” are the cause of their being

unjust and licentious, the former by doing vicious things and the latter by drinking or other

similar things (1114a4–7).57 More generally, it is clear to those who take care of themselves

how activities produce corresponding hexeis ; to be ignorant of the ways hexeis grow out

of activities is “insensible” (anaisthētos) (1114a7–10). Recall Aristotle’s earlier statement

that human beings who are not inclined towards pleasure are “boorish” and “insensible.”58

56Cf. 1104b9–11 and 1105a2–7, pg. 169 above.
57The connection between what is unjust and vice in general is an important subject in Book V.
58Cf. 1104a23–24, pg. 178 above.
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Whereas the prior use of “insensible” marks an aversion to pleasure, in relation to activities

and hexeis, the term indicates ignorance of sense-perception with respect to pleasures and

pains. Take drunkenness as an example: a person who cannot live without the pleasure of

being drunk yet fails to realize one’s drunken hexis is the result of habitual drinking has no

sense-perception of the activity’s effect. And even if hexeis reach a point where they are

irreversible, they trace back to a beginning (archē) where one could have done otherwise;

consequently, the origin (archē) of one’s hexeis is in oneself (autos) (1114a11–22).

Prior to his examinations of the eleven moral virtues, Aristotle provides an account of

what all the virtues have in common (koinē), stating they are all means and hexeis, produce

the actions out of which they come to be, are voluntary and up to us, and lead us to act

as correct logos commands (1114b26–30). Noticeably absent from this summary definition

are pleasures, pains, and choice. Aristotle then concludes with a distinction between actions

and hexeis on the basis of our authority (kurios) over them: whereas we have authority

over actions “from the beginning (archē) up to the end (telos)” on account of knowing all

relevant particulars, we only have authority over the beginning (archē) of hexeis since we

do not notice their growth (1114b30–1115a3). If these two arguments are true, then would

we not have the most authority over our own hexeis by knowing them when we first engage

in the relevant activities? And if so, what must we know? The frequency of archē in the

arguments regarding choice and virtue may provide an answer.

If hexeis are the products of their beginnings, and if their beginnings are activities,

then the question of whether we are good or bad on account of our hexeis depends upon the

choice we make about which pleasures and pains we will pursue or avoid. Given the many’s

temptation to choose the pleasant as the good, we must find an archē that will not lead to

this error. Although Aristotle uses archē in order to turn our attention towards what it is

in ourselves from which our actions begin, the more pertinent question seems to be why we

act as we do.59 Considering the manifold nature of archē, the question of from what thing

does one act may be tied to the first principle for the sake of which one acts, for this is also a

cause. If the serious person is our model, then we may be able to avoid the perils of pleasure

59Cf. 1113a5–7, pg. 185 above.
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by acting for the sake of the noble.60 But what is the noble? Further, if the serious person

lives in accord with the soul’s twofold capacity possessing logos, is this logos of the noble?61

Is it “correct logos”? With these questions in mind, we must turn to the formal accounts of

the moral virtues to see how they draw us towards a logos of the good.

4.3. The “Incomplete” Moral Virtues

When examining Aristotle’s account of the moral virtues, it is helpful to remember

his preference for the logos of a part in the case of actions since these concern particulars,

things for which general logos cannot account.62 Though virtue broadly concerns pleasures

and pains, the introduction to the three things of the soul (i.e., passions, capacities, and

hexeis) shows it truly concerns the way we hold ourselves towards the passions.63 Because

the passions are many, so too are their respective virtues. By showing us the virtues related

to each of these passions rather than considering the passions as a whole, Aristotle may offer

a way to see what is truer about the human soul. At the same time, the idea of “complete

virtue” speaks to the need to bring these virtues together to understand the whole of virtue.

If virtue is indeed a question of ordering the soul well and holding this order, then one

possible way to read the account of the moral virtues is to look at the “incomplete” virtues

as revealing what in the soul must be ordered, and “complete virtue” as that which performs

the work of ordering the soul.

Although the account of each moral virtue contains many perplexities worth con-

templating, let us forego a thorough examination of every virtue in order to bring out the

arguments indicating there is more we have to learn about virtue once we reach the conclu-

sion of Book V. To this end, let us focus on arguments about the noble, pleasures, and pains

since these are the central concerns of the moral virtues. These themes help us understand

why the “social virtues” (friendliness, truthfulness, and wit) are of greater significance than

they appear, in large part because they reveal a more natural basis for logos and action

than political life. Through examining the “social virtues” in this way, we can better un-

60Cf. 1113a23–1113ab1, pg. 186 above.
61Cf. 1106a14–23, pg. 171 above.
62Cf. 1107a30–34, pg. 177 above.
63Cf. 1105b19–29, pg. 170 above.
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derstand why the account of justice builds towards a distinction between nature and law or

convention. The key to following the account of the moral virtues to its logical conclusion is

noticing Aristotle’s judicious allusions to the philosophic life, particularly in a discussion of

irony that confirms he does not reveal the whole truth about virtue. By focusing on these

themes, we can see how Books II–V conceal the more contemplative side of virtue and the

best life that becomes the focus of Books VI–X.

4.3.1. The Noble and Pleasure

Aristotle’s account of the moral virtues begins with arguably the most commonly

acknowledged virtue of courage (ἀνδρεία, andreia). After stating courage is a mean between

fear and confidence, Aristotle first posits courage concerns the fearful (or “terrible”) things,

then refines this more simply to mean the bad things, which include “disrepute, poverty,

sickness, friendlessness (aphilian), and death” (1115a6–12). Not all of these things, however,

should be feared (such as poverty and sickness); rather, one should fear the things that come

about either from vice or oneself (1115a17–18). From the assorted bad things which may

be the concern of courage, Aristotle says its “authoritative” (kuriōs) concern is the “most

fearful” thing—“death, for it is a limit (peras)”—in the “noblest circumstances” such as war

or any time where one’s own death is imminent and a “noble death” is possible (1115a17–

35).64 The last qualification is especially important because the courageous person “despairs

of his preservation (sōteria)” and therefore does not wish to die when unable to choose a

noble death (1115b1–6). Thus, although the courageous person is not afraid of death, such

a person does not wish to die senselessly or basely.

In spite of the connection between courage and a noble death, Aristotle’s arguments

briefly turn away from the relation of death to courage and focus on the noble. Granting

the courageous person fears some things, such a person distinguishes oneself from others by

fearing such things “as he ought and as logos he will stand firm for the sake of the noble,

for this is the end of virtue” (1115b11–14).65 With this passage, Aristotle makes the noble

64In speaking of death as a limit and a bad thing, this presentation of courage seems to contradict the
Pythagoreans’ association of the good with what is limited (peras) and the bad with what is unlimited
(apeiros) (Cf. 1106b30, 32–33, pg. 173 above.).
65The translation of this passage is my own. I do not adhere to Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the
phrase ὡς ὁ λόγος ὑπομενεῖ as “as reason commands” because there is no verb for “to command” in the
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the end of virtue for the first time in the Nicomachean Ethics. More importantly, Aristotle

likens the courageous person to logos itself. Just as logos stands firm in the face of what

is fearful, so too does the courageous person. The achievement of logos, however, is not

commendable in the same way as the courageous person, for logos cannot feel the passion

of fear. Nonetheless, both the courageous person and logos share the same end, namely, the

noble. The courageous person’s connection to logos appears to be through hexis, for “the end

of every activity is that which accords with the hexis, and to the courageous man, courage

is noble. Such too, therefore, is the end, for each thing is defined by its end” (1115b22–23).

According to this argument, hexis seems to be the noble, for if all things are defined by

their ends, then the noble defines hexis. As a result, by acting in accord with the hexis of

courage, the courageous person acts for the sake of the noble, thereby making himself like

logos for the sake of the noble. In this respect, the courageous person tries to imitate logos

by standing as firm as it does in the face of the fearful things.66

From what appears to be the true definition of courage as fearing the fearful things as

one should and standing firm as logos would in the face of them, Aristotle turns to examining

five other ways of speaking about courage (of which we will only examine two), beginning

with “the political (hē politikē)” way (1116a17). Political courage is most like courage in

its proper sense because citizens endure dangers either on account of the penalties of the

laws (nomōn), reproach, or honor (1116a17–20). All these things resemble courage because

they arise from virtue, which Aristotle qualifies as relating either to a sense of shame for

avoiding reproach or longing (orexis) for the noble by pursuing honor (1116a26–29). While

not explicit, the criticism of political courage seems to be its lack of self-sufficiency, for by

acting on account of avoiding shame or pursuing honor, one depends upon the judgments of

the laws, others, or both.67 Insofar as the person who has political courage relies upon the

Greek (the same applies to 1115b19 & 1117a7–9). Rather, the phrase simply says “as logos,” which Liddell,
Scott, and Jones’s lexicon suggests is an indication that logos has been personified. Also, I alter Bartlett and
Collins’s translation of ὑπομενεῖ from “will endure” to “will stand firm” and put the verb in the same place
as it appears in the Greek. An alternate reading of this passage could say “logos will stand firm,” though
the use of μὲν. . . δὲ suggests the courageous person remains the active subject of the sentence.
66In contrast to Aristotle, Hobbes defines courage as “Aversion with opinion of hurt from an object [which
is Fear]. . . with hope of avoiding that hurt by resistance” (VI.16–17).
67Cf. 1095b23–29, pg. 92 above.
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judgment of others, such a person possesses logos non-authoritatively, for the logos according

to which one acts resides outside of oneself and in the laws or conventions of the city.68

A second way of speaking about courage Aristotle rejects is spiritedness (thumos),

and although he does not deny it is part of courage, it is not the whole of courage either,

for even animals react with spiritedness as a result of the pain of being struck (1116b24–

35). The primary flaw with acting on account of such spiritedness is failing to “see in

advance” (prooraō) all the fearful things involved (1116b35). Still, the courage associated

with spiritedness is the “most natural” (phusikōtatē) kind, and it is courage in the proper

sense if it includes both choice and the “that for the sake of which” (1117a4–6). To this

Aristotle adds one final consideration: while those who fight on account of anger or revenge

are suited for battle, they are not courageous because they fight on account of passion

(pathos) and not the noble, nor do they fight as logos (1117a7–9). Taken together, these

arguments show spiritedness must follow an end, and this cannot be done without logos.

Notice, however, that when Aristotle says spiritedness could be courage, he does not say

choice must be combined with the noble, but simply “the that for the sake of which.”

Consequently, it seems courage may have an end apart from the noble to which it looks.

The relation of courage to its end is a difficult one, both because courage concerns

itself with fearful circumstances, and because it requires one to endure painful things; it is

on account of such things that courage is “justly (dikaiōs) praised since it is more difficult to

endure painful things than to abstain from pleasures” (1117a29–35). But at the same time

as the pain involved in courage makes it more praiseworthy, Aristotle acknowledges pains

obscure the pleasure of this virtue’s end (1117a35–1117b7). It is with this argument in mind

that Aristotle returns to the connection between courage and death, saying that while the

courageous person would not go seeking death and wounds, he would endure these things

“because it is noble to do so or shameful not to” (1117b8–10). Here we must wonder if

Aristotle refers to courage in its proper sense, for his language echoes his account of political

courage. Continuing his account of the courageous person, Aristotle says, “And the more

he possesses [all] virtue and the happier he is, the more he will be pained at the prospect of

68Cf. 1102b29–1103a2, as well as pg. 185 above for how this relates to the question of the archē in oneself.
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death. For to this sort of person, living is especially worthwhile, and he is deprived of the

greatest goods (megistōn agathōn) knowingly (eidōs)—and this is a painful thing. Yet he is

not less courageous for that, but perhaps even more so, because he chooses what is noble

in war instead of these [greatest goods]” (1117b10–15).69 According to this passage, the

three “greatest goods” the courageous person gives up for the sake of the noble are virtue,

happiness, and living. While this is painful, the pleasure associated with giving up one’s life

in war does not reside in the activity of dying, but in the activity attaining its end—the

noble (1117b16). Though this account makes the courageous person appear very noble, it

also reveals a troubling characteristic of the noble: it may be hostile to the good things.

After suggesting the pleasure of the noble requires doing something painful—even

giving up the “greatest goods”—Aristotle says those who are not like the most noble coura-

geous person but are less courageous and possess no other good things could still be excellent

soldiers since they will face dangers and exchange their lives for a small gain (1117b17–20).

Though perplexing, the argument seems to diminish the supreme status of courage in war

and places it in any situation where one will let go of good things and suffer pain for the

sake of the noble. Earlier in the account of courage, Aristotle hints at the need for con-

fronting pain when he says those who die in order to flee poverty, eros, or something else

that is painful are cowardly because they choose death not because it is noble, but to escape

something bad (1116a13–15). The inclusion of eros in this argument deserves attention since

this marks the second appearance of the term in the Nicomachean Ethics. By placing eros

alongside poverty, Aristotle leaves us to wonder if the former is also something that is not

up to oneself or the result of vice.70 While it is true poverty would not be up to oneself if one

were born into it, the argument omits the possibility that one could enter poverty by wasting

one’s own money. In a similar way, one could also ruin oneself in the various forms of eros,

whether it is sexual desire, romantic longing, or eros to possess the noble. The potential for

such ruin from eros appears to be why it is in a list of bad things. But even if eros is bad,

69One change I have made to the translation of Bartlett and Collins regards the phrase τὴν ἀρετὴν ἔχῃ

πᾶσαν, which they translate as “possesses complete virtue.” Given the predicate position of πᾶσαν, their
translation is not accurate. Further, such a translation makes it appear as if Aristotle’s usual phrase for
“complete virtue” (aretē teleia) appears in the account of courage.
70Cf. 1115a17–18, pg. 190 above.
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Aristotle indicates it is courageous to endure it and whatever else is painful. Courage, then,

comes to be about both life and death, for the account suggests it is just as courageous to

go on living in the face of bad and painful things as it is to be willing to let go of one’s own

life and the good things for the sake of the noble.

Aristotle begins his examination of moderation (σωφροσύνη, sōphrosunē) by noting

it is like courage in the sense that both “seem to be the virtues of the parts without logos,” but

unlike courage since moderation’s primary concern is pleasures, not pains (1117b23–27).71

Yet moderation is not concerned with all pleasures. Aristotle divides pleasures into those of

the body and those of the soul—which include the love of honor (philotimia) and the love

of learning (philomatheia)—on the grounds that these affect one’s thought (dianoia), not

one’s body (1117b28–31). Further, no one is called moderate or licentious based upon their

love of the soul’s pleasures, nor are those pained by money or friends said to be licentious

(1117b31–1118a1). These preliminary statements about moderation make for a perplexing

introduction to this virtue. For one, it is not clear of what “parts without logos” moderation

is the virtue and if these parts are the same as those in the account of courage. Secondly,

if moderation is not the virtue of the pleasures of the soul, then what virtue would concern

itself with the love of honor or the pain caused by money or friends?

After dismissing the pleasures of the soul as being subject to moderation, Aristotle

turns to the bodily pleasures. Moderation, however, does not deal with all bodily pleasures,

but only those associated with the sense (aisthēsis) of touch, for these pleasures are the ones

we most attribute to the licentious person (1118a2–35). Because licentiousness belongs to

the sense of touch, it belongs to the “most common” of the senses and “it might be held

to be justly subject to the greatest reproach” since it accords with what is most animal-like

within us, not human (1118b1–4). Aristotle then refines this argument one last time, noting

the licentious person has interest only in the touch of certain parts of the body (1118b8).

By this account, it seems moderation and licentiousness relate only to sex.

In the process of dismissing all the senses besides touch from being the concern of

moderation, Aristotle hints at this virtue’s broader concern with all of desire. Though it is

71The translation of this passage is my own. Though it does not differ significantly from Bartlett and Collins’s
translation, I do refrain from interpolating “of the soul” follows after the phrase “of the parts.”
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strange to say someone is licentious on account of taking pleasure in smelling normal things,

those who smell fancy foods or perfumes can be licentious because their sense-perception

calls to mind the memory of the things they desire (epithumēma) (1118a14–16). The desires

themselves are twofold, either “common” (koinai) or “one’s own and added” (1118b9).72 The

common desires are the natural ones, such as those for food, drink, and sex (1118b10–11). As

for the desires that are one’s own, these vary from one person to another, for not all human

beings desire the same things (1118b12–13). While the desires that are one’s own are not as

common as the natural desires, one’s own desire “[possesses] (echei) something natural about

it, for different things are pleasant to different people, and some things are more pleasant

to all than are just any chance ones (tōn tuchontōn)” (1118b12–15). In other words, the

desires that are one’s own are natural both because they bring pleasure to all human beings

and because there are some things more commonly pleasant than others. Thus, on the basis

of pleasure, we see the natural foundations of desires.

Given the two types of desires, licentiousness manifests itself in two ways. With

respect to the natural desires, the licentious person goes to excess and beyond what is needful

(deon) since natural desire is for the filling up of what one lacks (endeia) (1118b16–21).73

Being gluttonous, for example, is a case of licentiousness in relation to the natural desire for

food. In the case of one’s own desires, licentiousness entails not only going to excess in the

enjoyment of something one loves (philia), but in taking pleasure in something one should

not (1118b22–29). One example of such licentiousness could be overindulging in intoxicants.

In spite of the differences between the desires towards which one can become licentious, there

is a paradoxical relationship between pleasure and pain at the heart of this vice: by always

seeking pleasures, the licentious person is “led by his desire so that he chooses (haireō) these

instead of the other things,” on account of which there is pain in both “failing to obtain

(apotunchanō) his desire and by desiring itself. For desire is accompanied by pain, though

it seems strange to be pained on account of pleasure” (1119a1–5). With this argument,

72The translation of the second type of desire is my own, diverging from Bartlett and Collins’s translation
of the phrase ἴδιοι καὶ ἐπίθετοι as “idiosyncratic and acquired” to make the latter term distinct from ktēsis.
73The “needful” is one of the two things Socrates posits holds the cosmos together in the Phaedo (97b–99c,
pg. 176 above).
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Aristotle presents the fundamental problem with thinking of pleasure as that which one

should pursue and pain as that which one should avoid. By nature, the desires always seek

pleasure; but, by seeking pleasure exclusively in order to avoid pain, one inevitably causes

pain to oneself because the deprivation of the desired pleasure is painful in and of itself.

Aristotle clarifies the problem of pain for the licentious person by contrasting this vice

with cowardice, noting how the former vice seems more voluntary than the latter since we

choose (haireō) pleasure but avoid pain (1119a21–22). Further, “whereas pain dispossesses

(existēsi) and destroys the nature of the one possessing (echontos) [it], pleasure does to no

one such a thing” (1119a23–24).74 Finally, habituation (ethismos) is easier through pleasures

than pains because there are many pleasures in life and these are not dangerous like the

fearful things (1119a25–27). The key to these three arguments seems to be the middle one,

for it makes clear pleasure is complementary to our nature, and therefore builds on Book I’s

implicit argument that pleasure encourages activities.75

In spite of the argument that pain “dispossesses and destroys” the nature of a human

being, pleasure may pose a greater danger. Expanding upon the arguments that cowardice is

less voluntary than licentiousness, it seems that while cowardice itself is voluntary because it

is without pain, people become cowardly involuntarily in particular situations because they

are dispossessed by pain; for example, a soldier who is struck with an arrow in the field

of battle may put down his weapons and run or beg for his life because the circumstances

force the fear of death upon him (1119a27–31).76 But with licentiousness, although one acts

voluntarily because “he desires and longs for something” in each particular instance, “no one

desires to be licentious” (1119a32–34). To clarify, cowardice and licentiousness are opposites

of one another in the following two ways. First, while particular instances of cowardice are

74The translation of this passage is my own, which aims to bring out the play on the related terms hexis
and echō. The verb for “dispossess,” ἐξίστησι, means “to put out of its place, to change, or to alter utterly,”
with a metaphorical meaning of “to derange” (which Bartlett and Collins bring out by using “unhinge”).
Given the verb’s closeness to ἔξις, I present a potential pun in the Greek. Also, I diverge from Bartlett and
Collins’s translation of the phrase τὴν τοῦ ἔχοντος φύσιν as “the nature of him who undergoes it” to draw
attention to the participle of ἔχω and bracketing “it” since it is not clear whether the “possessing” refers
to “pain,” “nature,” or any subject at all. In fact, if “it” refers to anything, it is most likely “nature” since
only this term appears in the accusative form; “pain,” by contrast, is in the nominative.
75Cf. 1100b27–33, pg. 122 above.
76These particular examples are my own, but have been supplied in accord with Aristotle’s statement that
cowardly people “throw down their weapons and do other unseemly things.”
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involuntary because they follow from pain, particular instances of licentiousness are voluntary

because they follow from desire. Secondly, whereas one voluntarily becomes cowardly by

avoiding pain, one involuntarily becomes licentious by pursuing desire. According to this

second argument, there is something tragic about licentiousness since it is an unintended

vice. Because licentiousness is involuntary, we know it comes about on account of ignorance

(agnoia).77 But of what things is the licentious person ignorant? Here we ought to recall

that it is easier to habituate human beings through pleasure than pains since habituation

through pain requires the fearful things.78 In the account of courage, Aristotle posits the

fearful things may simply be the bad things. If this is true, then just as the bad things relate

to pains, the good things would relate to pleasures.79 Accordingly, it seems human beings

become licentious because they are ignorant of the good and bad things.

With the apparent need for knowledge of the good and bad things in order to avoid

becoming licentious in mind, we can tie the questions arising from the account of moderation

to the inquiries of the Nicomachean Ethics into the good and the political art. Insofar

as licentiousness is the result of ignorance, we see Aristotle’s statement about the ease of

habituation through pleasure is quite nuanced. Granting the pleasant and the painful relate

to the good and the bad things, respectively, on the one hand it is true that the good

things are more readily available to human beings. On the other hand, the availability of

the good things makes habituation involving them especially difficult when we remember

there seems to be a variance of good things on account of the harm some human beings

experience from them, particularly in the case of wealth and courage.80 In the account

of moderation, it is clear pleasure also harms human beings by making them licentious

and causing pain on account of being unable to live without pleasure.81 This perplexity

of the pursuit of the pleasure producing pain expands upon the earlier argument about

how pleasure’s prominence in our nature makes it more difficult to battle than spiritedness

(thumos), an argument leading to the declaration that the difficult work of dealing with

77Cf. 1111a15–23, pg. 180 above.
78Cf. 1119a25–27.
79Cf. 1115a6–12, pg. 190 above.
80Cf. 1094b17–19, pg. 70 above.
81Cf. 1118b16–1119a5, pg. 195 above.
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pleasures and pains by which we become good belongs to both virtue and the political art.82

The comparison between the vices of cowardice and licentiousness thus builds upon the

problem of pleasure posed at the beginning of the general account of the moral virtues to

show moderation may be a more important virtue than courage. Though pain and the fear

of death lead human beings to act cowardly, their effects are not as problematic as those of

pleasure, for while one may abstain from doing something noble on account of pain, only

pleasure distorts one’s view of the noble as an end, in part because one anticipates the noble

is in some way pleasant.83

In the final portion of his account of moderation, Aristotle begins to clarify the nature

of the relationship between the desires, logos, and the noble, beginning with the observation

that the term for “licentiousness” carries over to the faults of children, adding the two hold

a likeness to one another (1119a35–1119b1). The likeness is twofold. First, because both

desires and children long for shameful things, they should be chastised (1119b5–6). Second,

children live according to desire, and because the longing (orexis) for pleasure is greatest in

them, it must be placed under that which rules (to archon) and made obedient, otherwise

“it will grow too great, for the longing for pleasure is insatiable and bombards from all

sides someone who lacks [intelligence]; the activity (energeia) of the desire increases the

innate desire, and if the desires are great and intense, they drive out [the consideration of

logos ] (logismos)” (1119a35–1119b11).84 By longing solely for pleasure, the only activity in

oneself—and presumably the soul—is of desire, which can never be satisfied. As a result,

desire overtakes one’s ability to think about logos. In order to avoid licentiousness and

preserve thought, the desires must be “measured, and few, and in no way opposed to logos,”

and like a child obedient to the commands of a tutor, “the desiring ought to live according

to logos” (1119b11–14).85 Given the necessity for external commands in this example, the

82Cf. 1105a2–10, pg. 168 above.
83Cf. 1104b29–1105a1, pg. 169 above.
84I have made two minor changes to Bartlett and Collins’s translation. First, I amend their translation of
to anoētos as “lacks sense” to “lacks intelligence” to hint at the term’s connection to the intellect, nous.
Secondly, I deviate from their translation of logismos as “calculation” in order to bring out this capacity’s
association with logos and its active connotation. In addition to “calculation,” logismos can also mean
“consideration, reasoning,” or “reasoning power.”
85Though I mostly follow Bartlett and Collins’s translation, I refrain from referring to to epithumētikon as
“the desiring part” since this language does not appear in the Greek.
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obedience of the desires follows from the non-authoritative possession of logos, which may

not be moderation.86 Refining his argument about the relationship between the desires and

logos, Aristotle says, “Therefore the desiring of the moderate person ought to harmonize with

logos : for the target (skopos) of both [is] the noble, and the moderate person desires that

which he ought, as he ought, and when; and in this way logos also orders” (1119b15–18).87

With this account of the moderate person, Aristotle presents a more harmonious relationship

between desiring and logos. Rather than obeying the commands of logos, the desires of the

moderate person look to the same target—the same end—as logos : the noble. By sharing

the noble as their end, both the moderate person and logos properly order themselves. In

this way, the moderate human being personifies logos like the courageous person.88

With the moderate person’s harmony between desiring, logos, and the noble in mind,

we can now make sense of the initial account of this person. After describing the perplexingly

painful life of the licentious person who seeks an excess of pleasure, Aristotle characterizes

the deficiency of pleasure as “insensibility” (anaisthēsia) in order to suggest the vice of

deficiency in relation to pleasures is inhuman (1119a6–10). In contrast to licentiousness

and insensibility, the moderate person has disgust for the pleasures of the licentious person,

but takes pleasure in the things one should and either does not feel pain when pleasure or

desire are absent, or feels pain as one should (1119a11–15). The pleasures for which the

moderate person longs relate to “health or good-conditioning (euxeian)” as well as those

that “do not impede the healthy pleasures, or are not opposed to what is noble, or do not

outstrip his resources” (1119a16–18).89 Here the pleasures for which the moderate person

longs complement one’s nature by contributing to both one’s bodily health and one’s own

good-hexis. In contrast to the moderate person, the one “who [holds] (echōn) to the contrary

[loves] (agapaō) such pleasures more than they are worth, whereas the moderate person is

86Cf. 1102b29–1103a2.
87The translation of this passage is my own. In addition to avoiding the language of “parts” again, I translate
the verb τάττει in accord with its literal sense of “arranging” or “ordering” troops. Also, the use of logos in
the last clause of the quotation is its personified form, ὁ λόγος (Cf. 1115b11–14, Note 65 above).
88Cf. 1115b11–23.
89Though the term for “good-conditioning” (εὐεξία) refers to the body, the root of the term is ἕξις, which
suggests Aristotle may be applying the term to the soul. Also, the term for “resources” factors into the
examinations of liberality and magnificence.
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not of this sort but is as correct logos” (1119a16–20).90 Two conclusions concerning hexis

may be drawn from the preceding comparison. First, in the account of courage, in the

case of “sudden dangers,” the courageous person chooses to act neither on account of the

consideration of logos (logismos) or logos (though one does consult them in the case of

“foreseen dangers”), but according to hexis (1117a21–22). In other words, when there is no

time to think, the courageous person acts according to his hexis. This argument corresponds

with the observation that pain “dispossesses or destroys” one’s nature, as demonstrated in

the case of a soldier in battle who involuntarily becomes a coward.91 Because of pain, it is

possible for even the courageous person to be dispossessed of his hexis ; this does not mean,

however, that the sudden onset of the fear of death makes him a coward, for it is courageous

to choose to face danger and endure something fearful even if pain alters his hexis. What

distinguishes the voluntary nature of licentiousness from involuntary cowardice is the former

vice’s close connection to pleasure. The problem of licentiousness is not that one becomes

dispossessed by pleasure, but that the pursuit of pleasure—which should complement our

nature—and living only according to desire becomes one’s hexis to the point of becoming

painful.92 Secondly, we once again see a virtuous human being personifying logos, which in

the case of the moderate person is “correct logos.” Consequently, it may be that the hexis

pertaining to desires and pleasures is not simply moderation, but a certain form of logos.

At the end of the account of moderation, it is easy to miss a striking feature of the

inquiry into this virtue: a majority of the account focuses on the vice of licentiousness.

Nevertheless, the account manages to point to larger questions concerning pleasure, the

noble, and logos, something captured by the name for “moderation,” sōphrosunē. The first

part of sōphrosunē relates to sōzō, the verb that means “to save from death” in relation to

people, and “to preserve” in general; the second part of the name relates to the verb phroneō,

which pertains to mind, thinking, and is at the root of “prudence,” phronēsis ; finally, the

last part of the term, sun, suggests the two things before it exist “along” or “together” with

one another. Taken together, the three parts of sōphrosunē suggest this virtue means “to

90The changes made to this passage are in accord with the literal meanings of the words in parentheses.
91Cf. 1119a27–31, pg. 196 above.
92For the complementarity of pleasure to nature, see 1119a23–24, pg. 196 above.
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preserve with mind or prudence.” From this definition, we may be able to understand why

Aristotle treats courage and moderation as a pair of virtues independent of the majority

of the moral virtues in Book IV. Recall how Aristotle begins the account of courage by

associating it with death, “the most fearful thing” because it is a “limit.”93 Indeed, of all

things in life, death is the most necessary limit, especially with regards to the body. But

moderation also presents us with a limit with respect to the desires, one that is necessary in

a different sense of the word. Left to themselves, the desires are without limit. As a result,

the person who lives solely in accord with desire can never be satisfied. Not only does this

lead to a painful life, but the perpetual and restless activity of the desires drives out the

activity of considering logos (i.e., logismos).94 The latter activity is of great importance to

the inquiry into happiness, for Aristotle examines virtue on the supposition that happiness is

an activity of the soul according to virtue, and because this virtue must be distinctly human,

it relates in some way to the soul that is partly without logos, and partly possesses logos.

One of the main questions to emerge from the preliminary account of the soul’s nature

in Book I is whether or not the soul’s desiring and longing is wholly without logos. Although

Aristotle initially places desiring (epithumētikos) and longing (orektikos) in the nature of the

soul without logos, he says they are obedient to logos, and that which is obedient to logos is

also said to be part of that which possesses logos authoritatively (kurios). In this respect,

it appears as if desiring and longing are bound up with the possession of logos, leaving only

nutrition and growth as the works of the soul without logos. Interestingly, between these

two arguments is a brief statement indicating the desiring and longing of the courageous and

moderate persons are more in harmony (literally “sounding together”) with logos than those

human beings lacking these virtues.95 Thus, the accounts of courage and moderation show

the human good requires desiring and longing to be ordered according to logos.

Insofar as moderation presents the necessity for ordering longing according to logos,

Aristotle reminds us of his work’s inquiries into the good, happiness, and the political art. In

93Cf. 1115a26, pg. 190 above.
94Cf. 1119a35–1119b15, pg. 198 above.
95Cf. 1102a5–1103a10, examined in Section 3.3.5, “Virtue, Pleasure, and the Soul,” starting on pg. 119 above.
See especially 1102a14–25, 1102b14–35, and the arguments in the second to last paragraph of the subsection
on pg. 136.
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Book I, knowledge (gnōsis) of the good gives meaning to longing (orexis). This knowledge,

however, is of no benefit if one lives according to passion and fails to order one’s longings

according to logos. Such characters who cannot order themselves are also forbidden from

hearing the logoi of the political art, for they are in no way fit for caring for the good of the

soul of others.96 If we follow logos in these arguments, we are drawn back to contemplating if

the good is that at which all things aim, a question all the more important when faced with

the necessary limits of death and desire. With the account of courage, we see some pleasures

require pain; with moderation, by contrast, we learn how excessive pleasures can become the

cause of pain. In light of the implicit arguments that what is pleasant and painful concern

what is good and bad, the accounts of courage and moderation suggest these two sets of

things do not always parallel one another, for it neither appears death is the most bad thing,

but vice, nor that the sole pursuit of the pleasant is the most good. To understand what is

good and bad, we must look to something other than pleasure and pain.

The significance of Aristotle’s arguments about pleasures, pains, logos, and the good

in the accounts of courage and moderation may be better brought forth by considering how

they contrast with Hobbes’s understanding of human life. On his way to declaring there is

nothing in human life apart from desire in the definition of “felicity,” Hobbes redefines the

Latin terms for “beautiful” and “ugly” (pulchrum and turpe) as the sensual anticipation of

the “delightful” and the “unpleasant”; from here, he defines “pleasure” and “displeasure” as

“the appearance[s], or sense[s] of [good and evil, respectively].”97 Crucial to these definitions

is the assumption that the desires are aimless and incapable of moderation when left to

themselves. At best, the force of the commonwealth must oppose the desires and direct

them towards their proper interests using its laws.98 For Hobbes, it is necessary for the

commonwealth to which the subjects consent to be what guides the desires, for in this way

he avoids making the mistake of the moral philosophers who say goodness resides in limiting

the passions.99 But by emancipating the passions, Hobbes encourages human beings to be

96Cf. 1094a20–25 (pg. 69 above) and 1095a2–12 (pg. 72 above).
97Cf. Leviathan VI.58, 8–11, and Section 2.2.1, “Felicity and Morality Through Human Motion” for all
relevant arguments (pg. 31 above).
98Cf. Leviathan XIII.8, 13–14 (pg. 39 above) and XXX.21 (pg. 51 above).
99Cf. Leviathan XV.40, pg. 50 above.
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like Aristotle’s licentious person who only follows desire. Though Aristotle says the licentious

person “chooses” in accord with desire, there is an important subtlety to his argument: “to

choose” (haireō) is not the same thing as “choice” (proairesis), for only the latter (which is

responsible for virtue) involves taking one thing before another.100 To set one desire before

another requires an end, which in turn requires logos of something other than the pleasant

and painful, for these are not the concern of choice.101 When considered in light of Aristotle’s

arguments, Hobbesian life understood as the motion of desire is aimless. Note, however, that

Hobbes agrees with Aristotle’s account of acting according to desire, but fails to wonder if

something apart from the commonwealth has authority over desire. Rather than being open

to contemplation of an end, Hobbes holds there is no natural end to desire aside from death.

With the fear of death at the core of his political philosophy, Hobbes not only pushes

the moral teaching that pleasure is the good, but attacks the Ancient conception of the

philosophic life. In De Homine, after declaring the “greatest of goods for each [individual] is

his own preservation,” Hobbes says, “On the other hand, though death is the greatest of all

evils (especially when accompanied by torture), the pains of life can be so great that, unless

their quick end is foreseen, they may lead men to number death among the goods.”102 When

taken together, Hobbes’s greatest goods and evils reveal the life of desire has two aims: on

the one hand, one ought to pursue pleasure and avoid death; on the other hand, one should

avoid great pain, even if this requires death. Aristotle, by contrast, suggests it is cowardly

to flee pain through death, particularly in the case of eros.103 In Plato’s Apology, Socrates

claims that if he is wiser than many human beings, it is only in one respect: unlike the many,

he knows that he does not know if death is the greatest good or the greatest evil (29a–b).

Relatedly, in the Phaedo, Socrates offers another defense speech amongst his friends about

why he does not fear dying, claiming “those who engage in philosophy [correctly] (orthōs) are

practicing nothing other than dying and being dead” (64a).104 Socrates goes on to explain

how philosophers desire to free the soul from the body in order to contemplate through

100Cf. 1119a1–5 & 1119a21–22 (pg. 196 above) for haireō, and 1112a11–22 (pg. 183) for proairesis.
101Cf. 1111b13–15, pg. 180 above.
102VI.6. Also see pg. 61 above.
103Cf. NE 1116a13–15, pg. 193 above.
104For the whole speech, see 63e–69e.
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thought (dianoia) the beings for which it longs, three of which are the just, the noble, and

the good (65a–d). In the latter portions of this speech, Socrates moves towards speaking of

the courage and moderation of philosophers (who are lovers of wisdom) by noting their lack

of fear of death means they are not lovers of the body, and therefore not lovers of money

(philochrēmatos) or lovers of honor (philotimos) (68b–c). For philosophers, the “currency”

(nomisma) of virtue is neither pleasures, pains, nor fears; rather, the “correct currency” (to

nomismon orthon) with which to exchange the virtues of “courage, moderation, justice, and

collectively true virtue (aretēs alēthēs)” is prudence (phronēsis) (69a–c). With his accounts

of the virtues of courage and moderation, Aristotle imitates Plato’s Socrates by forcing us

first to confront our ignorance of whether death is good or bad, then showing there is more

to virtue than pleasures and pains.105 Though we remain ignorant of the nature of virtue at

this point in the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle’s imitation of Socrates suggests we ought to

follow what is “correct.” Ironically, the nature of correct logos is the opening question Book

VI, the book where we find the proper examination of prudence.106 Between the end of Book

III and the beginning of Book VI stands the accounts of nine more moral virtues. Given

Socrates’s association of what is “correct” with the philosophic life, it seems fitting for us to

examine these moral virtues with an eye towards how they move us closer to philosophy.107

In the first two chapters of Book IV, Aristotle examines two virtues concerned with

money (chrēmata): liberality (ἐλευθεριότης, eleutheriotēs) and magnificence (μεγαλοπρεπεία,

megaloprepeia).108 The primary concern of liberality is the giving of money; similarly, mag-

nificence, in accord with its name, focuses primarily on “a fitting (prepō) expenditure on a

great (mega) thing” (1119b20–25, 1122a22–23). Though magnificence is a form of liberality,

the former virtue’s association with what is great prevents the latter virtue from being a

105Burger seems to make a similar argument in her work, describing the attempt to know one’s own ignorance
as evidence of the philosopher’s “eros of wisdom” that aims at the noble. This eros, in turn, by fusing together
desires and reason, gives rise to the virtues of courage of moderation, which means these virtues are not a
product of a science (epistēmē) of what is good and bad (2008, 81–82).
106Cf. 1138b18–34.
107In reading the account of the moral virtues in this way, my interpretation of the Nicomachean Ethics
aligns with the work of Strauss (1978), Tessitore (1996), Pangle (2003), Collins (2004), Burger (2008), and
Salem (2010).
108The term chrēmata can also mean “the useful things,” though Aristotle qualifies the use of this term by
saying it applies to things whose worth is in accord with “legal currency,” nomisma (1119b26).
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form of magnificence (1122a9). Nonetheless, both virtues share the noble as their end, and

the unique concern of each teaches how the noble may govern the use of external goods.

In his account of liberality, Aristotle shows the ways in which this virtue is in accord

with the meaning of its root word, “freedom” (eleutheria). From the various things one

could do with money (i.e., take, spend, save, or give), giving alone appears to be noble

(1120a8–15). Liberality is noble for two reasons: the one who gives does so “for the sake of

the noble,” and gives “correctly” (orthōs) by properly accounting for all relevant particulars

(1120a25). Further, the liberal person gives money either “with pleasure or without pain,”

which is notable because he gives from his own acquisitions (ktēmatōn), but in such a way

as not to be careless either with these or the things that are one’s own (tōn idiōn) (1120a26–

1120b4). In contrast to the vice of “stinginess” (aneleutheria, “the lack of liberality”), the

liberal person freely gives his money to others because he is not “more serious” (spoudazō)

about it than he should be (1119b30). In each case, Aristotle attributes the freedom of the

liberal person to acting for the sake of the noble.

While liberality seems to depend on the noble, it seems not to rely so much on the

just, its companion first principle under the political art. The vice opposing stinginess is

prodigality (asōtia, “the lack of preservation”), which generally entails “[the destroying of

one’s own things or being (ousia)]. . . which seems to be a kind of [utter] self-destruction,

on the grounds that it is through [these] that one is able to live” (1119b35–1120a2).109

While prodigality is an excess of giving, the depletion of one’s own things and one’s own

being requires one to take from others the things belonging to them, something done with

little care for the source of these things since one does not think (phrontizein) of the noble

(1121a10–17, 30–1121b5). Given the prodigal person’s lack of regard for the source of his

money and how he gives it out, it seems odd for Aristotle not to say the prodigal person

is unjust. In the examination of stinginess, those worthy of being called “unjust” (as well

109The translation of the portion of this passage before the ellipses is my own, diverging from Bartlett and
Collins’s translations of φθείρειν and οὐσίαν as “ruining” and “resources,” respectively. My translation of
the first term is consistent with the appearance of the verb in the statement that pain “dispossesses and
destroys (φθείρει) the nature of the one possessing it” (1119a23–24, pg. 196 above). Further, I have inserted
“utter” prior to “self-destruction” to distinguish it from the term for “destruction” (ἀπώλεια). As for ousia,
I follow the term’s literal definition in accord with Bartlett and Collins’s note indicating the term also means
one’s own “being” (2011, pg. 67, Note 2).
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as “wicked” and “impious”) are “tyrants who plunder cities and village temples” (1122a4–

6). As for those who greedily seek gain (kerdos) in shameful ways, they are stingy, but

not unjust (1121b32–1122a13). In contrast to the argument that what is unjust relates to

a great offense, Aristotle presents an argument minimizing justice in relation to liberality,

saying that since liberality is associated more with giving than not taking, the praise for not

taking belongs more properly to justice (1120a19–21). Justice, then, may not require much

effort at all. In fact, even a stingy person could be just since the combination of “deficiency

in giving” (one form of stinginess, the other being “excess in taking”) with no interest in

taking the property of others makes this vice a possible form of virtue.110

In another argument further diminishing the status of justice, Aristotle elevates lib-

erality, saying, “Of all those who act on the basis of virtue, liberal human beings are per-

haps loved (phileō) most, for they are advantageous to others, and this consists in giving”

(1120a22–23). Those who give provide others with money they may use for their own ends,

which is why many love the liberal person as a friend. The closeness of liberality to friend-

ship is also apparent in a later argument that gamblers who seek monetary gain (kerdos)

at the expense of their friends are stingy, for they should be giving money to their friends,

not taking it from them (1122a11).111 With this example, it appears liberality with external

goods is necessary for friendship, not justice. Consequently, at this point in the inquiry,

justice seems to be a lesser virtue than liberality and inferior to friendship.

While the beginning of the account of magnificence prepares readers for a virtue

concerning great expenditures, its vices focus on the noble. In contrast to magnificence’s

deficiency of “parsimony” (mikroprepeia, “fitting for small things”), there are two vices of

excess: “crassness” (banausia) or “vulgarity” (apeirokalia, literally “ignorance of the noble”)

(1122a30–31). Though Aristotle does not speak of the nature of parsimony in its introduc-

tion, he clarifies the nature of the excess of magnificence, saying the vice resides not in the

110In Chapter 16 of The Prince, Machiavelli inverts Aristotle’s argument, arguing a prince acquires a repu-
tation for liberality by being stingy with his own resources and liberal with those acquired from others.
111The central question of Plato’s Hipparchus concerns the love of gain (philokerdos) and if it is good or
bad. Though the dialogue lacks a definite conclusion, Socrates’s arguments tend towards wondering if what
is good or bad in terms of gain ultimately depends upon understanding how the gain in question relates to
human nature in order to determine how to pursue one’s own good wisely.
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amount one spends but in making an improper “ostentatious display” with one’s spending

(1122a32–33). From the initial account of these vices, then, it seems only the excess threatens

the noble.

When the discussion of the vices of magnificence resumes, it diverges from their initial

presentation in a few ways. First, Aristotle drops “vulgarity” as an excess and settles on

“crassness,” saying this vice entails spending too much on small things in an ostentatious

way in the hopes that by pointing out one’s own wealth, one will make oneself something at

which to be wondered (θαυμάζω, thaumazō) (1123a20–27). As for the parsimonious person,

not only will he not want to spend the fitting amount, but he “will [utterly] destroy the

noble for a trifle” even after spending great amounts (1123a28–31).112 On account of these

two vices, both crassness and parsimony are different forms of ignorance of the noble, for the

crass person tries to make himself something at which to be wondered through wealth, and

the parsimonious person tries to preserve his wealth at the expense of doing what is noble.

Consequently, to be magnificent, one needs to know only the noble should be wondrous.

In contrast to those who are ignorant of the noble, the magnificent person who “acts

for the sake of the noble” looks to spend money “most nobly and fittingly” without regard to

cost, contributing money to the “honorable things” (ta timia), such as “those that concern

the entire divine realm[,] and are the proper objects of [the love of honor] in common affairs

(to koinon euphilotimēta)” (1122b6–9, 19–22).113 In addition to making great, noble, and

fitting public expenditures, the private (tōn idiōn) expenditures of the magnificent person fit

his character. Speaking of the magnificent person’s home, Aristotle says, “It also belongs to

the magnificent person to furnish his home in a way fitting to his wealth (since this, too, is

a certain ornament (kosmos)); and with respect to these furnishings, he will spend more on

those works (erga) that endure over time (since these are noblest) and spend what is fitting

in each case” (1123a5–9). Through what is noble and fitting, the magnificent person’s public

and private expenditures are akin to one another by being great and lasting. The similarity

112The term for “destroy” in this sentence (ἀπολεῖ) differs from the verb used in in the accounts of courage
and moderation, but relates to the term for “utter self-destruction,” ἀπώλεια (cf. Note 109 above).
113In this passage, I have altered Bartlett and Collins’s translation of euphilotimēta as “ambition.” Also, I
have added a comma after “divine realm” in accord with Bywater’s manuscript.
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of these expenditures reflects the order of the magnificent person, hence why his home is

an “ornament” to the virtue he possesses. In this respect, we see an extension of liberality,

moving up from freedom with respect to external goods to a complementary (and ornamental

relationship) between the goods one possesses and oneself.

Because the magnificent person “is able to contemplate (theōreō) what is fitting and to

spend great amounts in a suitable [or ‘harmonious’ (emmelōs)] way,” this person “resembles

a knower (epistēmon)” (1122a35). But what the magnificent person knows and contemplates

has less to do with the expenditure and more with the work in question. Explaining how

the magnificent person can do something magnificent by spending the same amount as the

liberal person, Aristotle ties greatness to work (ergon), saying, “The virtue of [an acquisition]

(ktēma) and that of a work are not the same. The [acquisition] whose price [or ‘worth’ (ἄξιον,

axion)] is greatest (such as gold) is the most valued [or ‘honored’ (timiōtaton)], but the most

valued [or ‘honored’] work is the great and noble one (for the contemplation (theōria) of

such a work is wondrous (thaumaston), and what is magnificent is wondrous); and the virtue

of a work, its magnificence, resides in its greatness” (1122b15–19). The greatness of the

magnificent person thus relates not to the cost of the expenditure, but the character of

the work he does. To be worthy of its name, a “magnificent” work must inspire wonder and

contemplation by being “wondrous,” a characteristic that is the result of it being both “great

and noble.” Notice, however, that in the end of this passage, Aristotle seems to fold the idea

of what is noble into greatness in order to say the virtue of a work is its magnificence. Because

we know the magnificent person acts for the sake of the noble, it seems looking to this end

is the reason why his works are noble, fitting, harmonious, and wondrous; this also seems to

be why his ownership and use of external goods is an “ornament” to his own order. From

the magnificent person’s contemplative relationship to the noble, it seems our approach to

the noble may be through wonder and contemplation, not obedience to correct logos, which

is conspicuously absent from the account of magnificence. In other words, the noble may

not reside in obedience to another’s logos, but in one’s own wondering about the noble. And

if the virtue of magnificence aspires to works worthy of wonder and contemplation, could it

be a virtue of philosophers who (like Aristotle) commit their works to writing?
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After magnificence and greatness of soul—the only two “great” virtues—Aristotle

turns his attention to a couple of nameless virtues, one concerned with honor, the other with

anger. In addition to lacking readily available names, these two virtues have little to do with

pleasures and pains, the supposed concern of the virtues.114 Given these peculiarities, it

may be helpful to try to understand the virtues of honor and anger by taking notice of their

position between one complete moral virtue and the three virtues of “logos and action.”115

From this perspective, the accounts of the nameless virtues regarding honor and anger are

necessary steps towards understanding the virtues of logos and action.

Aristotle introduces the nameless longing for honor (timēs orexei) by saying it holds

in relation to greatness of soul in the same way as liberality holds towards magnificence

(1112b1–5). Where the nameless longing for honor differs from liberality, magnificence, and

greatness of soul (and the other moral virtues prior to it) is the difficulty in identifying names

for the mean and its relative extremes. The problem is most evident with the lover of honor

(or “ambitious person,” philotimon), who on the one hand receives praise for being “manly”

(andrōdē) and a lover of the noble (philokalon) while the person lacking the love of honor

(aphilotimon) receives praise for being “measured and moderate (sōphrona)”; on the other

hand, sometimes those who love honor more than the many are praised as “lovers of honor,”

and sometimes those who love honor more than they should are blamed as “lovers of honor”

(1125b12–17). From these opinions, it is unclear if the love of honor is a virtue because one

possesses or lacks it. Consequently, because the mean of the longing for honor is without a

name, both of its extremes try to claim the virtue for themselves (1125b18). Nonetheless,

the existence of an excess and a deficiency for the longing for honor indicates there is a hexis

between these two extremes (1125b19). Providing a perplexing description of the mean of

the nameless longing for honor, Aristotle says, “In relation to [love of honor], it appears as

lack of [love of honor]; in relation to lack of [love of honor], it appears as [love of honor]; and

in relation to both, it somehow appears as both” (1125b19–23). To this observation about

the relative mean of the nameless longing for honor, Aristotle adds a broader argument,

saying, “This seems to be the case also with the other virtues, but here it is the extremes

114Cf. 1104b27–28, pg. 168 above.
115Cf. 1108a10–12
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that appear to be opposites of each other” (1125b24–26). The virtue of the nameless longing

for honor distinguishes itself from the other moral virtues so far by being known through

its perplexities, for while the other virtues are known by the way their means oppose their

extremes, the nameless longing for honor is the first to be understood through its extremes’

opposition to one another. In this respect, the nameless longing for honor is the purest mean

so far in the account of the moral virtues since the mean stands at equal remove from each

of its extremes.116 Thus, at the same time as the nature of the nameless longing for honor is

unclear, it is the most mathematically precise moral virtue.

Aristotle’s ironic presentation of the nameless longing for honor deserves careful at-

tention, especially since this virtue is the “middle term” in the accounts of the moral virtues,

sitting precisely between the two “extremes” of courage and justice. Since the nameless long-

ing for honor is a perplexing moral virtue, its position as the middle term of the moral virtues

suggests its questions may be significant for the whole account of moral virtue. Although

the nameless longing for honor is a “smaller” virtue in relation to greatness of soul, the for-

mer virtue departs from the latter by not being concerned with “worth (axios),” which “is

spoken of in relation to external goods” (1123b18–21).117 While greatness of soul connects to

questions of worth through honor, the nameless longing for honor seems to take honor as its

end, not the noble. In fact, the noble does not appear in the account of the nameless longing

for honor.118 Recall Aristotle’s argument in Book I that those who choose the political life

pursuing honor seek to persuade themselves that they are good.119 If we suppose human

beings seek honor to persuade themselves of their own goodness, then the nameless longing

for honor is a longing to become good, which is the supposed end of the inquiry into the

116For the ways in which the means of the moral virtues preceding the nameless longing for honor are closer
to one extreme than the other, please see the following: courage and rashness (1108b31); moderation and
licentiousness (1119a6–10); liberality and prodigality (1121a10–25); magnificence and crassness (1123a20–
27); and greatness of soul and vanity (1125a34). Two points must be added to these considerations. First,
Aristotle’s placement of rashness closer to courage does not occur in the account of courage in Book III, but
in his descriptions of how extremes relate to middle terms near the end of Book II. Second, whereas courage,
liberality, and greatness of soul have explicit statements placing one extreme closer to the mean than the
other, the arguments regarding moderation and magnificence are more implicit.
117The significance of this quotation is addressed in the examination of greatness of soul.
118Though Aristotle says the person lacking the love of honor “chooses not to be honored even in the case of
what is noble,” he does not speak of the noble as an end in this argument (1125b10–12). The same argument
applies to the statement that “lovers of honor” are called “lovers of the noble” (1125b13).
119Cf. 1095b27, pg. 92 above.
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moral virtues.120 Because “worth” drops from the account of this virtue, it seems Aristotle

does not think one’s trust in being good rests in honor and external goods (i.e., recognition).

Further distinguishing the nameless longing for honor from the other moral virtues is

its direct concern with longing itself. Prior to the nameless longing for honor, there are three

notable mentions of longing: first, in the characterization of choice as “deliberative longing”

(which is to say, the taking of one longing before the others); second, in the connection of

political courage to the “longing for what is noble (since it is for honor)”; and finally in

the argument from the account of moderation where the “longing for pleasure” must come

under the authority of a ruler (to archon) in order to preserve the consideration of logos.121

In the last two of these arguments, longing is for one of two ends—pleasure and what is

noble—both of which could govern choice. Noticeably absent from the ends of longing is

the good, which seems to be another possible candidate given the statement in Book I that

“all knowledge (gnōsis) and every choice longs for some good.”122 In addition to pointing

back to the question of the good, this observation about gnōsis challenges the assertion in

the initial account of the soul that the nature of the soul without logos is both “desiring”

and “longing” and possesses logos only in the sense of being obedient to the nature of the

soul possessing logos.123 If it is possible for knowledge to long for some good, is it not also

possible for the soul’s nature capable of possessing and thinking logos to long for the good?

To understand the account of the nameless longing for honor’s movement away from

the noble towards logos and the good, we should consider the nameless virtue of “gentleness”

and its concern with passion (pathos). Aristotle introduces “gentleness” (πραότης, praotēs)

by noting the virtue and its attendant vices are all nameless, but settles on the name of

“gentleness” since the virtue concerning anger is more akin to its deficiency than its excess

(1125b26–28). After establishing the virtue of gentleness entails getting angry and holding

that anger in all the proper ways, Aristotle says, “The gentle person wishes to be calm and not

led by his passion, but rather as logos may [order], and so to be harsh regarding the things he

120Cf. 1103b26–29, pg. 163 above.
121Cf. 1113a10–13 (pg. 185 above), 1116a26–29 (pg. 191 above), and 1119a35–1119b11 (pg. 198 above).
122Cf. 1095a14–16, pg. 73 above.
123Cf. 1102b29–35, pg. 133 above.
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ought and for the requisite time” (1125b33–1126a1).124 Here Aristotle reveals the key to the

virtue of gentleness is to bring the passion of anger under the direction of logos. Near the end

of the account, however, Aristotle adds it is “not easy to give up [or ‘yield’] through logos”

whether or not one properly gets angry since the decision in each circumstance depends

upon sense-perception (aisthēsis) of all the relevant particulars (1126b2–4).125 With these

two arguments, we see once again not only the necessity for logos to order one’s passions,

but the need for the conjunction of sense-perception and logos to make virtue possible.126

From the concern of gentleness with anger, it is clear this virtue would be of inter-

est to all human beings and not limited to a certain group of people in the same way as

courage. Nonetheless, there are important similarities to courage in the account of gentleness.

Speaking of the deficiency of anger, Aristotle says such people seem neither to have sense-

perception (aisthanomai) nor to feel pain (1126a3–6). Conversely, sometimes those who lash

out in anger and act harshly are praised “as manly (andrōdēs), on the grounds that they are

capable of ruling (dunamenous archein)” (1126a32–1126b2). In the arguments explaining

why spiritedness (thumos) is not courage (andreia) in the proper sense, though spiritedness

generally follows from pain and relates to anger—thereby making it the “most natural” form

of courage—its inability to see ahead means one’s action stems solely from passion, whereas

true courage would require spiritedness to have choice, a “that for the sake of which,” and be

as logos itself.127 Spiritedness seems to be the underlying concern of Aristotle’s treatment of

gentleness, and this becomes evident in his consideration of “irascibility”—the vice of excess

in anger—which takes many forms ranging from being angry rapidly, to being harsh towards

the wrong people for the wrong reasons (1126a9–29). In the middle of these forms of irasci-

bility are the “bitter,” people who hold back their spirit either until they attain revenge and

therefore experience pleasure instead of pain, or simply never let go of their anger and are

therefore “most troublesome to themselves and their closest friends” (1126a19–25). Spirit-

124I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of τάσσω from “command” to “order” to bring out the
sense in which the verb speaks to the “arranging” or “ordering” of troops.
125The verb Aristotle uses for “to give up” is ἀποδίδωμι, the same term he uses to say virtue is that by
which every thing gives up its work well (1106a14–16, pg. 171 above).
126Cf. 1109b21–23, pg. 178 above.
127Cf. 1116b24–1117a6, pg. 192 above.
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edness, then, may work in one of two ways: either one quickly lashes out in anger at those

around oneself (which presumably would cause them pain), or one holds on to anger and

lives in perpetual pain without pleasure, thereby keeping friends away from oneself. In each

case, spiritedness rules in oneself to one’s own detriment. Though this indicates spiritedness

is capable of ruling on account of its force, the argument also suggests ruling oneself well

requires some type of logos to order one’s anger.

With the preceding arguments from the nameless longing for honor and gentleness

in mind, we can see the important questions they raise for the account of the moral virtues

by considering them in relation to courage. With the nameless longing for honor, what

is “manly” relates to love of what is noble; with gentleness, acting harshly is “manly” not

because it relates to love of what is noble, but on account of appearing to have the capacity to

rule.128 Together, the accounts of these two virtues lead us to wonder if courage is associated

with the end for the sake of which one acts, or the capacity in oneself from which one acts.

But insofar as virtue requires sense-perception and logos to work together, its seems courage

requires some type of harmony between logos of an end and the passions one feels as a result

of sense-perception. Further, it appears spiritedness is unfit to be the primary capacity from

which one acts, though it also seems it could follow the lead of some other capacity. What

remains to be discovered is if there is some way for the longings and passions of the soul to

follow the commands of logos when the sense-perception of pleasure and pain may lead one

to act more impulsively.

4.3.2. The Social Virtues

In the initial list of the moral virtues in Book II, there are three means for “part-

nership in logoi and actions”: truthfulness, wit, and friendliness (philia) (1108a10–31).129

Distinguishing these virtues from one another, Aristotle says the first concerns the “truth”

in logoi and actions, while the latter two concern what is “pleasant” (hēdus), the first of these

in times of play, and the second “in all that relates to life” (1108a11–14). Like gentleness,

we see the three social virtues concern common things and do not require either exceptional

128Cf. 1125b12–17, pg. 209 above.
129My translation of the phrase λόγων καὶ πράξεων κοινωνίαν diverges slightly from Bartlett and Collins’s
translation of the last term in this phrase as “sharing.”
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circumstances (like courage) or greatness (like magnificence and greatness of soul). Though

the social virtues retain their common concerns in their formal accounts in Book IV, Aris-

totle alters the order of their examination, starting first with friendliness, then moving on

to truthfulness and wit, respectively. In this respect, it seems Aristotle wants readers to

understand the social virtues in light of “all that relates to life.” Further, since the social

virtues deal with “partnerships” (or, in a looser sense, “communities”), we should look for

how they broaden our understanding of what it means to hold logoi and actions in common

beyond the political community.

With the introduction to the virtue of friendliness (philia), Aristotle presents a seem-

ingly small virtue in such a way as to hint at its connection to the whole of moral virtue.

Starting with the unfriendly vices, those who praise everyone in order to please them or do

not wish to cause pain through opposing them are “obsequious,” while those who oppose

everything or give no thought (phrontizontes) to causing others pain are “surly and quar-

relsome” (1126b12–16). The praiseworthy hexis that is the middle term of these unfriendly

vices is a person who “will approve of what he ought and in the way he ought, and similarly

to disapprove” (1126b16–18). This middle term, however, is nameless, though it is “like

friendship,” and the person possessing it resembles a “decent friend” (epieikē philon) but

lacks the passion of feeling affection (τὸ στέργειν, to stergein) for the other (1126b19–25).130

From the middle term and its extremes, we see the hexis of friendliness concerns pleasures

and pains in our logoi with others. More specifically, friendliness resides in giving thought

to and (as the verb phrontizō implies) being prudent about causing pleasures and pains to

others through logos.

Though Aristotle does not draw direct attention to the role of prudence in the life of

the friendly person, its implicit significance grows with the discussion of the ends guiding this

person’s distributions of pleasures and pains. In all associations, regardless of one’s familiar-

ity with others, the friendly person will cause pleasures or pains by referring to what is noble

and advantageous (1126b29–30). As such, the friendly person is just as likely to refrain from

causing pleasure as causing pain (1126b31–35). Further, though the friendly person will act

130The importance of feeling affection for others through friendship becomes more apparent in Book VIII,
particularly in Aristotle’s discussion of the family.
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for the sake of what is pleasant and be hesitant to cause pain, there are times where one will

choose the noble or advantageous consequences over what is pleasant and painful, and may

even cause some pain in the present for the sake of “great pleasure” in the future (1127a2–6).

By discussing friendliness in relation to what is noble, advantageous, and pleasant, Aristotle

links this virtue to the three things of choice (airesis).131 But unlike the earlier discussion

of the three things of choice where the pleasant distorts the appearances of what is noble

and advantageous, the examination of friendliness shows us how someone chooses (proaireō)

either what is noble, advantageous, or pleasant before the other things.132 Another peculiar

feature of the discussion of friendliness is the way Aristotle suggests it is precise by not say-

ing the friendly person inclines more towards one extreme than another. Such precision is

particularly notable considering the account of friendliness lacks any mention of a “mean”;

rather, the precision of the friendly person seems to follow from a form of prudence. Related

to the absence of “mean” from the discussion of friendliness is the virtue’s concern with the

pleasures and pains of others, not oneself. In this respect, friendliness contains half of the

characteristics of virtue according to its refined definition midway through Book II: it is a

“hexis marked by choice. . . [defined] as the prudent person would define it,” but it is not

“relative to us [and] defined by logos.”133 Given the necessity of choice for friendliness, we

ought to wonder to what end it looks and how logos defines this hexis in relation to its end.

One final consideration indicating the prudence of the friendly person relates to char-

acter. Though the friendly person always seeks to cause pleasures and pains properly towards

those who are both unknown (agnōs) and known (gnōrimos), as well as those with whom one

is acquainted (sunēthēs) and unacquainted (asunēthēs), such a person also fits (harmozō)

one’s actions in each case and gives thought according to one’s own association with the

others involved (1126b25–28). On the surface, this observation speaks to the ways in which

we act differently towards acquaintances and friends, specifically by giving more thought to

the latter than the former. At the same time, note how the language suggests friendliness

depends upon being attuned to our knowledge of others and their character. By combining

131Cf. 1104b29–32, pg. 169 above.
132Cf. 1112a11–18, pg. 183 above for the meaning of proairesis.
133Cf. 1106b35–1107a1, pg. 174 above.
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the concern with pleasures and pains with an implicit connection between knowledge and

character, friendliness draws us back into contemplating if knowledge of an end leads to good

character, but in such a way as to increase the importance of prudence for becoming good.

Moving on to “truthfulness” (aletheutikos), Aristotle begins by saying there seems

to be a mean related to “boasting,” then adds the examination of this virtue will help us

better know what relates to character and “trust that the virtues are means” (1127a14–18).

As its name suggests, truthfulness focuses on truth and falsehood in logoi and actions, not

pleasures and pains (1127a19–21). With this introduction, the virtue of truthfulness stands

out in two ways. First, like the nameless longing for honor, truthfulness does not concern

pleasures and pains. Second, truthfulness connects what is true and false to character, which

runs contrary to an earlier statement that choice is of what is good and bad whereas opinion

is of what is true and false.134 Accordingly, the introduction to truthfulness suggests virtue

relates to what is true and false, and, in turn, what is true and false relates to character.

In the initial definition of truthfulness and its vices, the focus is one’s representation of

the things belonging to oneself in logoi and actions. Whereas the truthful person accurately

acknowledges the things belonging to oneself without overstating or understating them, the

boaster pretends either to have more of the things in good repute (endoxos) than one actually

does or exaggerates what one has; the ironist denies or makes less what one has (1127a22–

25). An interesting feature of the presentation of the truthful person is the observation

that truthfulness pervades both “his life and his logos” (1127a24). With this qualification,

Aristotle hints that the true concern of truthfulness is not how we represent ourselves to

others, but how we understand our own lives and logoi.

Furthering the broader concerns of truthfulness, Aristotle says it is possible to be

truthful or untruthful “either for the sake of something or not one [thing]” (1127a26).135

This argument is rather strange, and could be read one of two ways: either being truthful,

boastful, or ironic could be instrumental or serve no purpose, or one could be truthful,

boastful, or ironic for its own sake. More perplexingly, Aristotle adds the things one says

134Cf. 1111b31–1112a10, pg. 182 above.
135Bartlett and Collins suggest “end” (telos) appears in this passage by translating it as “for the sake of
some goal.” Because “end” does not appear in the Greek, I have translated the passage more literally.
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and does reveal how one lives unless one acts for the sake of something (1127a27–28). From

this odd statement, Aristotle says, “In itself, what is false is base and blameworthy, whereas

what is true is noble and praiseworthy. In this way too, he who is given to truthfulness, being

characterized by the middle term, is praiseworthy; but both of those given to falsehoods are

blameworthy, though more so the boaster” (1127a29–33). In the first part of the preceding

quotation, the true and the false relate to terms associated with characters resulting from

choosing either virtue or vice. In the second part of the quotation, truthfulness relates to

virtue and boasting and irony relates to vice on the grounds that it is noble to be truthful

and base to be false. With this line of argument, Aristotle makes good on his promise to

help us trust virtue is a mean. At the same time, Aristotle connects praise and blame not

to what is good and bad, but what is true and false. If what is noble relates to what is true

while what is base relates to what is false, and if opinion is of what is true and false, then it

seems we become noble or base on account of true and false opinion, respecitvely. If this is

true, we have good reason to question the earlier statement that choice and opinion do not

share the same concern.

Turning to a more thorough examination of the virtue of truthfulness, Aristotle posits

it as apolitical since it deals neither with agreements nor injustice or justice, but situations

involving none of these things where one is truthful in both logos and life solely on account of

one’s hexis (1127a34–1127b2). The truthful person is “decent (epieikēs) because he is a lover

of the truth (philalēthēs),” and as such, he will be truthful in all circumstances regardless of

whether or not it matters for him to be truthful (1127b3–6). With this characterization of the

truthful person, Aristotle presents truthfulness as a potentially self-sufficient life, for love of

the truth forms one’s life and logos. The self-sufficiency of truthfulness is also apparent in the

account of boasting, where the person who boasts for the sake of reputation or gain (kerdos)

is “more unseemly” than “silly” people who boast for the sake of nothing in particular

(1112b9–13). What is blameworthy in the boaster is not simply having the capacity to

boast, but making the choice to boast, for choice follows from one’s hexis (1127b14–16). In

clarifying the nature of the vice of boastfulness, Aristotle alludes to an important point about

the human capacity for logos : though this capacity is blameless in itself, it can be turned to
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either noble or shameful things.136 By turning to what is true, the capacity for logos attains

what is noble in itself, which is to say, what is noble without the praise of others. To the

person who turns to what is true, one’s capacity for logos appears to be complete, for one’s

life and logoi tend to be full of the truth.

Though the boaster is one who chooses falsehood, there seems to be a sense in which

the person possessing this vice longs for the completeness of the truth. In contrast to the

truthful person, Aristotle supposes a person who tends towards falsehood “either enjoys

falsehood in itself or longs (oregō) for reputation or gain” (1127b17). The first part of this

statement clarifies something implied in the formal definition of the truthful person, namely,

the sense in which pleasure follows the love (philia) of the truth. Thus, we see the possibility

of taking pleasure in what is either true or false. As for those who choose falsehood for the

sake of something else, those who choose it for reputation want to appear to have the things

“that are either praised or associated with happiness,” while those who choose falsehood

for the sake of gain pretend to things pleasing to their neighbors, often pretending to be

a “prophet, a wise man (sophon), or a doctor” and getting away with it (1127b18–22).

According to this argument, the longings for reputation and gain point to more complete

ends: happiness and knowledge or wisdom, respectively.137 Unlike the truthful person who

seeks nothing more than what is true, the boastful person is false with others in logos and

action on account of mistakenly thinking the source of happiness and wisdom resides in

recognition of these things by others. Because of the boastful person’s dependence upon

others, the harms of one’s falsehoods are twofold: the boastful person harms himself on

account of a false opinion of what happiness and wisdom are, and harms others by leading

them to the wrong opinion of the things in which happiness and wisdom reside through one’s

136Cf. Politics 1253a32 for the danger of logos and its need for prudence.
137The connection between the longing for gain and wisdom seems to be a part of Plato’s Hipparchus, a
short dialogue about gain. About halfway through the dialogue, Socrates introduces Hipparchus to the
conversation amidst a dispute with his comrade about how each of them are deceiving one another (228b;
see 228a–229d for the full discussion of Hipparchus). Socrates calls Hipparchus “a good and wise man”
on account of a proverb he posted on a memorial to himself on a Hermae in the countryside that says,
“Don’t deceive a friend” (229b). The purposes of these poetic displays of wisdom were twofold: first, to
keep Hipparchus’s citizens from marveling at the inscriptions from Delphi, and second, to encourage citizens
to go out to the countryside “to complete their education” (228b). Though Hipparchus’s memorials serve a
political purpose, it is notable that even he, a tyrant, wishes to appear to possess wisdom.
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own logos and action.

Contrary to boastfulness is irony, a vice Aristotle presents with little criticism. Earlier

in the account of truthfulness, Aristotle notes that if the truthful person tends towards any

vice, it is irony, not boasting, for it appears more “harmonious” to say less than what is

true than to boast (1127b8).138 The beginning of the more formal account of irony retains

the elevated nature of the vice, noting those who are ironic appear to have “more graceful”

characters since they do not speak for the sake of gain and, like Socrates, deny having the

things held in high repute (1127b23–25).139 Clarifying the nature of irony, Aristotle says it

is not akin to denying “small and manifest things,” noting those who deny everything are

contemptible and adding there are instances where denying something obvious about oneself

is actually a form of boasting (for example, the Spartans’ “modesty” with respect to clothing

is, in truth, a boastful display of their strength) (1127b27–28). From this consideration,

Aristotle speaks of irony almost as if it is a virtue, saying “those who use irony in a measured

way come to sight [or “appear”] as graceful in their irony” (1127b29–31).140 Given the

stipulation that irony cannot be used to deny what is obvious, this vice can be graceful only

when one attempts to conceal something that is not manifest. Since irony is a deliberate

understatement of what is true, one graceful use of irony—and perhaps the most graceful

use—is the deliberate concealment of the truth when it is not immediately apparent.

In light of the muted praise Aristotle offers the vice of irony, we should reconsider the

supposition that the account of truthfulness will help us trust the virtues are means.141 By

suggesting there is a “measured” way to be ironic, Aristotle contradicts an earlier statement

that none of the excesses or deficiencies of the virtues have their own means, excesses, and

deficiencies (1107a14–21).142 Further, insofar as truthfulness pertains to what is true and

false, there is no middle term between these two things since they are mutually exclusive.

But if there could be a middle term between what is true and false, the ironic presentation of

138Here I diverge from Bartlett and Collins’s translation of ἐμμελέστερον as “more refined” in order to bring
out the term’s musical connotation.
139In this passage, I amend Bartlett and Collins’s translation of χαρίεις as “refined” in order to draw attention
to the term’s association with “grace” (charis).
140Cf. Xenophon’s Apology of Socrates, Sections 1–2.
141Cf. 1127a14–18, pg. 216 above.
142For the other perplexities of the account of virtue as a mean, see 1107a6–27, pg. 177 above.
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the truth in both logos and action may be it, for although the ironic person does not present

the complete truth, such a person does not present what is false either. Whatever the case

may be, the account of truthfulness is ironic in itself since a close reading of its concluding

arguments gives us reason to distrust the conception of virtue as a mean. The significance

of this argument grows when one considers Socrates’s ironic presentation of wisdom in his

logos and life is the one explicit example of graceful irony.143 When taken together, the

implicit arguments of Aristotle’s account of truthfulness allude to the conclusion that the

truth about virtue—in terms of what one must learn and what one must do—is philosophic.

From the serious matter of the truth, Aristotle turns to the place of rest in life, saying

there is a “harmonious” (emmelēs) way of “passing the time (διαγωγή, diagōgē) with playful

amusement” in speaking and listening to others (1127b33–1128a1).144 In addition to speaking

and listening, this virtue also concerns our choice of the people with whom we choose to speak

and listen (1128a2). Initially, the designation of this playful virtue is “wit” (eutrapelos),

and witty people are like those who are “versatile” (eutropos) “since witticisms seem to be

movements of their character” (1128a9–11). Much like the connection between truth and

falsehood and noble and base characters in the account of truthfulness, wit continues the

connection of character to our conversations with others. Additionally, note the similarity

in the terms for “wit” and “versatile,” the latter term being a conjunction of the adverb

for “good” (eu) and the term tropos, which can mean “way,” “manner,” and, in some cases,

“character.” In this respect, the initial presentation of wit emphasizes how speaking and

listening are actions indicative of good character.

A peculiar feature of the account of the virtue of wit is that it is the only moral

virtue to have a second name for its middle term: “tact” (1128a17).145 Though tact relates

to humor, it also appears to be more serious in nature, for “it belongs to the tactful person

to say and listen to the sorts of things suited to a decent (epieikei) and liberal (eleutherio)

person” (1128a18–19). Providing more context for this statement, after noting it is difficult

143Cf. Plato’s Apology 29a–b, pg. 203 above.
144Bartlett and Collins note diagōgē appears later in the Nicomachean Ethics, particularly in Books IX and
X. The citations are as follows: 1171b13, 1176b12 and 14, 1177a9 and 27 (2011, pg. 86, Note 36).
145The term for “tact,” ἐπιδεξιότης, suggests it is a form of “touch” in speaking and listening.
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to determine what jokes would be painful and pleasant to human beings on account of their

variability in this regard, Aristotle says “the [graceful] (charieis) person. . . [is] like a law unto

himself” because he prohibits himself from making certain jokes like a legislator prohibits

slanders, for “a joke is a kind of slander” (1127a21–34). The tactful person, then, is liberal in

the sense of freely determining both how one will speak and to what things one will listen. To

put it another way, the tactful person self-legislates one’s own conversations. This argument

is important for two reasons. First, it is notable that Aristotle waits until the last of the

virtues of logos and action to make explicit the assumption in the accounts of the other two

social virtues that we exercise authoritative control over them. Second, and relatedly, if we

are authoritative over the social virtues and not the laws or conventions, what ultimately

“legislates” our logoi and actions?

In addition to revealing the liberal nature of the virtues of logos and action, the exam-

ination of the virtue of wit and tact hearkens back to the virtues of courage and moderation

with variations on their themes. In the characterization of the tactful person, we see what

the tactful person “endures (hupomenei) listening to” is just as much something one does as

making a joke (1128a28–29). Though listening to jokes is not a fearful situation, the language

recalls the idea of the courageous person enduring like logos in the face of what is fearful.146

Accordingly, it seems there could be courage in listening to the things others have to say,

especially if those things are painful. The issue of what is pleasant and painful in speech is

most apparent in the vices associated with wit and tact, with the “buffoonish” or “crude”

person aiming at causing either too much laughter or pain, respectively, and the “boorish”

or “dour” person neither causing laughter nor approving of those who do (1128a3–8). In the

account of moderation, the “boorish” person who does not seek any pleasure at all is akin

to the “insensible” person on the grounds that there really is not a human being who does

not long for pleasure in some way.147 The appearance of what is “boorish” in the accounts

of moderation and wit and tact suggests a new argument: there is pleasure in both the body

and in speech, and each form of pleasure is equally important to good character.

If the perplexities of each account of the social virtues are not enough to convince

146Cf. 1115b11–14, pg. 190 above.
147Cf. 1104a23–24, pg. 178 above.
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the reader of the seriousness of the questions they pose to the whole of the account of moral

virtue, the summary remarks at the conclusion of the social virtues solidifies their subversive

nature. Looking back on the social virtues, Aristotle describes them as “the three means in

life. . . and all are concerned with certain logoi and actions related to community (koinōnia)”

(1128b5–6). The first part of this statement is ironic because “mean” practically disappears

from the account of the social virtues, often replaced by the less mathematical and less precise

“middle term.” By re-invoking the designation of “mean” at the conclusion of the discussion

of the social virtues, Aristotle appears to preserve his original conception of virtue as a mean

even though his repeated use of the “middle term” throughout this discussion implies the

precision promised by thinking of virtue as a mean may be false. But more important than

the challenge to the mean is the designation of the social virtues as “the three means in

life,” for this excludes the other moral virtues. The virtue of friendliness anticipates this

exclusion by implicitly connecting its broad concern with causing others pleasures and pains

to prudence, not the mean. Further, when looking back on the social virtues, we see how

friendliness pervades the accounts of both truthfulness and wit and tact, for each of these

virtues concerns the different ways logos relates to pleasures and pains with respect either to

telling the truth or engaging in playful conversation. Thus, at the conclusion of the account

of the social virtues, we begin to understand pleasure and pain reside not only in the body

or engaging in certain actions, but logos as well. While the precise way in which virtue and

pleasure reside in logos remains to be seen, friendliness and the account of the social virtues

point to two things for a potential answer: prudence and friendship.

4.4. The “Complete” Virtues

In Book I, the final definition of happiness establishes it as an activity of the soul in

accord with complete virtue.148 As for the activity in which happiness resides, the argument

assumes it would be “the best, noblest, and most pleasant” thing.149 It would seem, then,

that when we arrive at the accounts of greatness of soul and justice—the two “complete”

virtues—we will discover happiness. But when we look closely at the accounts of greatness

148Cf. 1102a5–6
149Cf. 1099a25–30, pg. 108 above.
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of soul and justice, we find each fails to live up to the superlative standard set for happiness,

thereby leaving open the questions about its nature and that of complete virtue.

4.4.1. Greatness of Soul

In the first half of the account of greatness of soul (μεγαλοψυχία, megalopsuchia),

Aristotle says, “Greatness of soul. . . seems to be a kind of ornament (kosmos) of the virtues,

for it makes them greater and does not arise without them. For this reason, it is difficult,

in truth, to be great-souled, for it is not possible without gentlemanliness (kalokagathias)”

(1123b35–1124a4). In the first part of the quotation, we see a mutual relationship between

greatness of soul and the moral virtues, for one needs all of the moral virtues to be great-

souled, and being great-souled makes the virtues greater. With the second part of the

quotation, we find it is not possible for everyone to be great-souled, but only those with the

character of the gentlemen—of those who are both noble (kalos) and good (agathos). This

supposition about the character of the great-souled man seems to help explain what Aristotle

means by saying greatness of soul is an “ornament of the virtues”: because kosmos means

both “order” and “ornament,” greatness of soul follows from the noble and good order of

the person possessing it.150 Given the perplexities surrounding the noble and the good in the

Nicomachean Ethics, we should wonder if greatness of the soul is the ornament of the virtues

the argument supposes it to be.151 Indeed, if we look closely at the account of greatness of

soul, we find a fundamental flaw in those who associate the life of virtue with the character

of the noble and the good.

From the beginning of the examination of greatness of soul, we see it is a unique

moral virtue. Whereas the accounts of the moral virtues preceding greatness of soul begin

with a statement about the hexis in question, then move into examining the person who lives

according to this hexis, Aristotle begins his discussion of greatness of soul by saying it does

not matter if one examines the hexis or the person living in accord with it (1123a35–1123b1).

By this account, Aristotle distinguishes greatness of soul from the other moral virtues by

presenting it as a way of life. As its name suggests, the great-souled man concerns himself

150For the use of kosmos in the account of magnificence, see 1123a5–9, pg. 207 above.
151For the initial arguments about the things to which the noble and the good may tend in the Nicomachean
Ethics, see section 3.5.1, “The Noble and The Good,” pg. 155 above.
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with great things; specifically, the great-souled man “deems himself worthy of great things

and is worthy of them” (1123b2). The great-souled man is distinct from the “moderate”

(sōphrōn) person who properly deems oneself worthy of small things on the grounds that

nobility (or beauty) requires what is great (1123b5–7). To make the preceding argument,

Aristotle notes how only bodies of great stature are “beautiful” (kallos), whereas “those who

are small may be elegant and well-proportioned but not [noble] (kalos)” (1123b7). With this

analogy, Aristotle likens greatness to nobility in such a way as to suggest what makes a soul

great is as readily apparent as what makes a body beautiful.152 The analogy, however, begs

an important question: If what makes a body noble is its stature, and if the body’s stature

is subject to nature, is greatness of soul also natural?

Because the great-souled man concerns himself with worth and the greatest things,

he has only one concern: honor (1123b14–21). The measure of worth is external goods, and

“[honor] is the greatest of external goods,” for in addition to being that at which people

of worth aim, people assign honor to the gods and confer it as the prize (athlon) for the

noblest people (1123b18–21). In Book I, Aristotle distinguishes praise from honor by noting

the latter is for things beyond comparison.153 With respect to the great-souled man, he

receives honor because his greatness is vastly superior to anything those bestowing honor

could attain. Considering the great-souled man is like the gods by being a fellow-recipient of

honor, he seems to be in an enviable position, especially since human beings honor the gods

by deeming them “blessed and happy.” This kinship to the gods raises two questions about

the great-souled man. First, is the great-souled man happy? Second, if the great-souled man

is happy, can this happiness be attributed to external goods?

After establishing the great-souled man’s concern with honor, Aristotle turns to this

man’s relationship to virtue, beginning by stating he would have to be the best (ariston)

in order to be worthy of the greatest things (1123b27–28). Accordingly, it seems the great-

souled man is good (1123b29). Further evidence of the goodness of the great-souled man is

152For the counterargument to this implicit position, see Aristotle’s discussion of the master and slave by
nature in Book I, Chapter 5 of the Politics, which concludes with the following statement: “Nobility of soul
is not so easy to see as nobility of body” (1254b38).
153Cf. 1101b18–24, pg. 125 above.
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the honor he receives, “for honor is the prize of virtue and is assigned to those who are good”

(1123b35). From these arguments, we can make one of two assumptions about the goodness

of the great-souled man: either he is good because he is the best, or he is good because of

the honor bestowed upon him. While the latter of these arguments attributes goodness to

honor, the former argument begs the question of why the great-souled man is good. Even if

we assume the great-souled man is good on account of virtue, his particular virtue depends

upon knowing the honor of which he is worthy. In addition to these perplexities about the

great-souled man’s goodness is a subtle indication that he is not happy. In Book I, Aristotle

supposes happiness—as the best end—is the prize of virtue, not honor.154 In the account of

greatness of soul, not only does happiness drop from its claim to being the prize of virtue,

but we lose the idea that the prize of virtue is an end. Consequently, when the account of

the great-souled man posits he receives honor for his virtue, the arguments suggest his life

lacks happiness and, by implication, the best end.

Although the great-souled man’s primary concern is honor, the way he holds himself

towards it is paradoxical. When receiving either great honors or those from serious people,

the great-souled man takes pleasure in these honors in a measured way on the grounds that

such honor is either “proper to him or less—for there could be no honor worthy of [all-

complete] virtue, but he will nevertheless accept it inasmuch as they have nothing greater

to assign to him” (1124a5–9).155 By this account, the preoccupation of the great-souled

man with honor is ironic, for it can never equal the worth of his virtue. Aristotle enhances

this sense of irony by saying the great-souled man has “all-complete virtue,” as if he goes

beyond having “complete virtue.” One wonders, however, why the great-souled man seeks

honor knowing there is no honor worthy of “all-complete virtue.” To better understand the

problem of the great-souled man, recall Aristotle’s argument in Book I suggesting those who

choose the political life pursuing honor do so to persuade themselves that they are good.

To this end, those who choose the life of honor seek to be honored for their virtue by the

154Cf. 1099b16–17, pg. 114 above.
155I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of παντελής as “complete” in order to emphasize the
prefix of πάν, which means “all.”
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prudent (phronimos).156 The lack of trust in his own goodness seems to plague the great-

souled man, for why else would he have a perpetual concern with honor when it could never

be worthy of his virtue? Aristotle underscores this problem with the way he simply asserts

the great-souled man must be the best and good on account of the honor assigned to him.

Just as the great-souled man turns to others trust in his own goodness, so too does Aristotle

use others’ assignment of great things to this man as the basis for asserting he is good.

The great-souled man’s lack of trust in his own goodness is further apparent in the

insecurities of his life. With respect to the pursuit of honor, the great-souled man does not

“go in for the things that are generally honored or in which others hold the first place,” but

waits to act only in “great and notable [affairs]” where “either a great honor or a great [work]

(ergon) is at stake” (1124b23–25). In each case, the great-souled man will only act where it

is possible to distinguish himself. From this description, one could even say the great-souled

man goes out of his way to be seen. The need for such distinction also affects the great-souled

man’s private affairs, for he always seeks to do good deeds (euergesia) but not receive them

since only the former make him superior to others (1124b9–10). If the great-souled man

does receive a good deed, he seeks to reciprocate it with something greater (1124b11–12).

More oddly, Aristotle notes the great-souled man neither remembers the good deeds done

for him, nor does he take pleasure in doing good deeds, but only in hearing the accounts

of these deeds from their recipients (1124b13–15). According to these characteristics, the

great-souled man understands life as a contest where he must always emerge the victor.

Though the great-souled man may emerge superior due to all these actions, there seems to

be little pleasure in living this way. Indeed, the absence of pleasure in doing a good deed is

particularly striking when we remember liberality requires one to take pleasure in giving to

others. Since the great-souled man must always be superior in action, it is clear he is not

free with respect to the love of honor.

Perhaps the most arresting feature of the account of greatness of soul is a brief

suggestion that the man who possesses this virtue lacks interest in life itself. Aristotle says,

“The great-souled man is not one to hazard trifling dangers and he is not a lover of danger

156Cf. 1095b23–29, pg. 92 above.

226



(philokindunos) either, since he honors few things. But he will hazard great dangers, and

when he does so, he throws away his life, on the grounds that living is not at all worthwhile”

(1124b7–9).157 Initially, the great-souled man’s willingness to die makes him seem like the

courageous person who will endure the pains of death and give up the “greatest goods” of

virtue, happiness, and living for the pleasure of acting for the sake of the noble in war.158

The great-souled man, however, is more careless with his death, and there is no mention of

pleasures, pains, goods, or the noble in his death. Why, then, does the great-souled man

have so little regard for his life? The answer may reside in a non sequitur, where Aristotle

says, “The great-souled man is also not given to [wonder], since nothing is great to him”

(1125a3).159 This passage marks the second of three appearances of the phrase “nothing

is great” in the account of greatness of soul, which makes it the “middle term” of these

statements.160 In his Metaphysics, Aristotle famously says the beginning of philosophy is

wonder, for people start to wonder about the strange things near to them, then move on to

the perplexities of greater things until they begin to wonder about the whole beginning of the

heavenly bodies (982b11–17). The great-souled man’s lack of wonder is a direct consequence

of his perpetual concern with knowing his own worth through honor and exceeding all others

in greatness. Nothing is great to the great-souled man because he thinks he is the greatest

thing.161 But because the great-souled man’s notion of worth hinges upon honor—which

will never be his own nor worthy of his virtue—his self-understanding is extremely tenuous.

In fact, insofar as his self-understanding depends upon the honor bestowed by others, the

great-souled man is, in truth, ignorant of himself.

In spite of the potential for the concern for honor to prevent the great-souled man

from seeing how living is one of the greatest of goods, there are characteristics of his life

157Though Bartlett and Collins note the Greek for the last part of this quotation may also be translated as
“living at any cost is not worthwhile,” they say their translation better brings out the sense in which the
great-souled man is willing to give up his life (2011, pg. 78, Note 21). I agree with this approach.
158Cf. 1117b8–15, pg. 192 above.
159I have altered Bartlett and Collins’s translation of θαυμαστικός as “admiration” to bring out its philo-
sophic connotation, an alternative of which they make note (2011, pg. 79, Note 23).
160Cf. 1123b32 and 1125a14–17. I owe the attention to these statements to Bartlett and Collins’s note on
the subject (2011, pg. 77, Note 18).
161Insofar as Aristotle presents greatness of soul as a kosmos, Burger suggests the great-souled man sees
himself as “the subject in which the beautiful is incarnate” (2008, 83).
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worthy of imitation and a sign of his having the other moral virtues. For one, the great-souled

man cares little for being honored for political power, wealth, and good-fortune; relatedly,

good and bad fortune do not really move the great-souled man out of his hexis (1124a13–

17). The great-souled man holds himself properly towards these things because he thinks

goodness is more worthy of honor (1124a21–16). And although the great-souled man thinks

of his goodness in relation to honor, he nonetheless realizes virtue will help him deal with the

things of good-fortune in a “harmonious” (emmelōs) way (1124a27–30). In this respect, the

great-souled man understands the goods of the soul are authoritative over external goods.162

At the same time, however, the great-souled man ironically fails to understand how his need

for honor makes the all-complete virtue of his soul subservient to external goods.

Outside of his own belongings, the great-souled man also embodies some of the social

virtues, though with the important caveat that he appears arrogant since he “justly looks

down on others [since he holds a true opinion of himself]” (1124b6). Despite his arrogance,

the great-souled man speaks with others in accord with their rank, and he is always eager

to help others (1124b18–23). The great-souled man is also “open in hate and in loving

(phanephilon),” for he is not fearful of speaking freely and truthfully since he values truth

more than opinion, though there are occasions where he will be ironic towards the many

(1124b26–30). Further, the great-souled man cares little for praise or blame, but may insult

those who are hubristic (1125a5–8). In each case, the great-souled man exhibits friendliness

(which deals with pleasures and pains in conversation) and truthfulness (with the tendency

towards the right vice). Noticeably absent from the great-souled man’s social virtues is wit,

which may be attributed to two things: first, the concern with being great makes his life too

serious; and second, the need for honor keeps the great-souled man from being “a law unto

himself.” Still, even without wit, the great-souled man seems to be aware of the virtues of

logos, though he may not fully understand its pleasure.

There are two final clues in the account of greatness of soul pointing to a better life

than one of honor. First, immediately before describing the lack of wonder in the great-

souled man’s life, Aristotle says that while this man lacks the capacity for living in reference

162Cf. 1098b13–16, pg. 102 above.

228



to another human being like a flatterer (for this is “slavish”), he does have the capacity to

live in reference to a friend (1124b34–1125a1). While the nature of this friendship is unclear,

the counterexample of the flatterer suggests the great-souled man speaks truthfully to his

friend and is not obsequious in always trying to please the friend for the sake of his own gain.

Second, shortly after the statement about the lack of wonder, Aristotle says the great-souled

man tends to acquire (kteomai) “noble and [unprofitable] things more than [profitable] and

beneficial ones, for this is more the mark of a self-sufficient person” (1125a11–13).163 By this

account, the great-souled man’s acquisitions are not for the sake of gain, but follow from an

eye for what is noble, which, in turn, seems to indicate his self-sufficiency. Each of these

qualities, however, is ironic, for the need for honor requires the great-souled man to live his

life in reference to another, and this need means his life is not self-sufficient. Nevertheless,

the openness to friendship and noble things in the great-souled man’s life suggests he longs

for more than honor.

At the end of the account of greatness of soul, yet another irony emerges: though the

account posits the great-souled man is the noblest, the noble does not appear as an end in

the account. The only end the great-souled man seeks is honor, something the many ironies

of the account reveal is not an end at all. But perhaps the greatest irony of the account

greatness of soul concerns its context in the broader inquiry of the Nicomachean Ethics, for it

is not an accident that the first moral virtue with the claim to the title of “complete virtue”

aims at self-sufficiency but lacks a first principle—an end. Consequently, by the end of the

account of greatness of soul, we learn complete virtue does not reside in the life of honor,

nor does it appear to aim at the noble as its end.

4.4.2. Justice

Whereas the perplexities of greatness of soul become manifest only after close scrutiny,

those of justice are more readily apparent. To construct his “outline” for the examination

of justice in Book V, Aristotle begins by saying we all “wish” (boulomai) to speak of justice

and injustice as if they are hexeis by which we act justly and unjustly and wish for just and

163I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translations of ἄκαρπα and κάρπιμος as “useless” and “useful,”
respectively, in accord with their literal meanings to make the terms distinct from the term for what is
“useful” in the friendship chapters (χρήσιμον). The terms may also mean “fruitless” and “fruitful.”
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unjust things (1129a8–12). With this statement, Aristotle reveals our “wishful thinking”

when it comes to justice and injustice, thereby raising the question of whether or not justice

and injustice are hexeis.

Prior to the examination of justice, Aristotle digresses to shed new light on the na-

ture of hexeis. In contrast to capacities and sciences which pertain to contrary things (for

example, physicians know the things that both preserve and destroy life), hexeis pertain to

singular conditions (1129a13–16).164 For example, if one supposes health is a hexis, then a

healthy person will always do what accords with health and not act unhealthily (1129a17–

19). We also come to know hexeis in different ways than we do capacities. From a “good-

condition” (euexia), we learn two things: the contrary “bad-condition” (kakexia), and the

things conducive to the good-condition (1129a19–20).165 Additionally, we can come to know

a good-condition from the things conducive to it (1129a21). The first curious feature of this

discussion of good and bad conditions is the absence of the parallel argument that knowing

bad-conditions makes the contrary good-condition manifest. This missing argument is par-

ticularly important when we recall Aristotle undertakes the examination of the moral virtues

by acting in accord with Socrates’s “second sailing” and choosing to understand virtue as

a choice of the “least of the bad things,” not the good things.166 According to these new

arguments, hexeis—which are either virtues and vices—require discerning what is good and

bad; consequently, if one aims at virtue, one must choose what is good over what is bad and

not simply avoid the bad.

The initial distinction between the just and the unjust person concerns their rela-

tionship to the good things. Aristotle characterizes the unjust person as a lawbreaker, “one

who grasps for more” (πλεονέκτος, pleonektos), and unequal; the just person, by contrast,

is lawful (nomimos) and equal (1129a32–34).167 Clarifying what it means to “grasp for

more,” Aristotle says the unjust person seeks more of “the good things,” particularly those

of good-fortune and misfortune; as for the bad things, the unjust person will always choose

164I owe the example of the physician to Sachs (2002b, pg. 79, Note 98).
165For the first appearance of “good-condition,” see 1109a30–35 and Footnote 89 (pg. 199 above).
166Cf. 1109a30–35, pg. 179 above.
167The term for “grasping for more” is a compound word, derived from ὁ πλέον ἔχων, which literally means
“the one possessing more.”
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the lesser share (1129b2, 7–12). An important qualification to the unjust person’s desire to

possess the good things is such a person seeks what is “simply” (haplōs) good, which is to

say, the things that are always good but perhaps not for a particular person (1129b3). The

same applies to the bad things as well, since the unjust person seeks less of what is “simply

bad.” Between these two points about the simply good and bad things, Aristotle offers a

philosophical prayer about the things of good-fortune, saying, “Yet human beings pray for

and pursue these things, though they ought not; rather, they ought to pray that the things

that are good [simply] be good also for them, and they ought to choose the things that are

good for them in fact” (1129b4–6).168 Aristotle’s prayer about the good things hearkens back

to two arguments in Book I and builds upon them. First, Aristotle reiterates the perplexity

of human beings suffering harm on account of the good things, now connecting those things

to good-fortune.169 Second, by speaking of the things of good-fortune, Aristotle recalls the

tension between conflicting opinions placing happiness either in chance/fortune (tuchē) or

virtue, a tension he introduces after the first appearance of eros in the Ethics with the

inscription from Delos.170 Aristotle’s prayer soberingly addresses those who seek happiness

through good-fortune on account of eros, for it not only reveals such people’s ignorance of

both the good things and themselves, but leaves their happiness in the hands of fortune as

if there is nothing they can do to possess the things that are truly good for themselves.

In his prayer alluding to the problematic relationship between eros, virtue, and hap-

piness in the account of justice, Aristotle reminds us how this problem is a political one.

Returning to the relationship between law and the just, Aristotle places what is just under

the authority of the legislative art (tē nomothetikē) (1129b13–14). The just includes “those

things apt to produce and preserve happiness and its parts for the political community,”

and the laws accomplish this because “[they] pronounce on all things, in their aiming (stoc-

hazomai) at the common advantage, either for all persons or for the best or for those who

have authority, either in accord with virtue or in some other such way” (1129b15–16). In

168For a similar prayer, see the one of Socrates at the end of Plato’s Phaedrus, 279b–c.
169Cf. 1094b17–19, pg. 70 above.
170Cf. 1099a27–28 and the two paragraphs drawing out its implications starting on pg. 109 above, as well as
1099b2–9, pg. 112 above.
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sum, the happiness the laws offer depends upon the end of those whom the laws serve. With

respect to virtue, the laws legislate the actions in accord with this end, exhorting citizens

to what is virtuous while forbidding them to do what is bad (1129b19–24). The laws are

correct (orthōs) or worse depending upon whether their establishment is correct (orthōs) or

off-handed (1129b25–26). With this language, Aristotle’s speaks of the laws as logos, the

possession of which he illustrates in Book I with the example of the self-restrained person

whose nature of the soul without logos obeys the the nature of the soul possessing logos.171

But where the exhortation of logos is correct because it is towards “the best things” in Book

I, the exhortation of the laws is “correct” in the account of justice because it aims at what

is “correct,” thus begging the question of what is “correct” with all the potential candidates

being whatever end those who determine the “common advantage” choose. The question of

the end of the laws, however, extends beyond the end of the city, which is clear from the

way Aristotle echoes the opening sentence of the Ethics by speaking of the laws as making

pronouncements on “all things” by “aiming” at some good (i.e., the common advantage).172

In this way, the initial presentation of the just and the lawful raises questions not only about

justice, but logos and the good.

From the example of the legislator and the laws, Aristotle says, “This justice. . . is

the virtue that is complete, though not simply but in relation to another” (1129b27).173

The justice of the legislator, then, is complete only with regards to others, not oneself.

Nonetheless, the justice of the legislator receives praise for being the “strongest” (kratistē) of

the virtues, more “wondrous” (thaumastos) than the sun at dusk and dawn, and collectively

every virtue (1129b28–30). By this account, justice receives praise not for being the best

virtue, but the most powerful. Though justice may not be the best virtue, it is the “most

complete virtue because it is the use (chrēsis) of complete virtue” in relation to oneself

and another, extending beyond one’s own household (1129b30–35). Amidst the apparent

grandeur of justice, it is easy to overlook how the nature of “complete virtue” remains

171Cf. 1102b14–28, pg. 132 above.
172Cf. 1094a1–2, pg. 64 above.
173The translation of this passage is my own, made primarily to show the phrase “complete virtue” does not
appear in this passage, though it follows shortly after.
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unclear even outside of knowing the legislator who possesses and uses it. Pressing forward,

Aristotle takes the legislator’s use of complete virtue in relation to others as confirmation of

what is “good” in a saying attributed to Bias: “Archē will reveal the man” (1130a1–2).174

In the context of legislating and complete virtue, archē may simply mean “ruling.” Insofar

as ruling is the use of complete virtue, Bias suggests revealing the man is synonymous with

revealing complete virtue. But if we consider reading archē as “first principle,” another

line of interpretation emerges, one Aristotle seems to encourage not only through the use

of archē, but by using the same verb for “reveals” as he uses to say some first principles

can only be “nobly pointed out” (i.e., deiknumi).175 After restating how the ruler relates

to others and the community through his position, Aristotle says, “And on account of this

same thing too, justice alone of the virtues is held to be another’s good, because it relates

to another. For it does what is advantageous to another, either to a ruler or to someone

who shares in the community” (1130a2–6). If we read Bias’s statement as saying “the first

principle reveals the man,” and if we take justice as “the first principle”—and therefore the

good—we run into a problem: the good of another is the good.

With the question of whether or not justice is the good now brought forth, we can

trace how the account of justice contributes the development of the inquiries into happiness,

virtue, and the good. When Aristotle rejects the political life of honor from being the best

life, he does so on the grounds that needing honor from others conflicts with the notion

that “the good is one’s own.”176 By making explicit the status of justice as the only virtue

held to be the good of another, it directly opposes one’s own good. Further, even though

justice receives the title of “complete virtue,” Aristotle gives no explanation of how the

activity of the soul is in accord with it; in fact, he has yet to mention the soul in relation

to justice. Justice, then, does not offer human beings happiness, unless we suppose one’s

own happiness is akin to the common advantage of the political community. Here we see a

persistent theme in the account of justice: the determination of what good at which it aims

174The translation of the proverb is my own, intended primarily to leave archē open for consideration of its
various meanings in lieu of settling on “office” as Bartlett and Collins do.
175Cf. 1098a34–1098b5, pg. 85 above.
176Cf. 1095b24–26, pg. 92 above.

233



always accompanies the question of whose good it serves. On the one hand, this problem

indicates justice obscures the question of the good, for the nature of justice is subject to

whoever establishes it. On the other hand, we see the nature of justice is subject to a

determination of the good at which the legislator aims. In this respect, Aristotle builds off

his discussion of choice and deliberation in Book III, specifically with regards to the way the

question of the archē within oneself ruling one’s actions relates both to what rules in oneself

and the end for the sake of which one acts.177 From these considerations, we can draw two

conclusions about the introduction to justice. First, the account calls into question justice’s

claim to being the virtue according to which human beings live the best life. Second, the

account shows the paramount political virtue is, in truth, a judgment by the legislator about

the nature of the good.

Although the presentation of justice as complete virtue sets up Book V for a more

thorough treatment of the good and how it relates to politics, the inquiry veers towards

smaller questions. At the start of this descent, Aristotle says the “best” person is the one

who “makes use of virtue not in relation to himself but to another,” while the “worst” person

is the one who “treats both himself and his friends in a corrupt way” (1130a7–8). After

noting the best person performs a “difficult work (ergon),” Aristotle designates this work as

the justice constituting “the whole of virtue,” and likewise declares the work of the worst

person is the injustice constituting “the whole of vice” (1130a9–10). While these arguments

establish parallels between justice and injustice, virtue and vice, Aristotle undercuts the

connections by saying the use of virtue in relation to another is justice, whereas the use of

virtue is itself a virtue only if it is a hexis (1130a11–13). Accordingly, justice is not a hexis,

and therefore cannot be “complete virtue.”

In spite of beginning the second chapter of Book V by establishing the inquiry will only

focus on the justice and injustice associated with a part of virtue and vice, there are numerous

allusions to the question of complete virtue throughout the remainder of the account. In

contrast to acts of injustice associated with particular vices (cowardice, harshness, stinginess,

licentiousness, etc.), there is a form of injustice attributed to “grasping for more” and the

177Cf. 1113a5–3, pg. 185 above.
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pleasure associated with gain (kerdos) (1130a16–1130b4). The injustice related to gain is

partial injustice, whereas the whole of injustice pertains to all of the vices that concern the

serious person (1130b5). According to these distinctions, the primary concerns of partial

justice and injustice are pleasures and gains. As for the whole of virtue and vice (the

concern of the morally serious), these are justice and injustice only if they relate to another;

otherwise, the whole of virtue and vice is a question of hexis, the work of one’s own soul.

As Aristotle turns his inquiry into justice towards the lawful and equal, he presents the

first explicit tension between the good citizen and the good human being in the Ethics. Aside

from the complete injustice related to the whole of vice, there is injustice pertaining to what

is unlawful and unequal, and the unlawful is a whole of which the unequal is a part (1130b6–

18). Just as the unlawful and unequal things relate to the whole of vice, so do the lawful and

equal things relate to the whole of virtue, “For roughly speaking the majority of the lawful

things are those commanded on the basis of the whole of virtue: the law commands us to

live in accord with each virtue and forbids us to live in accord with each corruption. Things

productive of the whole of virtue are all those legislative acts pertaining to the education to

the common” (1130b22–26). In one sense, “the whole of virtue” is the lawful, the just; but

in another sense, “the whole of virtue” is whatever possesses the authority to command one

to live in accord with virtue. Addressing this other sense of the “whole of virtue,” Aristotle

continues, “But as for the education pertaining to [each], in reference to which he is a good

man simply—whether this education belongs to the political art or to another one, must

be determined later. For perhaps it is not the same thing in every case to be a good man

and to be a good citizen” (1130b27–29).178 Though Aristotle does not immediately take up

an examination of the difference between a good human being and a good citizen, raising

this question casts doubt on assuming the laws are the only means by which we can become

good.179 Further, we have reason to doubt the political art is the only art capable of helping

us become good. In each case, Aristotle continues to use the account of justice to show the

178One minor change I have made to Bartlett and Collins’s translation of this passage is the substitution of
“each” for their translation of ἕκαστος as “individual.”
179For an explicit discussion of the good human being versus the serious citizen, see Aristotle’s Politics, Book
II, Chapters 4–5 (1276b16–1278b5).
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common good and the human good are distinct ends.

The tension between the common good and the human good becomes more apparent

in the discussion of how exchange holds cities together. Exchange in the city may occur in

accord with one of two types of justice: distributive (dianomē) or corrective (diorthōtikon).

Whereas distributive justice concerns the things people exchange (such as honor or money)

in accord with their worth (axios) that is determined by the extent to which they share in the

regime, corrective justice looks only at the things involved in a given transaction (for exam-

ple, only the money exchanged) irrespective of the character of those making the exchange

(1130b30–1131a9, 1131b25–1132a7). Though both distributive and corrective justice aim at

what is equal, equality in the case of distributive justice resides in a “proportion” (analogos)

determined by how the things in question relate to the character of the people involved; in

the case of corrective justice, the restoration of equality relates solely to the things involved in

the transaction, which makes such a restoration “arithmetical” in nature (1131b32–1132a1).

With these two forms of justice, we see the lawful may or may not account for character, a

point anticipated earlier with the statement that the laws of the city may be made with or

without virtue.180 More importantly, these exchanges share a conventional basis, which is to

say, they have their foundations in nomos. Communities come into being through different

people who perform different works, and because these works are not equal, there must be

some way to equalize them in order to make exchange possible (1133a6–18).181 To enable

exchange in the community, “legal currency” (or “money,” nomisma) came into being as a

conventional representative of “need” (chreia), which “in truth. . . holds all things together

(sunechei)” (1133a19–30). Here Aristotle notes the name for “legal currency” indicates it

does not exist by nature even though it represents the need that does (1133a31). Not only

does legal currency enable exchange, but it acts as a “middle term” providing stability in

the value of things in order to guarantee exchange in the future (1133a32–1133b29). Thus,

though the beginning of community has its roots in nature, its perpetuation seems to depend

entirely upon law or convention.

The discussion of how nature and nomos relate to one another with respect to ex-

180Cf. 1129b15–16, pg. 231 above.
181Cf. Politics Book I, Chapters 1–2 (1252a1–1253a35).
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change in the community shapes the perplexities of what is politically just (to dikaion poli-

tikon), which is distinct from what is simply just (to haplōs dikaion) (1134a25). The politi-

cally just exists “among those who share a life in common with a view to being self-sufficient,

who are free and equal, either in accord with a proportion or arithmetically”; such sharing is

possible only through law (nomos) (1134a26–32). The city appears to be the rightful home

of the politically just, and in the city, freedom and equality may or may not account for

the character of citizens in relation to the external goods they share. Yet there is a further

nuance in the politically just, for it is on the one hand “natural” (phusikon), and on the other

hand “conventional” (nomikon) (1134b18). Whereas the natural “holds (echon) everywhere

the same capacity” irrespective of how it seems to be to others, the conventional does not

make a difference until its establishment (1134b19–23). The naturally just is significant be-

cause it speaks from the authority of nature irrespective of how it appears to human beings

or whether or not they establish it in law. As for the conventionally just, it has no authority

“from the beginning (archē)” because it could be any number of ways until agreement settles

what it is (1134b21). In light of this account, we can see how Aristotle would characterize

the regime of Hobbes’s Leviathan only as conventionally just, for Hobbes holds justice does

not exist apart from a law to which all individuals must consent to establish.182

Though Aristotle initially presents what is politically just by nature with some cer-

tainty, there is no clear indication what it is and if it actually exists. The greatest problem

facing the just by nature is the variability we can see in the just things. To illustrate the

problem, Aristotle begins by reasserting what is by nature is unchangeable and the same

everywhere, noting fire burns the same in Persia as it does in Greece (1134b25–26). With

what is just, however, we see it always changes and differs from one place to another (which

is further manifest in the variability of what is just in the many regimes that exist), leading

many to conclude the just does not exist by nature (1134b27–1135a4). But in spite of the dif-

ferent conceptions of the politically just relative to each regime, there is one regime in accord

with nature that exists everywhere: the best (aristē) regime (1135a5).183 Although Aristotle

puts forth the “best regime” as the answer to what is just by nature, the answer itself is a

182Cf. Leviathan XIII.13, pg. 39 above.
183This is the first appearance of “the best regime” in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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perplexity. After all, what is the best regime? The inquiry does not take up this question in

Book V (and it is not fully completed until the Politics), but we do learn something more

about Aristotle’s conception of nature. Before introducing the “best regime,” Aristotle says

there are things by nature that can be other than they are, citing the example of how human

beings may become ambidextrous despite their natural tendency towards having a stronger

right hand (1134b31–35). Implicit in this example is the assumption that some natural de-

ficiencies can be corrected through habituation. By this account, the work of nature is at

least incomplete, and may even be unjust for failing to treat all human capacities equally.

With the example of the best regime, however, we see what is by nature associated with that

which is “the best.” In this respect, what is “by nature” is not simply a given capacity or a

seemingly arbitrary beginning; rather, what is by nature seems to be an idea—an end.184

Between the initial statement of what is politically just and the introduction of the

best regime, there is a digression about justice, injustice, and the good things that advances

the movement back towards the question of the good in the account of justice. Wherever

justice and injustice exist under the law, injustice is possible, which entails distributing

either more of the simply good things or less of the simply bad things to oneself (1134a30–

35). Because a human being is always liable to make such an unjust distribution of the good

and bad things, thereby becoming a tyrant, logos rules in the city (1134a35–1134b1).185 In

contrast to the tyrant is the ruler who is a “guardian of the just,” distributing what is simply

good and bad equally and “gain[ing] nothing for himself” (1134b1–5). For this reason, the

ruler is further evidence that justice is the good of another (1134b6). If the ruler receives any

compensation, it is in the form of “privilege or honor” (1134b7). As for those rulers who do

not find such compensation sufficient, they become tyrants (1134b8). With the distinction

between the ruler and the tyrant, Aristotle clearly establishes ruling is not for one’s own

good first by confining the ruler’s distribution of the simply good and bad things to others,

then refraining from saying the ruler’s compensation for guarding the just is the reward of

the simply good things for one’s work. But how does this make the ruler like logos? The

184I owe the contrast in the two meanings of “by nature” between the predominance of the right hand and
the best regime to Burger’s interpretation of this passage (2008, 102).
185Here I follow Bywater’s manuscript, whereas others have nomos in place of logos in this passage.
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answer seems to reside in what is absent from the present discussion: desires and longing.

From the introduction of the politically just to the end of Book V, Aristotle points

to several things outside of the concern of justice. For one, there is no injustice towards the

things of oneself (i.e., one’s acquisitions (ktēma) and one’s children) since “nobody chooses to

harm [one]self” (1134b8–13). On account of this, there is no injustice towards oneself, nor is

there what is politically just and unjust in relation to oneself (1134b14–15). Here Aristotle

reiterates the just and unjust require law, but adds “law is natural. . . [among] those for

whom there is equality in ruling and being ruled” (1134b15–16). For example, the just is

more present between a husband and a wife than oneself and one’s acquisitions (ktēmata)

or children, though what is just between a husband wife relates to household management

and is therefore distinct from what is politically just (1134b16–17). Insofar as there is no

injustice regarding the things of oneself and one’s acquisitions, it remains an open question

as to what the virtue is according to which we could best acquire the simply good things

for ourselves without harm, for we already know the simply good things may not be good

for us.186 But in speaking of “the things of oneself,” it also seems Aristotle invites us to

consider the things of the soul, specifically one’s desires and longings, and how these may

lead us to err in our choices of the simply good and bad things. Throughout the account of

the moral virtues, a persistent theme is the need for desire and longing to come under the

rule of logos. Given the new argument that law is natural where there is equality in ruling

and being ruled, is it possible this applies to the things in oneself as much as it does to the

things in the city?187

By raising the possibility of law’s natural basis, the limits of justice as a virtue come

into view more completely. Aristotle begins by noting how many think being just or unjust

is entirely up to them and that doing what is just is easy, failing to realize being just is

the result of holding (echonta) oneself a certain way (1137a5–9). Further, many suppose

one does not have to be wise (sophos) to know the just things because they think all one

has to know is the law (1137a10). Here Aristotle remarks how the just things by law are

186Cf. 1129b4–6, pg. 230 above.
187Cf. 1113a5–13 and 1130b6–29, pgs. 185 & 235 above, respectively. Also, for the politically just as it relates
to the soul, see the discussion of the master and slave by nature in the Politics, specifically 1254a17–1254b13.
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only just “incidentally,” which seems to be an allusion to the existence of the just things

by nature.188 Not only is it difficult to know the just things, but to use them as well. For

example, one cannot make people healthy simply by knowing the things conducive to health;

rather, one must be a physician who knows “how to administer [these things] with a view to

health, and to whom and when” (1137a14–16). In a similar way, the person who performs

the great work (ergon) of being just must know how to do the just things and make just

distributions with proper attention to all the relevant particulars (1137a12–13). To be just,

then, requires knowing the simply good and bad things, their just distribution, and what

the just distribution of these things would be in any given situation.

As Book V nears its end, a new standard emerges for the distribution of the simply

good and bad things: the decent (epieikeia) (1137a31).189 The idea of decency is worthy

of particular attention not only because of its association with justice, but because some

people receive the title of “decent” (epieikēs) in place of “good” (1137a32–1137b1). With

respect to the just, the decent poses a special problem: because the decent is praiseworthy

and supposedly distinct from the just, “either the just is not a serious (spoudaios) thing or

the [decent] is itself not just; or, if both are serious, they are the same thing” (1137b2-5).

Of these two possibilities, Aristotle chooses the latter, with an important caveat: though

both the just and the decent are serious, the decent is superior because it is what is just,

but not according to law (1137b6–13). The superiority of the decent over the just follows

from decency being a “correction (epanorthōma) of the legally just,” a correction necessary

because the just, which is general, cannot speak in particular cases (1137b13–27). There

are two consequences of the preceding argument. First, the decent seems to emerge as the

standard of what is just by nature to ensure an equitable distribution of good and bad things

occurs when the law is insufficient. Second, since the decent “corrects” what is just by law, it

reminds us of the limits of logos in relation to action.190 In this respect, the decent reiterates

188See also 1135a9–12 for the tension between convention and nature with respect to what is just.
189The terms ἐπιείκεια and ἐπιεικής mean “equity” and “the equitable person” person, respectively. Both
terms relate to a sense of “fairness,” “reasonableness,” and even “goodness” in one’s dealings with others. In
the current arguments in Book V, Bartlett and Collins translate the terms in accord with their “equitable”
definition. Because Bartlett and Collins also translate ἐπιεικής as “decent” prior to Book V, I have decided
to adhere to that translation for the sake of consistency.
190Cf. 1104a1–10, pg. 163 above.
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Book II’s association of virtue with correct logos. At the same time, correct logos takes

on a new characteristic, for Aristotle closes his examination of the decent by saying it is a

hexis that is a sort of justice (1137b33–1138a2). On the one hand, by subsuming the decent

under the authority of what is just, Aristotle appears to preserve the superiority of justice

as a virtue. On the other hand, due to the superior praise the decent receives over the just,

Aristotle suggests the virtue greater than the “complete virtue” of justice is correct logos.

At the end of Book V, Aristotle presents a potential virtue greater than justice

through a heavily qualified argument about how there may be justice towards oneself, say-

ing, “Metaphorically and in reference to a certain similarity, there is something just that

pertains, not to a person in relation to himself, but to certain [things] of himself; this is not

the just in every sense of the term but rather that peculiar to the slave master or household

manager” (1138b6–8).191 Describing this form of justice, Aristotle continues,

In these sorts of logoi, the part of the soul possessing logos is set apart from
[the one without logos ]; hence to those who look to these considerations,
there does in fact seem to be injustice in relation to oneself, because in
these parts of the soul, it is possible to suffer something contrary to their
respective longings. Just as for ruler and ruled, then, there seems to be
something just in relation to each other, so also in the case of these parts
of the soul (1138b8–15).

According to these arguments, if there is justice towards oneself, it would involve the part

of the soul possessing logos ruling over the part without logos like a master over a slave

or a father over a household. The justice of this arrangement follows from the longings of

each part of the soul. Though Aristotle does not say to whom this argument belongs, it

is a clear allusion to justice in the soul in Plato’s Republic, where Socrates defines justice

as arranging the three parts of the soul so that logismos (i.e., the consideration of logos)

commands spiritedness (thumos) as an obedient ally to reign in the desiring (epithumētikon)

part of the soul from pursuing every bodily pleasure, for this would lead to the enslavement

of the first two parts of the soul to the desiring part (441e–444e). Describing the nature

of this arrangement of the soul, Socrates says the just human being “sets his own house in

good order and rules himself (auton); he [orders] (kosmeō) himself, becomes his own friend

191In this passage, I alter Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the phrase τῶν αὐτοῦ τισίν as “certain parts
of himself” in order to remove the language of “parts,” though it does appear in the subsequent passage.
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(philon). . . [and] entirely one from many, moderate (sōphrōn) and harmonized (harmozō)”

(443d).192 This ordering of the soul is a hexis, and wisdom is the knowledge responsible for

preserving it by being in charge of all of one’s actions (443e). With Socrates’s account of

justice in the soul, we see what is just by nature according to an equality in ruling and being

ruled among the things of the soul, all of which are parts of Aristotle’s account of the moral

virtues. Though Aristotle does not provide us the finer points of Socrates’s arguments, there

are two features of his arguments about justice worth remembering: justice is a hexis of the

soul, and this hexis is friendship of the things in the soul ordered by wisdom.

Given the potential for the account of the soul in Plato’s Republic to offer a resolution

to the perplexities of the account of the moral virtues, we are left to wonder why Aristotle

chooses to leave us questioning the nature of justice and its status as a “complete virtue.”

But if we compare Aristotle’s allusion to justice in the soul in the Republic to Socrates’s

arguments, we notice how Aristotle does not address how the parts of the soul should rule

and be ruled. Thus, whereas Socrates offers an ordering of the soul with wisdom and logismos

leading the way, Aristotle presents an unordered soul. Reflecting back on the account of the

moral virtues, the lack of order in the soul at the end of the account makes sense, especially

considering the entire account assumes the person acting in each of the virtues does so in

accord with correct logos and as a prudent person would. If we are to trust the direction in

which Socrates points us, it seems the key to understanding how correct logos and prudence

fit into the life of moral virtue is knowing how wisdom orders the soul.

192Here I alter Bloom’s translation of kosmeō from “arranges” to “orders” in order to maintain consistency
with my translation of kosmos.
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CHAPTER 5

THE INTELLECT AND PLEASURE

5.1. Introduction: Virtue and Archē

Although Aristotle undertakes the examination of moral virtue in order to help us

“become good,” it is too hasty to conclude by the end of Book V that we have reached

this goal. This is most evident when we remember Aristotle sets out on his inquiry into

virtue because he posits happiness is an activity of the soul according to complete virtue.

Considering the striking absence of happiness from the two supposedly “complete” virtues

of greatness of soul and justice, it is clear we still do not know what complete virtue is. But

the problems with understanding virtue are not merely at its apparent peaks, for there is

still ambiguity about what an activity is and how this relates to the hexis (or “holding”)

of virtue. Finally, we must remember Aristotle posits there are two types of virtue—moral

and intellectual—and the latter goes unexamined until Book VI. To understand why these

questions remain open at the start of Book VI, let us begin with some subtle clues Aristotle

leaves us in Books II and V that indicate what his inquiry has yet to reveal.

Prior to Book VI, Aristotle makes two curious statements in the course of his account

of the moral virtues about the direction of his inquiry. First, at the end of his first list of

the moral virtues, Aristotle says his inquiry will consider the ways in which “the virtues be-

longing to logos” (tōn logikōn aretōn) are means (1108b8–10).1 This passage, however, is the

only appearance of “the virtues belonging to logos” in the Nicomachean Ethics, which begs

the question of where these virtues stand in relation to the moral and intellectual virtues.2

Second, drawing the account of the ten moral virtues to a close before Book V’s exam-

ination of justice, Aristotle mentions self-restraint is not a virtue, but something “mixed”

(μικτή, miktē), then adds what concerns self-restraint will be “pointed out” (deiknumi) later

(1128b34). In its immediate context, the statement about self-restraint raises the question

of what makes its nature “mixed.” More broadly, we ought to wonder if self-restraint is

1For the initial list of the moral virtues, see 1106b29–1108b10.
2I owe this observation to a note Bartlett and Collins provide in their translation (2011, pg. 38, Note 26).
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among the virtues belonging to logos in spite of its “mixed” nature, especially since the self-

restrained person first appears in Aristotle’s inquiry as an example of someone who benefits

from knowledge (gnōsis) since such a person’s longings (orexeis) follow logos.3 From these

considerations, it seems the fundamental questions of the second half of the Nicomachean

Ethics concern the relationship between logos and virtue.

On the one hand, we could view Aristotle’s perplexing statements about the virtues

belonging to logos and self-restraint as nothing more than two of the many perplexities in his

examination of the moral virtues. On the other hand, if we move away from the particular

questions each statement raises, we see they both call into question the nature of virtue.

In this respect, we should examine the latter half of the Nicomachean Ethics to see how it

revises the first half’s account of virtue. Aristotle hints at how this revision will proceed by

saying the concern of self-restraint will be “pointed out,” for the verb deiknumi appears in

two prior arguments about first principles (archai): the first establishing the most one can

do with first principles is “nobly” point them out, and the second from Bias’s statement,

“Archē will reveal [or ‘point out’] the man.”4 The arguments following from the statement of

Bias are worthy of particular attention since they connect complete virtue to archē primarily

in the sense of ruling like a legislator while also alluding to the question of first principles.

Throughout the accounts of prudence and self-restraint in Books VI and VII, respectively,

we see archē plays a fundamental role in preparing the way for understanding virtue in light

of how the ruling of the things in the soul depends upon looking towards the best end.5 In

particular, two things largely absent from Aristotle’s inquiry thus far now come forward as

prominent themes for Books VI–X: the intellect and pleasure. While Books VI and VII treat

the intellect and pleasure independently of one another, they are not so easily separable in

the soul. Accordingly, what is at stake in Books VI and VII is our understanding of human

nature. Though Aristotle does not make a definitive statement about human nature by the

end of Book VII, he sets us on the path to understanding it by introducing us to political

3Cf. 1095a9–12, pg. 72 above.
4Cf. 1098a34–1098b5 (pg. 85 above) and 1103a1-2 (pg. 232 above).
5In reading Books VI–X as revisions to Books I–V’s account of virtue, my interpretation aligns with Strauss
(1978, 25–28), Tessitore (1996, 42–46), Pangle (2003, 16, 150), and Burger (2008, 69–73, 111–115), all of
whom suggest Aristotle opens the horizon of virtue from the political to the philosophic life.
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philosophy and raising a question that has been quietly lurking behind much of the Ethics :

Is pleasure the good?

5.2. Intellect and Archē

At the beginning of Book VI, Aristotle turns the inquiry towards the examination

of “the middle term” (to meson) since in all hexeis (i.e., virtues) “there is a certain target

(skopos) that he who possesses (echōn) logos looks to and so tightens or loosens” (1138b18–

23). Though the idea of the target remains connected to virtue, there is a subtle change in

its purpose: whereas the discussion of moral virtue focuses on “hitting” the target, now the

target is something to which one looks in order to tune hexeis like the strings on a musical

instrument.6 Continuing to establish the inquiry into “the middle term” while appearing to

remain consistent with his prior account of the moral virtues, Aristotle says, “And there is

a certain defining boundary (ὅρος, horos) of the [means], which we assert is between the

excess and the deficiency, since it is in accord with correct logos” (1138b23–24).7 By this

account, “the middle term” is synonymous with “the mean” if correct logos determines the

“defining boundary.” The key to understanding moral virtue, then, is knowing not how to

hit upon the mean, but the correct logos defining or marking it.

Before moving into the supposed investigation of correct logos, Aristotle notes there

is nothing clear in his statement about virtuous hexeis being in accord with correct logos

even though such an account is “truthful” (alēthēs) (1138b25). For example, in the case of

someone who is sick, such a person could not heal oneself simply by knowing the science

(epistēmē) of medicine or being told to use “so many things as the art of medicine commands

and as he who possesses that art commands” (1138b25–32). In other words, knowing what

virtue entails like a science is not enough to help us become good. Consequently, with respect

to the hexeis of the soul, in addition to speaking truly about correct logos, one must define

both it and its defining boundary (1138b33–34). With these statements, Aristotle calls into

question the entire account of the moral virtues by declaring the nature of correct logos—that

6I owe the preceding point to a note provided by Bartlett and Collins (2011, pg. 115, Note 2). For a summary
of the idea of “hitting” the target in the Nicomachean Ethics, see pg. 174 above.
7Here I have altered Bartlett and Collins’s translation of τῶν μεσοτήτων from “the middle” in order to
remain consistent with their intention of translating τὸ μέσον as “the middle term,” and ἡ μέσοτης as “the
mean” (2011, pg. 33, Note 15).
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with which the inquiry since Book II assumes all the moral virtues are in accord—remains

unknown.8 Further, if we need to know the “defining boundary” of correct logos, then there

seems to be something authoritative over correct logos just as it is authoritative over the

means of the souls’ hexeis. In this way, the opening of Book VI quietly shifts its attention

away from the nature of correct logos towards an undiscovered “defining boundary.”

One hint of where the inquiry may go resides in the revised purpose of the target in

Aristotle’s statement about the middle term. If a virtuous hexis of the soul is akin to tuning

a string on a musical instrument, then there is only one way we can be virtuous: we must

know precisely what the proper tuning is. And just as one must tune a particular string of

an instrument according to its proper tuning in order for the instrument to perform its work

well, we must effectively “tune” our souls in accord with the proper defining boundary of its

hexeis. Such tuning, however, is not a one-time work, for strings fall out of tune over time,

and it is reasonable to assume we may do the same with our hexeis if we are careless. To keep

our souls attuned to the proper defining boundary, we must not forget what proper “tuning”

is and how to hold it. An important feature of Aristotle’s musical analogy is the sense in

which a properly tuned string is in accord with a standard for tuning without ever being the

standard itself. To clarify, the analogy between the string of the musical instrument and the

hexeis of the soul suggests that while the defining boundary of virtue may never be acquired

by the soul, it may possess such a boundary in the same way as a musical string in-tune with

its proper standard through the work of the musician. In this respect, Aristotle recalls the

statement in Book I that knowledge (gnōsis) of the good would make us more likely to hit

or happen upon (tunchano) what is needful (deon) much like archers possessing (echontes)

a target.9 Thus, although Aristotle purports to prepare for an examination of correct logos

at the start of Book VI, he carefully prepares the way for understanding how virtue in the

soul requires the intellect to look to the good and keep hexeis in-tune.

8Cf. 1103b32–35, pg. 163 above.
9Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 69 above.
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5.2.1. The Soul and Contemplation

From the perplexing arguments regarding the “defining boundary” of correct logos,

Aristotle shifts his focus to the soul, beginning with a reiteration of Book I’s division of the

soul into two parts (merē), one possessing logos, the other without logos (1139a4–5).10 Unlike

Book I, the reintroduction of the soul’s divisions in Book VI clearly uses the language of

“parts,” which first appears at the end of the account of justice in Book V in the brief allusion

to the parts of the soul from Plato’s Republic.11 Aristotle then proceeds to divide the part of

the soul possessing logos into two parts, saying, “One part is that by which we contemplate

(theōreō) all those sorts of beings whose principles (archai) do not admit of being otherwise,

one part that by which we contemplate all those things that do admit of being otherwise”

(1139a6–9). Once again, Aristotle deviates from his presentation of the soul in Book I,

where the nature of the soul possessing logos on the one hand possesses logos authoritatively

(kurios), and on the other hand non-authoritatively.12 In Book VI, each half of the part

of the soul possessing logos receives a definitive name: the part contemplating principles

that cannot be otherwise is “the scientific” (to epistēmonikon), and the part contemplating

things that can be otherwise is “the reasoning” (to logistikon) (1139a12).13 While it remains

unclear if the scientific and reasoning halves of the part of the soul possessing logos correspond

with the authoritative and non-authoritative possession of logos, respectively, Aristotle casts

doubts on his new division of the soul, saying the parts of the soul that naturally relate

to knowledge (gnōsis) of different kinds of beings would differ if knowledge comes to be

present (huparchō) in accord with this division (1139a9–11). Accordingly, we have reason to

question if the soul’s contemplation of knowledge is divisible in being just as it is in logos.

The suspect division of contemplation in the part of the soul possessing logos gives

way to a reassessment of a supposition in the account of the moral virtues that choice of

what is good or bad is distinct from opinion about what is true or false.14 Because deliber-

10Cf. 1102a5–1103a10, as well as Section 3.3.5 for the initial discussion of these passages, pg. 119 above.
11Cf. 1138b6–15, pg. 241 above.
12Cf. 1103a1–2, pg. 133 above.
13I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of to logistikon as “calculative” in order to maintain
consistency with my reading of logismos as “the consideration of logos.”
14Cf. 1111b31–1112a10, pg. 182 above.
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ating concerns things that can be otherwise, it is the same as reasoning (1139a13–14). In

its immediate context, this statement serves to establish there is a “best (beltistē) hexis”

that is the virtue relative to the work (ergon) of each half of the part of the soul pos-

sessing logos (1139a15–16). More broadly, Aristotle prepares the way for understanding how

choice—by which we become good or bad—is a form of contemplation. The arguments begin

by establishing three things authoritative (kuria) over action (praxis) and truth (alētheia):

sense-perception (aisthēsis), intellect (nous), and longing (orexis) (1139a17–18). After dis-

missing sense-perception as an origin (archē) for action since animals share in it, Aristotle

considers how longing and logos relate to human action, saying, “Since moral virtue is a hexis

marked by choice (proairesis), and choice is longing marked by deliberation (boulē), then

on account of these considerations, the logos involved must be true and the longing correct

(orthē), if in fact the choice is a serious (spoudaia) one, and what the logos asserts must be

the same as what longing pursues” (1139a19–25). By this account, moral virtue is one thing,

not eleven distinct virtues. Also, notice how the standard of being “serious” reappears in

relation to the life of moral virtue, with the seriousness of choice depending upon longing

following “true”—not “correct”—logos. In this way, what is true and false have some bearing

on one’s character, an argument anticipated in the account of truthfulness.15

Because serious choice requires one’s longing to follow true logos, there appears to

be a difference between practical (praktikē dianoia) and contemplative thinking (theōrētikē

dianoia), for the latter form of thinking concerns only the true and the false without any

reference to longing (1139a26–30). But in the process of distinguishing these two forms of

thinking, Aristotle parenthetically mentions the work (ergon) of the whole thinking part of

the soul concerns the true and the false (1139a29). If this is true, then we must question not

only if thinking in the soul occurs in different parts, but if the choice of what is good and

bad with respect to actions is a work fully separable from thinking about what is true and

false. Taking up the second of these questions, Aristotle notes that while choice is the origin

(archē) of action, the origin of choice is “one’s longing and the logos that indicates what

it is for the sake of which one acts,” which leads him to conclude there is no choice apart

15Cf. 1127a14–33 pgs. 216–217 above.
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from thinking, intellect, or a moral hexis (1139a31–34). Of these three things responsible

for acting well, the focus turns to the intellect, “for thinking itself moves nothing,” but

thinking for the sake of an end (telos) does (1139a36–1139b3). The reappearance of an

“end” in relation to choice confirms the intellect’s necessity for becoming good, something

to which the introduction to deliberation points in Book III.16 Given the necessity of an

end for virtuous action, Aristotle concludes choice is either intellect characterized by longing

(orektikos nous) or longing characterized by thinking (orexis dianoētikē), “and [an] archē

of this sort is a human being” (1139b5). Though Aristotle does not resolve the question of

whether intellect or longing is authoritative in the human soul in Book VI, the last portion of

the statement about human beings indicates the inquiry still seeks a clearer understanding

of human nature.17

Returning to the examination of intellectual virtue, Aristotle reasserts the division of

the part of the soul possessing logos, adding the virtues of the scientific and reasoning parts

are the hexeis by which each part most attains the truth (1139b13). To determine what these

two virtues are, Aristotle presents five things by which the soul attains truth: art (technē),

science (epistēmē), prudence (phronēsis), wisdom (sophia), and intellect (nous) (1139b15–

16). The examination of how the soul attains truth begins with science, the knowledge of the

things of “necessity” (ἀνάγκη, anankē)—the “eternal” things—which “do not admit of being

otherwise” (1139b19–24). The subject of science may be taught either through induction

(epagōgē), “the starting point (archē) of the universal,” or syllogism, which “proceeds from

the universals” (1139b25–30). This presentation of how to teach science hearkens back to

two statements about first principles (archai) in Book I. First, the two ways of teaching

science correspond to Plato’s perplexity about whether one’s logoi should proceed from

16Cf. 1112a11–22, pg. 183 above.
17Burger notes the preceding account of the soul contrasts with Book I’s in two important respects. First,
whereas Book I divides what is non-rational in the soul (i.e., desires and longings) in order to consider if
it belongs with what is rational, Book VI divides what is rational. Second, and related, in each of these
divisions, when either what is rational or non-rational is divided, the opposite part remains in tact. This not
only calls into question the relationships between desire and deliberation, the moral virtues and prudence,
but “cover[s] over” the “potential rationality of desire” implied in the new conception of human nature as
some combination or mix of intellect and longing. If intellect and longing are not independent of one another,
Burger argues their unity “would seem to be possible above all, or perhaps only, in the lover of wisdom”
(i.e., the philosopher) (2008, 113–115).
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or towards first principles.18 Second, in the discussion of the “that” as a first principle,

induction appears along with habituation (ethismos) and sense-perception (aisthēsis) as one

of the ways in which we contemplate or behold first principles.19 The two ways of learning

are tied together in science, for the first principles from which syllogisms proceed can only

come to be known through induction, which draws us towards first principles (1139b31–

32). For this reason, science is a demonstrative hexis (1139b33).20 Though science depends

upon a close relationship between first principles and universals, Aristotle adds scientific

knowledge is a hexis only when we “[trust] (pisteuō) in something in a certain way” and the

relevant first principles are well-known (gnōrimos) to us more than the conclusions following

from them (1139b33–35). In what our trust would consist is unclear, though it seems our

familiarity with science’s first principles is the basis of our trust in them. Interestingly, the

term Aristotle uses for first principles being well-known is the same as the term he uses in

the discussion of friendliness to show how this social virtue requires us to give thought to

how we cause pleasures and pains through logos regardless of whether those with whom we

speak are known (gnōrimos) or unknown (agnōs) to us.21 It seems, then, that if science is

a hexis, we must seek something akin to friendliness with first principles by initially being

open to thinking about them regardless of whether they are familiar or foreign to us, then

giving thought to their pleasures and pains, neither letting ourselves trust them because we

always find them pleasant, nor distrusting them because we always find them painful, but

seeking to know what good comes from their pleasures and pains.

A curious feature of the discussion of science is the absence of logos from the account,

though it does appear in relation to art. The brief examination of art begins by noting it is

akin to action because it concerns things that admit of being otherwise, but differs because

it relates primarily to making, not doing; but, in spite of their different concerns, both art

and action are “with logos” (1140a1–4). Art is distinct from science because the origin

18Cf. 1095a31–34, pg. 74 above.
19Cf. 1098b6, pg. 86 above.
20The term for “demonstrative,” ἀποδεικτικός, shares the same root as the verb for “to point out,” δείκνυμι,
which is also associated with first principles.
21Cf. 1126b25–28, pg. 215 above, for the relevant portion of the discussion of friendliness, and 1108a10–14,
pg. 213, for the initial distinction between the social virtues.
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(archē) both of the things of necessity and the things according to nature is in those things

themselves, whereas the origin of a work of art is the person who makes it (1140a11–16).

To clarify, with works of art, the artist is the cause of the work since this person artfully

contrives and contemplates (theōreō) how the work will come into being (1140a12). Implicit

in this distinction between artists, necessity, and nature is the potential for artists to act

contrary to nature and necessity in artfully contriving and contemplating something. This

potential for the artist to stray from necessity and nature seems to be the basis for the

assertion that art and chance share a common concern, which Aristotle supports by citing

the following words of the poet Agathon (whose name means “good”): “Art loves (stergō)

chance and chance [loves] art” (1140a17–19). Because of the potential for art and chance

to be the same, Aristotle defines art as a hexis of making something with true logos, and

artlessness as making something with false logos, concerning what admits of being otherwise

(1140a20–23).22 Consequently, if all art deals with the things admitting of being otherwise,

to avoid the accusation of making something by chance, the artist must use “true logos,”

which seems to be tied to nature and necessity. If this is true, we ought to wonder if the

political art must ultimately follow nature and necessity in order to be an art with the

following question in mind: What would the “true logos” responsible for the political art

be? While Aristotle does not answer this question in Book VI, in Book X he reveals this

logos must disclose a trustworthy account of pleasure that distinguishes it from the good.

Rather than considering the perplexities of the kinship between art and chance, the

inquiry turns to prudence, a virtue concerned more with doing than making. Introducing

the prudent person, Aristotle posits this person seems to have the capacity “to deliberate

nobly (kalōs) about the things good and advantageous to himself” not with respect to a

part (meros) of life (such as strength or health), but “living well as a whole” (1140a25–28).

Distinguishing prudence from art, Aristotle notes many consider people to be prudent when

they reason well in relation to a “serious end” when considering things of which there is no

art (1140a29–30). Back in Book I, Aristotle turns the inquiry towards happiness on the key

22It is unclear if the last clause of this quotation applies to both art and artlessness, though the lack of an
indication that it relates to both things suggests art may be incapable of producing something that admits
of being otherwise on account of its dependence upon true logos. In other words, if a work of art is true, it
can admit of being in only one way.
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assumptions that “living well and acting well are the same thing as being happy,” and that

the end of the political art is happiness.23 But if there is no art for living well, how do human

beings learn to reason well? Is this the work of science, prudence, or something else?

In addition to bringing the reader’s attention back to the inquiries into the political

art and happiness, the introduction to prudence also touches on questions concerning the

good by supposing it is a “true hexis with logos fit for action concerning the good and bad

things for a human being” (1140b5–6).24 On account of prudence’s concern with the good

and bad things and living well as a whole, the prudent person seems to be either a household

manager, politician, or ruler (like Pericles), all of whom appear to know both what is good

for themselves and good for other human beings (1140b8–10). In this passage, Aristotle

seems to reassert the political art is responsible for happiness and living well, primarily

through ruling. Recall, however, that Book V’s inquiry into justice shows the question of

what is good for the city and its laws depends upon knowing whose good the city and its

laws serve.25 In this respect, the appeal to rulers and political figures as examples of prudent

people suggests ruling is a form of prudence, but it is not prudence in its truest form.26

The ways in which true prudence is beyond the reach of the political art become

apparent with the examination of how pleasure and pain affect the first principles (archai)

for the sake of which human beings act. To make his argument, Aristotle distinguishes

mathematical convictions from those concerning action, noting only the latter may be de-

stroyed because pleasure and pain prevent first principles from being manifest to oneself

23Cf. 1095a17–20, pg. 89 above.
24The translation of this passage is my own, intended to be more literal than Bartlett and Collins.
25Cf. pg. 233 above. Additionally, in Pericles’s funeral oration from Thucydides’s The Peloponnesian War
(II.43–46), Pericles tells the Athenians happiness resides in the freedom found in facing the dangers of war
(II.43.4). Pericles goes on to say only the love of honor is eternal (II.44.4), and that the best citizens may be
found where the rewards for virtue are the greatest (II.45.1). Though Aristotle does not speak of this speech
directly, we can see how his inclusion of Pericles as an example of the prudent person points to the tension
between what is good for the city and what is good for a human being. This tension is further apparent in
Pericles’s decision to turn over his houses and lands to Athens in order to gain their trust (II.13.1). Finally,
though Pericles holds out the promise of love of honor being eternal, in his speech to the Athenians after
the plague ravages the city, he says all things decay, though he himself does not understand the irony of his
observation (II.64.3–6).
26On the subject of there being two forms of prudence—one political and the other philosophical—and the
need for the latter to inform the former, see Richard S. Ruderman’s “Aristotle and the Recovery of Political
Judgment” (1997).
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(1140b14–18). To this, Aristotle adds it is vice that ruins first principles (1140b19). The

full nature of the argument is unclear, for it suggests pleasure and pain are synonymous

with vice. Immediately before these arguments, however, Aristotle notes how moderation’s

name (sōphrosunē) means “preserves prudence” (1140b11–13).27 With respect to pleasure

and pain, then, the problem is not those things themselves, but the life in which those things

drive out one’s ability to see an archē for one’s actions. By this account, vice is licentiousness,

and it appears virtue—which here seems to be more akin to moderation than prudence—is

an archē that exerts authority over pleasures and pains.

Due to the many meanings of archē, it is difficult to determine what Aristotle means

in suggesting virtue is such a thing. One clue comes in a refinement of the definition of

prudence that establishes its concern is not with the good and bad things for a human

being, but only the human goods fit for action (1140b20–21). Aristotle then turns to where

prudence resides in the soul possessing logos, placing it in the reasoning half responsible for

opinions, which are among the things that admit of being otherwise (1140b25–27). But at

the same time as prudence finds its place in the nature of the soul possessing logos, Aristotle

suggests prudence is not a hexis consisting in logos alone, for one does not forget prudence in

the same way as one can forget an opinion (1140b28–30). Consequently, prudence is bound

to something else in the soul that may be affected by pleasure and pain to the point where

the archē of the soul by which we act and live well is no longer visible to us.

The mysterious nature of the virtuous archē of the soul responsible for living well

becomes more apparent with the introduction of wisdom to the inquiry. Wisdom appears

following a difficult series of arguments about scientific knowledge, with Aristotle stating

there is no science or wisdom of the first principles (archai) of such knowledge since these

are not demonstrable, nor is there prudence and art of such principles, for they do not

admit of being otherwise (1140b31–1141a3). Because none of the four preceding things by

which we attain truth can take hold of the first principles of scientific knowledge, the only

thing remaining that can take hold of these is the intellect (nous) (1141a4–8).28 Though

27For my arguments about the meaning of sōphrosunē in the account of moderation, see pg. 200 above.
28Cf. 1139b15–16, pg. 249 above. Additionally, here my reading (in line with Bartlett and Collins’s transla-
tion) slightly diverges from Tessitore’s in the sense that while he contends nous either refers to “the rational
part of the soul as a whole. . . encompass[ing] practical and theoretical intelligence,” or the “part of the the-
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wisdom itself is incapable of taking hold of the first principles, it is tied to the intellect’s

work. To understand the nature of wisdom, Aristotle puts forth the opinion that those who

are most precise in their arts are held to be wise in order to state wisdom is “the most

precise of the sciences” (1141a9–13, 16). Wisdom is precise because the wise person knows

both what proceeds from first principles (i.e., demonstrable things) and the truth about first

principles, which is to say, the wise person possesses both science and intellect (1141a17–

19). To this definition of wisdom, Aristotle adds one final qualification: the subjects of

the wise person’s science and intellect are “the things most honorable by nature” (1141a20,

1141b3–4). According to this line of argument, the things most honorable by nature are

first principles, and we only come to know these through the intellect, not prudence. As

a result, two questions emerge. First, what is the relationship between intellect, wisdom,

and prudence? Second, if only the intellect is capable of taking hold of the truths of first

principles, then is the intellect the true archē and virtue of the soul by which we live well?

5.2.2. Prudence, the Human Good, and Virtue

After comparing the political art with prudence, Aristotle begins to examine how

prudence is a virtue concerned with the knowledge (gnōsis) of what is good for oneself

by considering why the young can be wise in both mathematics and geometry but not be

prudent (1142a11–13). Refining his question about the young’s lack of prudence, Aristotle

asks why they may become wise in mathematics but neither one who is generally wise nor a

student of nature (phusikos) (1142a14–19). With regards to the things of nature, Aristotle

wonders if the young merely speak about the first principles of such things rather than trust

them either on account of a lack of experience, or because such principles are not as clear as

mathematical ones (1142a20–22). Though Aristotle emphasizes the lack of experience of the

young, we should remember their unsuitability for hearing the logoi of the political art follows

from their inability to order their longings according to logos.29 In light of this argument, the

problem for prudence may be one of longing, and since we know from the example of children

in Book III that the insatiable longing for pleasure characterizes licentiousness, our failure

oretical intelligence that apprehends undemonstrable first principles” (1996, pg. 132, Note 33), my reading
suggests these two meanings of nous are equally at work in Aristotle’s argument.
29Cf. 1095a2–13, pg. 72 above.
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to trust in the knowledge of natural first principles seems to be attributable to pleasure.30

With the association between prudence and the first principles that exist by nature,

we begin to see the intellect at work in prudence similar to the way it is at work in wisdom.31

Aristotle says, “Prudence corresponds to intellect, for intellect is concerned with the defining

boundaries (horoi), of which there is no logos ; and prudence is concerned with the ultimate

particular thing, of which there is not a science but rather a [sense-perception] (aisthēsis),

and a [sense-perception] not of things peculiar to one of the senses, but such as we ourselves

perceive that the last thing in the mathematical things is a triangle. . . But this is [sense-

perception] rather more than prudence” (1142a26–31). In speaking of intellect in relation

to “defining boundaries,” Aristotle recalls Book VI’s opening arguments connecting correct

logos to the defining boundaries of the means that are the moral virtues, but now with the

explicit declaration that there is no logos (correct or otherwise) of these boundaries, but

sense-perception that is the intellect.32 Though Aristotle maintains the sense-perception

of the intellect is distinct from the other senses, his designation of the intellect as “sense-

perception” is important for understanding its work in the human soul. By comparing

prudence’s sense-perception to perceiving a triangle in mathematics, it appears prudence in

action occurs when the various particulars involved come together within the intellect and

take shape. More importantly, the mathematical analogy for intellectual sense-perception

suggests the natural sense-perception of defining boundaries that allowed us to examine the

virtues as means may more properly have been the work of the prudent person than correct

logos, a possibility implied by a definition of virtue in Book II.33 It follows, then, that while

prudence can determine a clear course of action to do what is virtuous in any situation with

a finality similar to perceiving a triangle at the end of a geometric proof, there is no precise

way to account for all these particulars in logos prior to the action.

With the intellect’s sense-perception firmly established in relation to prudence, Aris-

totle revisits deliberation, only this time his interest is in “good-deliberation” (euboulia)

30Cf. 1119a35–1119b14, pg. 198 above.
31Cf. 1141a17–19, pg. 253 above.
32Cf. 1138b18–34, examined in the Introduction to Section 5.2, pg. 245 above.
33Cf. 1106b35–1107a1, pg. 174 above. See also Burger (2008, 59).
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(1142a32). Though one could say good-deliberation is a form of correctness (orthotēs) in

deliberation, this categorization is unsatisfactory since it is possible for a person lacking

self-restraint or a base person to happen or hit upon (tunchanō) something bad through

the consideration of logos (logismos) (1142b16–20). Good deliberation, then, must hit upon

what is good, and it must do so by intentionally using the proper “middle boundary” with

due attention to all relevant particulars (1142b21–28). Accordingly, good-deliberation seeks

what is advantageous in relation to an end (telos), and prudence is a “true conviction” of this

end (1142b29–34). This sequence of arguments hearkens back to the definition of prudence

as “deliberating nobly about the things good and advantageous to [oneself]” with respect to

“living well as a whole.”34 Insofar as prudence is a “true conviction” of an end, if this virtue’s

end is “living well,” then prudence is a true conviction of happiness; yet happiness—or any

end, for that matter—has yet to appear in relation to prudence.

As the inquiry into prudence develops, the arguments shed more light on the possible

ends for the intellect’s work through consideration of how prudence is distinct from com-

prehension (σύνεσις, sunesis) and judgment (γνώμη, gnōmē).35 In contrast to prudence’s

work of commanding what one should do, comprehension is fit only for judging (kritikē)

through opinion what others say in matters pertaining to prudence (1143a8–15). Aristotle

adds such judging must be done “nobly,” and he notes this is the same as doing it “well”

(eu) (1143a16). In this respect, what is noble is synonymous with what is good; for now,

however, Aristotle does not examine the relationship between the noble and the good, which

is significant since the noble (to kalon) makes few appearances since the account of great-

ness of soul in Book IV. As for judgment, it seems most associated with “sympathetic”

or “forgiving” judges (sungnōmonas) whose judgments are “correct” (orthē) because they

look to what is truly decent (alēthēs epieikēs) (1143a19–24). This passage marks the first

appearance of “the decent” since emerging at the end of Book V as what is just by nature,

making it superior to the just, which the inquiry supposes there to belong primarily to law.36

Here in Book VI, Aristotle once again presents the decent in an elevated light, saying, “The

34Cf. 1140a25–28, pg. 251 above.
35Gnōmē may also mean “that by which one perceives or knows,” “intelligence,” and “means of knowing.”
36Cf. 1137a31–1137b27, pg. 240 above.
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decent things are common to all good human beings in their being directed toward another”

(1143a31). Thus, through the decent, Aristotle finds a common way of thinking about the

good in relation to another that may not necessarily involve being the citizen of a particular

regime.37 And since the decent seems to exist by nature, it appears we are moving closer to

understanding how the intellect may look to a natural end by which we become good.38

At the same time as Aristotle presents the possibility of the intellect’s work being

guided by a single, natural end, he lays the foundations for understanding the intellect as a

single thing. Reflecting on those who are said to have judgment, prudence, comprehension,

and intellect, Aristotle suggests it is “reasonable” (eulogōs) to conclude all four of these

hexeis “tend towards the same thing” on account of their common concern with things that

are both last (eschaton) and particular (1143a26–30). After stating the things pertaining to

actions are last and particular and that tending to them requires prudence, comprehension,

and judgment, the intellect emerges as that which concerns itself with “both the first defining

boundaries and the ultimate [or “last”] particulars”; the first defining boundaries are un-

changing, whereas the particulars in action admit of being otherwise (1143a32–1143b3). In

making the preceding argument, Aristotle notes logos does not concern itself with the these

things (1143a36). Consequently, the supposition that prudence is the virtue of one half of

the part of the soul possessing logos is no longer valid. What is now under examination is

the intellect alone, which by its nature contemplates both the eternal things and those that

admit of being otherwise, and is equally capable of science, reasoning, and prudence.

Though the intellect concerns itself with both the first defining boundaries and the

last particular things, Aristotle posits the former things relate primarily to demonstrations

(and are therefore tied to science and wisdom), and the latter things relate to action (which

places them under reasoning) (1143b1–2). In actions, the last particular things are “the

principles (archai) of that for the sake of which one acts,” and universals follow from these

particulars (1143b3–4). To understand where Aristotle will take his arguments, recall the

37Here Aristotle anticipates the discussion of citizenship and the question of whether the good man and good
citizen are the same in the Politics, Book III, Chapters 1–6.
38Similarly, Burger notes the decent in Book VI concludes the discussion of the intellectual virtues and
prudence in the same way as it does for the moral virtues at the end of the examination of justice in Book
V (2008, 122).

257



end of Book II where he says it is difficult to define in logos all the particulars involved

in hitting upon the middle term in a given action because the particulars belong to sense-

perception (aisthēsis). Prefacing this argument is the exhortation to guard against pleasure,

for this is strong and bound to our sense-perception.39 Because the principles of actions are

particular, “one must possess (echein) sense-perception of these, and this is intellect. . . Hence

intellect is both a beginning (archē) and an end (telos), for the demonstrations arise from

these and concern them” (1143b5, 9–10).40 By revealing the intellect is sense-perception,

we can better understand why pleasure and pain pose a greater threat to the principles of

actions than mathematics, for intellect, pleasure, and pain are now all bound together in

sense-perception.41 As an end that is also an archē, one may either reason from the intellect

as a universal to consider how it speaks to particular things (which include pleasures and

pains), or one may use particular things to understand its character as a universal. While

this argument gives careful readers reason to see intellect and pleasure are bound together in

sense-perception, Aristotle does not draw attention to this conclusion, nor does he revisit his

earlier characterization of human beings as a mix of intellect and longing which leaves open

the question of what is authoritative in the human soul.42 In this respect, while the nature

of the intellect comes into fuller view, the absence of longing from the discussion suggests

Book VI’s contribution to our understanding of human nature is partial at best.

From the arguments about intellect as sense-perception, the inquiry reconsiders pru-

dence and wisdom, two intellectual virtues that do not seem to be natural in the same way

as judgment, comprehension, and intellect, for many suppose nature is the cause of one

possessing (echein) these last three things since they seem to arise in different times of life

(1143b8–9). One wonders, then, how human beings become wise and prudent. But before

considering how human beings come to be wise and prudent, Aristotle considers the question

of why wisdom and prudence are useful (chrēsimos) (1143b17). Wisdom does not seem to

39Cf. 1109b12–23, pg. 178 above.
40The translation of the part of the quotation prior to the ellipses is my own, meant primarily to bring out
Aristotle’s use of echein. Also, for the anticipation of the conclusion that intellect is sense-perception, see
1142a26–31, pg. 255 above.
41Cf. 1140b11–19, pg. 252 above.
42Cf. 1139a26–1139b5, pg. 248 above.
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be useful since it does not appear to contemplate (theōreō) anything by which one will be

happy (eudaimōn), whereas prudence does appear to contemplate such things (1143b18–22).

While prudence may be necessary for the contemplation of the things by which one may be

happy, if the virtues are hexeis, and if prudence concerns the just (ta dikaia), the noble (ta

kala), and the good things (ta agatha), then no human being will become good by knowing

these things; rather, one must do these things to become good, and doing them requires pos-

sessing the necessary hexeis, not the art associated with each (1143b23–27). Further, even if

prudence is for the sake of becoming good, then those who are already serious either because

they are prudent or obey those who are would have no need for prudence (1143b28–33).

There are two implicit arguments at work in these problems with wisdom and prudence. In

the case of wisdom, it seems we derive no good from the contemplation of anything other

than what is conducive to happiness. With respect to prudence, we see its connection to

the political art reinforced in a way that is consistent with Book I’s supposition that this

art concerns itself with the human good—happiness—and its first principles, the noble and

the just things.43 Because the political art seems to possess the prudence by which human

beings become happy, if there is no difference between the prudence derived from obeying

the laws and the prudence we can possess on our own, then the law-abiding citizen and the

person who is prudent on his own are equally happy. To make this argument, however, we

must assume the political art aims at what is just, noble, and good by nature, and further,

that following the prudence of another can account for all the relevant particulars in our own

actions.

By establishing prudence relates more directly to happiness than wisdom, Aristotle

recognizes the oddity of asserting that which is inferior to wisdom is more authoritative

(kuriōtera) than it (1143b34). The particular nature of the difficulty follows from the under-

standing that whatever makes or produces something “rules over (archei) and arranges that

thing,” which implies prudence is the ruler of both happiness and the human soul (1143b35).

To resolve this difficulty, Aristotle first posits wisdom and prudence are choiceworthy since

they are the virtues of each half of the part of the soul possessing logos (1144a1–2). Next,

43Cf. Section 3.4, “The Political Art,” pg. 138 above.
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Aristotle undercuts the idea of prudence making (poieō) happiness, stating wisdom and pru-

dence do not make something in the same way as the art of medicine makes health, but as

health makes health and wisdom makes happiness, “For wisdom, being a part of the whole

of virtue, makes one happy by being possessed (echesthai) and by being active (energein)”

(1144a3–6). By this account, wisdom—which supposedly contemplates nothing by which a

human being is happy—makes happiness through its possession and activity, perpetuating

itself through its own work just as health perpetuates itself. In this respect, wisdom is a

hexis or good-condition (euexia) of the soul.44 Elaborating upon the work of wisdom, Aris-

totle says, “Further, the work brings itself to completion according to prudence and moral

virtue: for virtue makes the target correct (orthon), and prudence the things towards this”

(1144a3–9).45 Wisdom, then, is a work, and although Aristotle says in the first clause of the

sentence that it takes its bearings from both prudence and moral virtue, the second clause

is ambiguous about the virtue that sets the “correct” target before it. Is this virtue moral,

intellectual, or some other sort? Yet there is one more point worthy of notice in these argu-

ments about wisdom, prudence, virtue, and happiness, for Aristotle notes the “fourth part of

the soul” (the nutritive) is not capable of acting or not acting, and therefore cannot possess

virtue (1144a10). Assuming the scientific, reasoning, and nutritive are the first, second, and

fourth parts of the soul, then the third part omitted from the preceding discussion is the

one without logos characterized by desiring (epithumētikos) and longing (orektikos).46 Given

the supposition that all moral virtue is the result of choice, and choice is a “deliberative

longing,” it is clear this account of virtue in the soul is incomplete.47

As Book VI draws to its conclusion, a new division of virtue emerges: natural virtue

(aretē phusikē) and authoritative virtue (aretē kurian) (1144b1–4). To explain this new

conception of virtue, Aristotle notes all people seem to hold the opinion that the characters

associated with the moral virtues (i.e., being just, courageous, or moderate) come to be

44Cf. 1119a16–18, pg. 199 above, as well as Note 89 on the same page.
45The translation of this passage is my own. I diverge from Bartlett and Collins’s rendering of the verb
ἀποτελεῖται as “is completed” to bring out the term’s literal meaning and draw attention to the middle
voice of the verb, which suggests a subject acting upon itself.
46Cf. 1102b29–31, pg. 133 above.
47Cf. 1113a10–13, pg. 185 above.
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by nature through birth (1144b4–6). Such characters, however, are distinct from the “au-

thoritative good” (to kuriōs agathon) the inquiry seeks and such things that come to be in

different ways (1144b7). Before proceeding, we should note this is the first time Aristotle

explicitly speaks of the good as authoritative in relation to anything in the Nicomachean

Ethics. Suggesting the authoritative good is the same as authoritative virtue, Aristotle says,

For in both children and beasts, the natural hexeis are present, but they
are manifestly harmful in the absence of intellect. . . [But] just as a strong
body moving without eyesight will end up stumbling with considerable
force because it is without sight, so it is also in this case. But if someone
[takes hold of] intellect, his actions will alter accordingly; and the hexis he
possesses, though similar to what it was, will then be [authoritative virtue]
(1144b8–13).48

The first part of the argument revisits the perplexity of suffering harm from the good things,

now establishing the natural hexeis (i.e., virtues) require guidance to make them truly good

for us.49 The proper guide for the natural virtues is the intellect, and due to its charac-

terization as sense-perception in Book VI, we can better grasp why arguments in Books I

and II refer to it by analogy as the eye of the soul.50 Though intellect appears to be the

key to “authoritative virtue,” there are two open questions following this line of thought.

First, is the “authoritative good” the same as “authoritative virtue”? Second, is the intellect

“authoritative virtue,” or does this title belong instead to natural virtues with intellect?

Though Aristotle indicates authoritative virtue depends upon intellect, the subse-

quent arguments turn the reader’s attention back to prudence, correct logos, and moral

virtue. After concluding character requires both natural and authoritative virtue, Aristo-

tle notes the latter form of virtue does not come to be without prudence (1144b14–17).

This observation occasions an allusion to Socrates, who on the one hand receives praise for

“nobly” (kalōs) saying the virtues do not come to be without prudence, but on the other

hand is in error by supposing all virtues are forms of prudence (1144b18–21). Socrates’s

48I have made two alterations to Bartlett and Collins’s translation of this passage. First, I change their
translation of lambanō from “gains” to “takes hold of” in order to bring out the verb’s literal meaning and
distinguish it from the term for “gain,” kerdos. Second, I have made a small adjustment to their translation
of kuriōs aretē as “virtue in the authoritative sense.”
49Cf. 1094b17–19, pg. 70 above.
50For the relevant arguments about the intellect, the eye of the soul, and virtue, see 1096b27–30 (pg. 81
above) and 1106a14–23 (pg. 171) above.
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noble opinion receives further confirmation by those who suppose hexeis associated with

virtue are in accord with correct logos, for the logos is “correct” because it is in accord with

prudence (1144b22–24). Aristotle, however, sees one thing to refine in this opinion: rather

than positing prudence accords with correct logos, one should posit prudence is with correct

logos (1144b25–27). The reason for this slight change is another error by Socrates, namely,

holding the virtues to be logoi (since he is said to think they are kinds of scientific knowl-

edge) (1144b28). For his part, Aristotle concludes we will hold the virtues are “with logos,”

now dropping “correct” from the description (1144b28). Aristotle’s primary objection to

Socrates seems to be the assumption that prudence obeys and looks to logos as its guide in

order to lead human beings to be virtuous. To clarify, whereas saying prudence is “in accord

with correct logos” suggests correct logos is authoritative over virtue, claiming prudence is

“with logos” implies prudence and logos share their being with one another. Given Book

VI’s earlier arguments about the authoritative nature of intellect over logos and prudence,

intellect retains a strong claim to the title of “authoritative virtue.”

5.2.3. Prudence and the Political Art

In between the arguments introducing wisdom as science and intellect of what is

“most honorable by nature,” Aristotle uses wisdom to put the political art and prudence in

perspective, wondering, “It is strange if someone supposes the political art or prudence to

be most serious (spoudaiotatē), if a human being is not the best (to ariston) of things in

the cosmos” (1141a21).51 With this statement, Aristotle calls into question the fundamental

assumptions of Book I, namely, that happiness (the human work) is the best end, and this

belongs to the political art, the “most architectonic” art.52 When held in comparison to

the cosmos, a human being is small, and on account of this, both the human good and the

political art lose their grandeur, for how could the human good be the good of the cosmos?

Through his statement about the cosmos, Aristotle helps us better understand what

he means by defining wisdom as both science and intellect: since science is the knowledge of

the first principles of the eternal things belonging to necessity and intellect is sense-perception

51Cf. 1141a20, 1141b3–4, pg. 253 above for the passages about what is “most honorable by nature.”
52Cf. 1094a18–27 together with 1095a14–20 for the arguments connecting the best end to the political art
through happiness (pgs. 67 & 89 above.)
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of first principles, wisdom seems to be a human being’s sense-perception of the first principles

of the cosmos.53 Because of wisdom’s concern with the whole of the cosmos, it is distinct

from prudence, which many consider to contemplate well the things of oneself (1141a22–25).

Further, if wisdom were prudence, then there would be many forms of wisdom, for prudence’s

focus on what is advantageous for oneself means there are many forms of prudence which

may belong to animals as well as human beings (1141a26–33). This last point, however, is

of little relevance, since that which sets the cosmos together has a more divine nature than

both human beings and animals (1141a34–1141b2).54 In this way, the cosmic perspective

wisdom offers human beings reminds us of Socrates’s second-sailing and his turn towards

understanding the things that bind and hold together the cosmos, which are the needful

(deon) and the good.55

While Aristotle presents wisdom as something necessary to guide human life, its

use remains questionable, for many do not hold those who are wise—like the philosophers

Anaxagoras and Thales—to be prudent, for in spite of their knowing “extraordinary, won-

drous (thaumasta), difficult, and daimonic things,” they appear to be both “ignorant of the

things advantageous to themselves” and “useless” since they do not seek the human goods

(1141b5–8).56 Notice how Aristotle himself does not deny philosophers are both wise and

prudent, but attributes this opinion to the many, which suggests philosophers’ contemplation

of wondrous things may be advantageous to them. This possibility anticipates the paradoxi-

cal observations in Book VI that while wisdom contemplates nothing by which human beings

become happy, possessing wisdom and having it in-work (or “activity,” energein) will make

them happy.57 Between these two statements, the basis of the connection between wisdom

and happiness shifts from thinking about things one may acquire to thinking itself, leaving

53Cf. 1139b19–24, pg. 249 above.
54The verb for “to set together” is συνίστημι, which is distinct from the verb for “to hold together,” συνέχω

(sunechō), in the account of justice.
55Cf. pg. 176 above for the summary of Socrates’s arguments from Plato’s Phaedo.
56In Book I of the Politics, Aristotle tells the story of Thales, the reputed founder of philosophy, who through
his study of the stars determined a good olive harvest was approaching, and therefore bought all the olive
presses for himself. When the harvest came and the presses were in high demand, Thales rented them out
and made much money. From this story, Aristotle concludes philosophers could become wealthy if they
wanted to, but making money is not a pursuit in which they have serious interest (1259a6–17).
57Cf. 1143b18–22 & 1145a3–6, pgs. 258 & 259 above.
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us to wonder why the life of philosophy—the love of wisdom—may not also possess its own

prudence by which we may become happy.

After providing the initial arguments for how prudence relates to deliberation, Aristo-

tle begins his comparison between prudence and the political art by stating each is the same

hexis, but not the same being (1141b25). With respect to the city, there are two forms of

prudence: the legislative art (nomthetikē), which is architectonic prudence, and the political

art (politikē), which is fit for action and deliberation (1141b26–28). Because the political

art considers the last things regarding actions, many think only those who make decrees

engage in political life (1141b28). In Book V, the legislative art is supposed to be the use

of “complete virtue” in relation to another, and this seems to be the justice associated with

the virtue that is complete in relation to another.58 Now, in Book VI, it seems justice is a

form of prudence. But prudence primarily concerns knowledge (gnōsis) of what is good for

oneself, and politicians who look to the good of another are held to be “busybodies” rather

than prudent (1141b29–1142a3). In this respect, prudence seems to oppose justice, though

it is possible for prudence to complement justice as “complete virtue” in relation to oneself.

The questions of how the legislative art relates to the political art suggest limits to

Aristotle’s division of the two forms of political prudence. The political art is on the one hand

deliberative (bouleutikē), and on the other hand judicial (dikastikē) (1141b33). Prudence in

the city, then, considers both what is good for the city’s actions and how to render judgments

according to the laws of the city, which were set down by the legislator. In each case, if the

primary concern of prudence is what is good for oneself, both forms of the political art are

necessary for the city to act for its own good. To make such a statement, however, one must

assume the city knows what its own good is. Accordingly, the question of how prudence

and the political art relate to one another gives way to the question of what is the good at

which the city aims. In turn, the question of the good of the city requires us to reconsider

its tension with the human good, for if prudence relates primarily to knowledge of what is

good for oneself, is one’s own good commensurate with the city’s own good?

In addition to legislation and the political art, Aristotle declares another form of

58Cf. 1129b13–1130a6, pgs. 231–233 above.
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political prudence is household management (οἰκονομία, oikonomia), and shortly thereafter,

wonders if human beings can do well for themselves (i.e., be prudent) without household

management or a regime (politea) (1141b31). This last consideration prompts Aristotle’s

statement about the young’s ignorance of nature and its first principles, an observation

which sets in motion the inquiry into the intellect and its sense-perception of first principles.59

From these two arguments, Aristotle’s statement about household management as it relates

to prudence poses two questions. First, does prudence require some political authority for

direction? After all, both the household and the regime fall under the authority of parents

and legislators, respectively. Second, if prudence is bound to the intellect and its sense-

perception of first principles that exist by nature, would it then be the case that prudence

serves ends greater than those of the city?

With the final arguments of Book VI, Aristotle challenges the authority of the political

art by noting prudence lacks authority (kuria) over wisdom in the same way as the art of

medicine lacks authority over health, for while the art of medicine acts for the sake of health,

it does not command health (1145a6–9).60 Offering another analogy, to say prudence has such

authority over wisdom is akin to claiming “the political art rules (archein) over the gods

because it issues commands about all things (panta ta) in the city” (1145a10–11). With

the first of these arguments, Aristotle speaks to the authoritative nature of ends with the

example of an end that exists by nature (i.e., health). In this example, the work of the art of

medicine is not to create an end for itself, but to work for the sake of health when it needs

to be restored. With the second argument, Aristotle reaffirms his earlier statement from the

account of wisdom about there being things more divine in the cosmos than human beings

(which in this case are the gods).61 This argument about the gods appears to come from a

pious perspective, suggesting it is presumptuous to legislate to the gods who are naturally

superior to both human beings and the city.62 But in the context of wisdom understood as

59Cf. 1142a11–22, pg. 254 above for the beginning of these arguments.
60Here I omit part of Aristotle’s argument, for he says “wisdom or the better part,” with no clear reference
to what “the better part” is, though most translators interpolate it is of the soul.
61Cf. 1141a21–1141b2, pg. 262 above.
62With his point about legislating to the gods, Aristotle quietly questions the legitimacy of any city’s laws
that make proclamations concerning the gods.
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science and intellect of the things most honorable by nature, the argument questions the

political art’s claim to legislating about such things. In speaking of “all things” and the

question of ruling, Aristotle ultimately challenges the political art’s authority to legislate

over and above nature’s first principles, and one in particular: the good.

At the conclusion of Book VI, Aristotle’s arguments about wisdom and the political

art hearken back to the distinction between philosophers and the political art in Book I:

whereas the former seek an end that exists by nature, the latter takes the being of the end

at which it aims upon itself, and in doing so, potentially subverts the authority of nature.63

But if the political art is a form of prudence, and if prudence in the truest sense should follow

wisdom, is it possible for the political art to follow wisdom? While this seems to be a stretch,

recall Aristotle places the political art under the authority of the legislative art, a form of

“architectonic” prudence. The implication of this order is the laws ought to govern the

actions and choices of each person in the city. But if prudence ultimately concerns doing the

things conducive to our own good, how do we discern what this is? Answering this question

by saying “whatever the legislative art orders” begs the question of what its good is. Here

we may be able to understand why Aristotle argues prudence must follow wisdom, for the

orientation of wisdom towards the whole of the cosmos suggests there is some order—some

good—greater than oneself that could offer some clarity on how to pursue one’s own good.64

Admittedly this is a radical step for the inquiry, and we ought to wonder why Aristotle

opens things up to such a grand perspective. Recall, however, that while the inquiry into

prudence suggests longing and pleasure can affect one’s intellect, Aristotle does not go into

detail about these things. Starting in Book VII, Aristotle finally begins to examine more

thoroughly how pleasure affects the order of the soul. Of all the things capable of shaping

the way we think of what is good for ourselves, pleasure is perhaps the strongest, and it is

on account of the strength of pleasure in our nature that Aristotle must increasingly rely on

63Cf. the first three paragraphs of Section 3.4, “The Political Art,” starting on pg. 138 above.
64In addition to arriving at the conclusion that the connection between prudence and the political art shows
the more authoritative place of the good as an end for all things, Strauss contends Aristotle’s distinction
between practical wisdom and arts and sciences was necessary to show how all the arts and sciences that
are in the service of the political art have particular goods that are subject to the political art’s prudence,
which concerns “the whole human good” through considering “the highest human good” (1978, 28–29).
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wisdom to help us understand the proper order of the soul in relation to the good.

5.3. Pleasure and Nature

With the need to understand how pleasure affects the order of the soul, we can make

sense of Book VII’s puzzling opening statement that sets the Ethics on a new path. Book

VII commences with Aristotle’s call for “another beginning (archē),” stating there are three

forms (eidē) of things concerning character that should be avoided: vice, lack of self-restraint

(akrasia), and brutishness (1145a15–16). Contrary to each of these three things are virtue,

self-restraint (enkrateia), and some “heroic and divine (theian) virtue” beyond human beings

that some assert is a hexis by which human beings become gods through an excess of virtue

(1145a19–25). While it appears as if Aristotle will focus on the extremes of virtue and

vice, he quickly dismisses divine virtue and brutishness, noting the former hexis is “more

honorable than virtue,” the latter something different than vice, and declaring both hexeis

rarely reside in human beings (1145a25–32). With the elimination of the two extremes

relating to character, Aristotle keeps our attention on the things related to human beings,

namely, virtue and self-restraint, and vice and lack of self-restraint.

Considering self-restraint and lack of self-restraint are first mentioned in Book I, we

ought to wonder why Aristotle holds off their examination until Book VII and places them

in the context of “another archē.” In speaking of three things to be avoided and their

contraries, Aristotle recalls his list of the three things of choice and their contraries in Book

II: the things of choice being the noble, the advantageous, and the pleasant, and the things

of avoidance being the shameful, the harmful, and the painful.65 These things first appear

amidst arguments indicating there is more to virtue than pleasures and pains, a point which

leads into the challenge the political art faces in dealing with pleasure since it is bound to

human nature from infancy.66 In these arguments, pleasure poses two problems, for not only

does it lead human beings to abstain from doing noble things, but as an end, the pleasant

distorts our perception of what is noble and advantageous. Consequently, Aristotle’s call for

another archē may be twofold, marking both another beginning for the inquiry and inviting

65Cf. 1104b29–1105a1, pg. 169 above.
66Cf. 1104b9–28 & 1105a2–10, pg. 168 above.
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the consideration of another end in relation to character.

From the preceding considerations, we can discern why Book VII presents us with

the need for “another archē.” At the end of Book VI, through wisdom, Aristotle leaves us

with a need to know what first principles exist by nature. In the beginning of Book VII, the

arguments about character hearken back to ends worthy of pursuit and the problem pleasure

poses for understanding these ends. Aristotle alludes to this problem when he notes pleasure

and pain distort archai, an argument with implications that do not become apparent until he

clearly establishes intellect as sense-perception.67 Further, since the beginning of Book VII

emphasizes the need to understand human nature, we should recall the perplexing statement

early in Book VI that a human being is one of two archai : intellect characterized by longing

(orektikos nous) or longing characterized by thinking (orexis dianoētikē).68 In spite of posing

this question of what is authoritative in human nature, Aristotle does not attempt to answer

it, most notably when he omits a discussion of the desiring (epithumetikos) and longing

(orektikos) characteristics of the human soul.69 In Book VII, we gain more clarity on how

the intellect exists along with desiring, longing, pleasure, and pain; we also learn more about

how pleasure and the good relate to one another through the discovery of political philosophy.

5.3.1. Knowledge and Self-Restraint

Introducing self-restraint and the lack of self-restraint, Aristotle states that whereas

the self-restrained person knows (eidōs) one’s desires (epithumia) are base and acts according

to logos, the person lacking self-restraint knows one’s desires are base but acts according

to passion (pathos) (1145b12–14). This introduction to self-restraint and its contrary is

consistent with Book I’s characterization of each thing, with the fundamental problem being

whether or not one is able to order one’s longings, desires, and passions according to logos.70

Aristotle, however, soon changes his approach by turning to Socrates’s argument that no one

who has scientific knowledge (epistēmē) acts contrary to science when it is “in-intellect,” for

it would be a terrible thing if something overpowers this knowledge and drags it around as if

67Cf. 1143b5, 9–10, pg. 257 above.
68Cf. 1139b5, pg. 248 above.
69Cf. 1104a10, pg. 260 above.
70Cf. 1095a5–12, pg. 72 above.
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it were a slave (1145b22–24).71 For Socrates, he did not think lack of self-restraint is possible

and therefore challenged any logos saying it is, claiming those who act contrary to what is

best (to beltiston) do so in ignorance (agnoia), not intentionally (1145b25–27). On account

of Socrates’s argument, Aristotle sets out to examine what ignorance would be responsible

for lack of self-restraint if this argument is true (1145b28–31). In this way, the examination

of self-restraint is a challenge to Socrates.

Amidst the several perplexities regarding the lack of self-restraint, there is one posed

by the Sophists worthy of particular attention. Noting the Sophists wish to win their argu-

ments by way of a paradox (literally, “an apparent contradiction”), Aristotle explains they

argue lack of self-restraint along with foolishness is a virtue, “For in that case a person, on

account of his lack of self-restraint, does things contrary to what he supposes; and he sup-

poses that things actually good are bad and that he therefore ought not to do them—with

the result that he will do what is actually good and not bad” (1146a23–31). The Sophists’

logos, then, holds the way one does what is good is irrelevant so long as the good is the

result. In other words, the end justifies the means, and it does not matter whether the good

end comes about in a good or bad way. Aristotle concedes this logos is compelling, and for

those who attempt to refute it, they are “tied in knots,” unable to find an effective rebuttal

(1146a25–26). The Sophists’ logos poses a significant challenge to Socrates’s argument, for

why would one need to alleviate another of ignorance if lack of self-restraint still produces

what is good? Thus, through the Sophists, Aristotle presents us with another question: Why

is it necessary to think correctly about what is good and bad?

One potential explanation for the lack of self-restraint holds that those whom plea-

sure overpowers act contrary not to scientific knowledge, but opinion (1145b32–35). This

distinction between science and opinion, however, does not matter if one trusts (pisteuō)

either of these things in a weak way (1146b24–31). Nonetheless, with science at least, there

seems to be a difference between one who possesses (echonta) it and uses it, and one who

possesses it but does not use it (1146b32–33). By “use” of science, Aristotle means con-

templating (theōreō) it, for if one both possesses and contemplates science, it would be a

71Here I render the term ἐνούσης as literally as possible with “in-intellect,” though there is no formal
definition for it in Liddell and Scott’s lexicon.
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terrible thing not to abide by such knowledge (1146b34–36). Here we find Aristotle agreeing

with Socrates’s argument that those who have scientific knowledge do not lack self-restraint,

but with a refinement of the Socratic position by emphasizing the need to contemplate

this knowledge. Aristotle’s argument also builds off his presentation of science in Book VI

as knowledge of first principles that is a hexis only if one trusts (pisteuō) in these by being

familiar (gnōrimos) with them.72 Accordingly, it seems the contemplation of scientific knowl-

edge by which pleasures do not overpower a human being requires trust in one’s scientific

knowledge, which is to say, one needs trust in first principles in the face of strong pleasures.

The importance of first principles grows by considering if self-restraint results from

someone holding both the correct universal and particular premises, but only acting accord-

ing to one in a given situation (1147a1–4). With respect to the universal, it may apply either

to oneself (i.e., as a human being), or to a particular thing in question (i.e., such as what

foods are healthy), and one may therefore be in error from either perspective about what

foods would be good for oneself at a particular time (1147a5–6). This error applying the

universal may occur in one of two ways: either one lacks the universal knowledge, which

is not blameworthy, or one has such knowledge yet does not make it active (energein),

which is something wondrous (thaumaston) (1147a7–9). Though there is a difference be-

tween universals and particulars, each belongs to sense-perception—the intellect—which is

both a beginning (archē) and an end (telos).73 Notice how at the same time as Aristotle’s

arguments push towards the intellect, we see hexis and activity (energeia, in the form of the

verb) come back into the inquiry to suggest one’s scientific knowledge must be in-activity (or

“working”) in order to withstand the strength of pleasures. In this way, the intellect emerges

as the capacity in the human soul where scientific knowledge, first principles, hexeis, and

activities are all working together.

After alluding to the complementarity between hexis and energeia in the discussion

of self-restraint, Aristotle takes a closer look at hexis, stating it has two forms: one where a

human being possesses and uses the hexis, and one where a human being possesses but does

not use the hexis on account of being either asleep, mad, drunk, or controlled by passions

72Cf. 1139b33–35, pg. 250 above.
73Cf. 1143b5, 9–10, pg. 257 above.
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such as spiritedness (thumos), sexual desire, or anything that brings about changes in the

body (1147a10–16). Clarifying what it means to possess scientific knowledge but not use it,

Aristotle comments on how a person who may be drunk could recite the logoi of a science

like someone reciting lines of poetry without understanding them (1147a17–20). Similarly,

while those who are first learning may be able to put logoi together, they do not fully know

the logoi, for one naturally grows (sumphuō) into knowing over time (1147a21–22). In each

case, those who lack self-restraint but do not make use of the science they possess as a hexis

are like actors (1147a23). With the first step in the preceding arguments, Aristotle seems

to adhere to his original argument from Book I against locating virtue in a hexis, instead

favoring activity.74 But with the second step, Aristotle refines our understanding of hexis by

emphasizing its intellectual component and the sense in which we possess or hold the logoi

of scientific knowledge. To truly possess scientific knowledge as a hexis, one must both hold

this knowledge and use it or, following the meaning of energeia, put it into work. By this

account, neither hexis nor activity are separate from one another, for a hexis in the proper

sense is knowledge put to work.

Aristotle’s emphasis on nature grows with his consideration of how the cause of the

lack of self-restraint may be natural (phusikōs) (1147a24).75 The argument takes its bearings

from the universal and particular premises, establishing the former premise is an opinion

while the latter is subject to authoritative (kuria) sense-perception (aisthēsis) (1147a24–

26). Whenever the universal and particular premise share the same conclusion, the soul

must assent to it; similarly, when making something, the soul must do what the premises

conclude (1147a27–29). For example, if the universal premise is one should taste all sweet

things, and the particular thing before oneself is sweet, then one must taste the sweet thing

(1147a32). But, suppose there are two universal premises, one forbidding the tasting of

sweet things, the other holding all sweet things are pleasant: if the second universal premise

is active (energei) in a way the first is not, and if the desire for the sweet thing is present

by chance, then this desire may lead the body to taste the sweet thing forbidden by the first

74Cf. 1098b34–1099a3, pg. 104 above.
75Burger notes “nature” appears more in Book VII than any of the other Books in the Nicomachean Ethics
(2008, pg. 262, Note 2).

271



universal premise (1147a33–35). From this second example, it is possible for someone to

lack self-restraint through logos, for the reason why one acts contrary to the first universal

premise (identified here as “correct logos”) is because one’s opinion that a sweet thing should

be tasted follows the lead of a bodily desire (1147a36–1147b3).76 In the course of making this

argument for how logos may lead to a lack of self-restraint, note how the second universal

premise relies upon the allure of the pleasant, and this is what desire seeks. Consequently,

the problem of the lack of self-restraint is twofold, owing its origins to the immediacy of the

desires and the logos drawing oneself to the pleasant.

To “undo” the ignorance (agnoia) by which one follows the lead of the premise related

to desire and become a knower (epistēmōn), Aristotle appeals to a logos from those who

study nature (phusiologōn) (1147b6–8). According to this logos, since the ending (teleutaios)

premise is both an opinion and something of sense-perception (aisthētos) that is authoritative

over actions, the person in the grip of passion (pathos) either does not possess (echein) the

final premise or possesses it without knowing it scientifically and therefore speaks of this

knowledge as an actor (1147b9–13). Here Aristotle admits the attempt to disprove the

Socratic argument about ignorance and the lack of self-restraint fails, conceding the lack

of self-restraint occurs not when one possesses science authoritatively, but only when the

knowledge in question is bound to sense-perception and may therefore be led by passion

(1147b16–18).77 With respect to Aristotle’s characterization of knowers, it seems they both

possess scientific knowledge (which is of first principles) and engage in an activity according

to this knowledge in such a way as to avoid being led by the passions and desires. Such

people, for example, would not act contrary to the universal premise that one should not eat

sweet things even if they are pleasant. By contrast, the person lacking self-restraint finds

the sense-perception of something sweet is too strong, and out of the desire to enjoy the

pleasures of such things, reasons and acts contrary to the universal premise one possesses

but does not make active. Taken together, the preceding considerations complicate our

76In this argument, Burger notes Aristotle further weakens any remaining authority of correct logos by
making it nothing more than a “bare prohibition” against an action; as such, correct logos (unlike prudence)
cannot say anything about one’s own good (2008, 144).
77Cf. Tessitore (1996, 54–57) and Burger (2008, 134).
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understanding of the soul, for if intellect and desire both share in sense-perception, how does

one act according to what one knows in the face of strong desires? From the case of the

person who lacks self-restraint in the face of sweet things, we receive a hint of how to order

the soul: one must better understand the nature of pleasure.

5.3.2. Types of Pleasures

The turn towards a closer examination of pleasure begins with Aristotle wondering if

there is lack of self-restraint simply (haplōs), or according to a part (meros) (1147b20–22).

Aristotle begins by stating self-restraint and its lack concern pleasures and pains (1147b23).

Of the things that produce pleasure, they are on the one hand necessary (anankaia), and on

the other hand “choiceworthy (haireta) in themselves but susceptible to excess” (1147b24–

26). The necessary pleasures are bodily and include nourishment, sexual need, and the

other bodily pleasures that are the concern of licentiousness and moderation (1147b25–29).

The pleasures choiceworthy in themselves include “victory, honor, wealth, and the good and

pleasant things of that sort” (1147b30–32). Between these two types of pleasures, only those

who go to excess in the pursuit of pleasures choiceworthy in themselves are held to lack

self-restraint in a qualified way, for such people are said to act contrary to the correct logos

in themselves with respect to money, gain, honor, or spiritedness (1147b33). One strange

feature of the preceding arguments is the indication that only the pleasures choiceworthy in

themselves admit of excess, for it is obvious a human being can go to excess in necessary

pleasures such as nourishment and sex. Aristotle seems to allude to this point by positing lack

of self-restraint simply concerns the same things as licentiousness. Further, another problem

presents itself in Aristotle’s suggestion that correct logos deals primarily with choiceworthy

pleasures but not necessary ones. Given the supposition in the account of the moral virtues

that they are all in accord with correct logos, why does Aristotle now confine its focus to

one form of pleasure?

Before proceeding into Aristotle’s examination of the two forms of pleasure, we should

take note of the ways in which the current arguments hearken back to the general account

of moral virtue as well as the introduction to the discussion of moderation. In Book II,

Aristotle establishes the concerns of moral virtue are pleasures and pains. The pleasure one
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takes in being virtuous is a mark of one’s hexis, and what supposedly preserves this hexis is

the mean.78 Self-restraint, then, shares the same concerns as the moral virtues. Further, in

Book III’s examination of moderation, Aristotle distinguishes between two forms of desire:

the common (koinai) and those that are “one’s own and added.”79 While the common desires

are the same as the necessary pleasures, those that are one’s own are not specified, though

there is something natural about them since human beings derive pleasure from different

things. The pleasures choiceworthy in themselves, however, do appear as pleasures of the

soul that affect one’s thinking (dianoia), though Aristotle states such pleasures do not relate

to moderation and licentiousness.80 It appears, therefore, that a revision of the account of

the moral virtues continues, now more attuned to the nature of pleasure and its effect on

thinking. And although Aristotle seems to be putting off an inquiry into how things such as

wealth and honor relate to thinking, note how he places such things among those that are

“good and pleasant,” not the noble things. This is significant, for the account of political

courage suggests the longing (orexis) for the noble drives the pursuit of honor.81 Accordingly,

Book VII’s arguments indicate virtue requires understanding the place of the good and the

pleasant things in life.

After establishing simple lack of self-restraint entails acting contrary to one’s thinking

about the pleasures and pains of taste and touch and pursuing an excess of pleasures and

avoiding pains, Aristotle turns to the choiceworthy pleasures and desires that belong among

the “noble (kalōn) and serious (spoudaiōn) things,” are choiceworthy by nature (phusei),

and include money (or “the useful things,” chrēmata), gain, victory, honor, and other similar

things (1148a2–10, 24–26). If there is blame regarding these pleasures, it is not on account

of being affected by, desiring, or loving (philein) them, but doing so in excess (1148a27–

29). Accordingly, while there is no corruption “for all those who, contrary to logos, are

either overpowered by or pursue something by nature noble and good (kalōn kai agathōn),”

those who are more serious than they should be about the choiceworthy things by nature

78Cf. 1104a12–1104b26, pg. 168 above.
79Cf. 1118b9–13, pg. 194 above.
80Cf. 1117b24–1118a1, pg. 194 above.
81Cf. 1116a17–29, pg. 191 above.
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receive blame for being base (1148a30–1148b6). For example, in addition to being too

serious about honor, it is possible to be too serious about parents and children (1148a32–

34). Whereas Aristotle begins his inquiry into the two types of pleasure with the odd

supposition that excess pertains primarily to the choiceworthy pleasures, the arguments now

indicate excess is a problem for the whole of pleasure.82 With respect to the choiceworthy

pleasures, within a short sequence of arguments, they receive three designations: good and

pleasant (1147a30), noble and serious (1148a23), and noble and good (1148a29). How,

then, should we understand the character of the choiceworthy pleasures? In Book I, after

using the example of the Olympic athletes to elevate activities over hexeis by saying only

those who “act correctly” win the noble and good (kalos k’agathos) things in life, Aristotle

speaks of pleasure in the soul following philia, adding those who are lovers of what is noble

(philosokalos) love what is pleasant by nature while the pleasures of the many conflict with

one another. These arguments speak not only to the need for a certain end to understand

the place of pleasure in the life of virtue, but connect the noble and the good on the basis of

pleasure through the example of the serious person who possesses and contemplates logos.83

In Book VII, since the various categorizations of the choiceworthy pleasures occur within

the context of a discussion about pleasure, we have to wonder if the noble and serious and

the noble and good things are truly set apart from the good and pleasant things. We also

should question the outlook of the morally serious man who has been the model for the life

of virtue thus far, for if it is possible to be base by going to excess in the pursuit of being

noble and good, there must be some moderate remedy to save him from noble baseness.

The role of philia in relation to the choiceworthy pleasures deserves further attention,

for such philia seems to be what human beings must avoid above all else. This insight is

notable since it concerns not only the good things that are part of Book II’s account of

the desires that are “one’s own and added,” but familial relations, which suggests there is

pleasure associated with friendship in the family that is akin to the pleasure connected with

other good and pleasant things. The kinship between philia and its pleasure as it relates to

both things and people appears to build off the curious statement in Book III about how

82Cf. 1147b24–26, pg. 273 above.
83For all relevant arguments from Book I, see 1098b34–1099a24, pgs. 104–108 above.
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the things that come to be through friends have their archē “in ourselves.” The archē, in

turn, is whatever “leads the way” and chooses in oneself (autos), much like a king (or ruler)

chooses what the people of the city will follow. The preceding line of thought gives way to

the characterization of choice as “deliberative longing” (bouletikē orexis), an idea Aristotle

revises in Book VI with the suggestion that human nature is either intellect characterized

by longing (orektikos nous) or longing characterized by thinking (orexis dianoētikē).84 In

speaking of the proper relationship to pleasure in terms of friendship, Aristotle suggests the

pertinent question in these matters is the archē involved. As such, the question is twofold,

encompassing both the capacity in oneself from which one acts and the end for the sake

which one acts.

Starting with that from which one acts, Aristotle offers a new perspective on hexeis

by considering their various forms, beginning by establishing what is pleasant by nature

is so either simply or in relation to particular human beings and animals (1148a15–16).

Consequently, some things are pleasant in relation to all things, and some things are pleasant

in relation to the nature of the being in question. As for things not pleasant by nature, they

may become pleasant on account of defects, habits, or corrupt natures (1148a17–18). From

these forms of pleasure, it is possible to see the assorted hexeis related to them: the brutish

(such as people who eat other human beings), those arising from illness or madness, the

diseased, or those arising from habit (ethos) (1148b18–29). In the case of those whose

natures are corrupt, there is no blame for the lack of self-restraint, nor is there blame for

lack of self-restraint on the part of those who are diseased through habit (1148ab31–34).

From these considerations, Aristotle sets those with corrupt natures, brutish hexeis, defects,

or disease (which may or may not result from habit) outside of vice (1148b35–1149a1). A

notable subtlety of the preceding arguments is the silence on how certain habits lead to

being diseased, which suggests a need for self-restraint before someone forms a diseased

hexis. Considering the hexeis Aristotle omits from being part of vice, it seems the issue in

need of consideration is avoiding the choice of pleasures conducive to vice.

The underlying problem with the lack of self-restraint becomes apparent if one con-

84For the preceding arguments, see 1112b25–26, 1113a5–13, pgs. 185–186 above, & 1139b5, pg. 248 above.

276



templates (theōreō) how it relates to both spiritedness and desire (1149a24–26). Spiritedness—

the capacity by which human beings feel anger and most associated with war—is capable

of listening to logos, for if one hears or suspects an insult on account of logos or imagi-

nation, respectively, spiritedness will seek revenge (1149a30–34). Because spiritedness has

a “heated and swift nature,” it often “mishears” logos and sets off after revenge without

fully considering the whole of logos, much like a dog barks at the sound of a knock on the

door before finding out if the person at the door is a friend (1149a25–30). But with de-

sire, “if logos or sense-perception merely says that something is pleasant, it sets off after

enjoyment” (1149a35). With the desires, then, the allure of the pleasant in both logos and

sense-perception is a problem. And while there may be lack of self-restraint in relation to

spiritedness and desire, the lack of self-restraint related to desire is more shameful since

there does not appear to be any logos conquering oneself (1149b1–3). This last argument,

however, is paradoxical, for if only spiritedness listens to logos (albeit incompletely), why

can one’s desires be set in motion by the logos of the pleasant?

Briefly setting aside the question of how logos relates to the desires, Aristotle’s con-

tinued examination of the desires shows they may not be as base as he initially presents

them in relation to spiritedness. To start, Aristotle concedes there is some forgiveness with

respect to natural longings since such desires are common to all, though the desires for

what is excessive (“unnecessary desires”) are less natural than spiritedness and harshness

(1149b1–8). In this respect, while it may be shameful to lack self-restraint of the desires,

there is no denying there are necessary desires and pleasures in life that may be satisfied

within certain limits. Aristotle then portrays the desires as being more unjust (adikōteros)

than spiritedness, claiming they hatch plots like Aphrodite, whom Homer describes as a

“weaver of wiles” whose embroidered girdle with “its alluring words. . . stole the [intellect] of

one who is most [prudent]” (1149b13–17).85 With this argument, Aristotle aims to rouse a

spirited defense against desire. At the same time, the example of Aphrodite speaks to the

allure of some desires, presenting cases where they (particularly when sexual in nature) are

85Bartlett and Collins note the passages about Aphrodite are from the Iliad, Book XIV.214, 217 (2011, Note
32, pg. 148). I have amended their translations of νοόν and φρονέοντος in accordance with my translations
of each term.
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too much to overcome. Further, note how the quotation from Homer emphasizes the threat

of sexual desires to the intellect and those who are prudent. While the desires may not be

plotters, they could be unjust in the sense of threatening the proper ordering of the soul,

which Aristotle suggests could be justice towards oneself at the end of Book V.86 If the end

of Book V is a reliable guide for understanding the ordering of the soul, it seems the problem

of the lack of self-restraint points to a need for an equality of ruling and being ruled between

the intellect and desires in relation to pleasure.

The problem of pleasure comes into clearer view as Aristotle clarifies how the problem

of vice is intellectual. Of the assorted pleasures and desires recently examined, those that

are both human and natural are the primary concerns of moderation and licentiousness

(1149b27–31). As for brutishness, though it is fearful for a human being to act like an

animal, it is not as bad as vice, for animals neither possess choice nor the consideration of

logos (logismos) because they lack “the better” thing that the vicious person ruins (1149b34–

1150a3). Elaborating on this last point about what is better, Aristotle says, “Baseness that

does not possess its own archē is always less harmful than that which does possess it, and

intellect (nous) is such [an archē]” (1150a4–5). The origin of vice, then, is the intellect.

Recall, however, that thinking cannot move anything unless it is for the sake of an end

(telos).87 Accordingly, in order to be base and vicious, one must think of a base end and act

according to it. Such a conjunction of thinking and acting serves as the basis for the closing

argument connecting vice with archē, for Aristotle remarks that while both injustice itself

and an unjust person could be worse than one another, bad human beings could make far

worse bad things than brute animals (1150a6–9). To understand this argument, recall how

logos for the pleasant is bad for the desires. Though logos of injustice is bad in itself, such

logos becomes harmful when a human being possesses it, thinks about it, and acts according

to it. Like thinking, logos, when left to itself, moves nothing; but, when a human being

contemplates logos with the intellect, it orders the soul of the person who possesses it and

leads that person’s desires and longings into acting according to it.

Despite the seemingly straightforward supposition that vice comes about through

86Cf. 1138b6–15, pg. 241 above.
87Cf. 1139a36–1139b3, pg. 248 above.
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thinking of a base end, the nature of pleasure makes it difficult to determine what a base end

is. After all, for all the problems logos of the pleasant poses for the desires and longings of the

soul, pleasure is also something of the soul and is part of the life of virtue. Further, because

pleasure is both necessary and choiceworthy, it is undeniably a good thing. Here Aristotle’s

emphasis on the pursuit of the excess of pleasure being closely tied to licentiousness and

vice is particularly instructive. When considering the place of pleasure in the best life, the

inquiry up to this point demonstrates it is no easy task to state pleasure is a base end and

be done with it. Pleasure has an important part to play in the best life, and the key to

understanding this is determining what the proper amount of pleasure is. It follows, then,

that the task for the remainder of the Nicomachean Ethics is to help us understand how

pleasure is a good thing, but not the good.

5.3.3. Self-Restraint, Virtue, and Vice

One of the recurring questions in the examination of self-restraint is how it relates to

prudence (phronēsis) and moderation (sōphrosunē), two virtues closely related in the name of

latter, which means either “preservation together with prudence” or “preserves prudence.”88

If one supposes the work of prudence is to resist pleasures, it would be difficult to explain

any lack of self-restraint, for it does not seem possible for a person to be prudent and lack

self-restraint (1146a5–7). As for moderation, since the self-restrained person has “strong and

base desires,” such a person cannot be moderate, “For it does not belong to the moderate

person to have either excessive or base desires” (1146a10–12). In this argument, Aristotle

does not deny that the moderate person possesses strong desires; rather, the moderate

person’s desires are measured and not base, though it is unclear if this means those desires

are noble, serious, or good. Thus, with respect to the desires and pleasures, self-restraint

appears to be mistaken about their character in a way virtues are not. While it initially

appears the problem with the person lacking self-restraint is one of choice, Aristotle reveals

the issue is the hexis of the soul, which is to say, the way one holds and orders the assorted

characteristics of the soul (i.e., intellect, longings, desires, pleasures, and pains) in relation

to thinking about an end.

88Cf. 1140b11–13, pg. 252 above, as well as pg. 200.
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In addition to the Sophists’ logos claiming the lack of self-restraint can be good

when the person involved is foolish, there are other potential errors accompanying both self-

restraint and its lack.89 For one, if someone has useful desires but resists them on account

of the hexis of self-restraint, such restraint would be both base and not serious (1146a13–

15). Alternatively, if one resists weak desires, it would be nothing great (1146a15). In

addition to the desires, self-restraint also concerns opinion, in which case there are instances

where self-restraint leading someone to abide by every opinion is base; conversely, if lack of

self-restraint leads one to depart from all opinions, such departures may be serious if the

opinion in question is a false one (1146a17–22). In each of these cases, the seriousness of

self-restraint depends on its use, and this use ultimately depends upon the nature of the

desires and opinions in question.

With the suggestion that self-restraint could be great in the face of strong desires, we

see a rare instance where this “mixed” virtue lives up to Book VII’s promise to examine a

heroic virtue.90 This heroism also seems to apply to the lack of self-restraint, but more in

the sense of fighting valiantly and losing than conquering an enemy. With licentiousness, the

error of the vice is twofold: not only does one always choose excessive and base pleasures (or

avoid moderate pains), but one does so with little or no desire for those pleasures (1148a18–

19). As a result, the licentious person with weak desires is more licentious than the person

with strong desires (1148a20).91 As for the person lacking self-restraint, although such a

person ends up pursuing a present pleasure by being overcome with its desire, one does

not choose this pleasure and therefore ends up acting contrary to one’s choice (1146b21–24,

1148a16–20). On the one hand, the person lacking self-restraint is heroic for knowing what

the right choice is while lacking the power to make it; on the other hand, the person lacking

self-restraint is clearly not of one mind.

The place of choice in both licentiousness and the lack of self-restraint is essential

for understanding why only lack of self-restraint is curable (1150b30–33). Clarifying this

89Cf. 1146a23–31, pg. 269 above.
90Cf. 1145a15–32 (pg. 267 above), as well as 1128b34 (pg. 243 above) for the statement about self-restraint
being “mixed.”
91See also 1150a19–22 for choice in relation to licentiousness.
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statement, Aristotle begins by using mathematical language, referring to licentiousness as a

“continuous” (sunechēs) hexis and lack of self-restraint as a non-continuous hexis (1150b33–

35). In terms of sickness, whereas licentiousness is like a persistent disease, lack of self-

restraint is like epilepsy, the effects of which are random and intermittent (1150b32). Though

helpful, the analogy with illness falls short in an important way: while those with illnesses

know they are sick, those who possess vice take no notice of it (1150b35–36). The person

afflicted with vice, then, is ignorant of oneself. To understand how this is possible, we must

revisit certain portions of the account of the moral virtues. To start, before Aristotle posits

virtue is a mean (mesotēs), by contemplating the nature of virtue, he first supposes it is

a middle term (meson) situated between an excess and deficiency in the same way as the

equal, more, and less stand in relation to each other in continuous and divisible things. As a

middle term, virtue is responsible for leading all works towards their end in a good way (eu

epitelei) and preserves (sōzō) the way in which those works hold well (eu echousi).92 These

arguments establish the foundation for the move towards understanding virtue as a hexis by

emphasizing the various ways in which virtue relates to “holding” (echō). Of particular note

is the sense of holding-together associated with virtue, for in addition to its mathematical

meaning, sunechō relates to the ordering of things in general. Recall Socrates’s praise in

the Phaedo for Anaxagoras’s claim that intellect holds all things together, as well as his

turn to logos in order to understand how the good and need hold together the cosmos.93

In light of these arguments, the distinction between lack of self-restraint and licentiousness

rests upon a problem of order within the soul pertaining to the desires. Although both the

lack of self-restraint and licentiousness are disorders, each hexis is distinct from the other on

account of whether or not the desires have fully taken hold of the soul.

Following the introduction to virtue as the middle term responsible for holding the

soul in a good way, Aristotle states virtue is distinct from the equal in the sense that it is not

“one and the same thing for all.” Rather, virtue accounts for the particularities relative to

each person, and because of this, virtue is more akin to nature than arts. This observation

leads into praise for the Pythagoreans’ claim that the good is limited or determinate and

92Cf. 1106a25–1106b13, pg. 172 above.
93Cf. pg. 176 above.
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the bad unlimited or indeterminate.94 The Pythagoreans’ argument is helpful for making

sense of how pleasures—which are good things—may turn out to be bad. Near the end of

the account of moderation, Aristotle says that unless the activity of the desires comes under

the rule of logos, the consideration of logos (logismos) will be driven out of the soul, for

the longing for pleasure can never be satisfied. In order to avoid this licentious hexis and

the pain of never being able to satisfy one’s desires fully, both logos and desiring must look

to the noble as their target (skopos).95 Left to themselves, the desires of the soul and the

longing for pleasure are bad because they are unlimited or indeterminate, directed towards

an infinite number of things with no limit to the satisfaction they demand.

While Aristotle presents the noble as the end necessary for the moderate ordering of

the desires and logos in the soul in Book III, the noble does not appear as the end capable

of ordering the soul in Book VII. In the introduction to choice in Book III, its concern is

neither the pleasant nor the painful.96 The inquiry also supposes choice is an intellectual

virtue belonging to someone who possesses intellect (noūn echōn), and its work is to take

one thing before another in accord with logos and as a prudent person would, and this work

is done by looking to some end.97 From the account of moderation, it seems the work of

choice is to take one desire before another in accordance with the noble. Given the work

of choice, we can now better understand how licentiousness is distinct from the lack of self-

restraint: whereas perpetual choice of the pleasant defines licentiousness, the person lacking

self-restraint chooses correctly but is overcome by desire (1151a5–6). Due to the necessity of

an end for choice, though the person lacking self-restraint succumbs to desire, such a person

still looks to a better end than the licentious person. In terms of the moral consequences

of such a hexis, Aristotle notes those who lack self-restraint may commit injustice, but not

because they are unjust, for unlike the licentious, those lacking self-restraint have not been

persuaded to act contrary to correct logos, which means they may be persuaded back to

what is correct (1151a10–11). One wonders, however, how this persuasion to act according

94Cf. 1106b14–35, pgs. 172–173 above.
95Cf. 1119a35–1119b18, pg. 198 above.
96Cf. 1111b16–17, pg. 180 above.
97Cf. 1112a11–22, pg. 183 above.
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to correct logos occurs if the noble is no longer the end of virtue.

At the same time as Aristotle does not bring back the noble as the end of virtue, the

authority of logos remains diminished.98 After stating the person lacking self-restraint can

be persuaded to do what is correct, Aristotle says,

Virtue preserves and corruption destroys the archē; and in actions, that
for the sake of which one acts is the archē, just as the given hypotheses
are in mathematics. So in neither case is logos such as to teach the archai,
but virtue—either natural (phusikē) or habitual (ethistē)—is apt to teach
one to hold the correct opinion (orthodoxein) about the archē in question
(1151a15–21).

Starting with the last part of Aristotle’s statement, we now have a new division of the virtues,

which have been divided in the following way throughout the Nicomachean Ethics : moral

(ēthikē) and intellectual (dianoētikē) in Book I, authoritative (kuria) and natural in Book

VI, and now natural and habitual in Book VII.99 What the standing of natural and habitual

virtue is in relation to natural and authoritative virtue is unclear in the present context,

though it is interesting to see habit set against nature. Setting aside this question for now,

let us turn back to the relationship between virtue and archē. Much like Book II’s definition

of virtue, the work of virtue remains preservation, but instead of preserving a hexis, virtue

now preserves an archē, and this archē is the end for the sake of which one acts, which

is the key to virtue. The awareness of this archē is what distinguishes the person lacking

self-restraint from the licentious person, for although the former acts contrary to this archē,

what is best (beltiston) in oneself remains preserved (1151a25). Still, as the inquiry moves

us closer to considering the authoritative nature of ends over virtue, the nature of virtue is

unclear. Further, if virtue is responsible for preserving the end in oneself, how is it fit to

teach one to hold the correct opinion about the end and not logos?

From the authoritative nature of archē, the inquiry turns to self-restraint in relation

to opinion and logos. On the one hand, it is possible to hold the person who abides by any

opinion is self-restrained; conversely, the person who departs from any opinion as lacking

self-restraint (1151b2–3). On the other hand, to speak “simply” (haplōs), self-restraint and

98Cf. 1144b14–28, pg. 261 above.
99Cf. 1103a4 (pg. 134 above) & 1144b1–4 (pg. 260 above).
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its contrary pertain to abiding by or departing from the true (alēthei) opinion, respectively

(1151b4). Among those who are always liable to abide by their opinion and are not easy to

persuade or change are the obstinate, who may be divided into three forms: the opinionated

(idiognōmōn), the unlearned (amathēs), and the boorish (agroikos) (1151b11). Clarifying

the nature of the opinionated, Aristotle states they hold their opinions solely according to

the pleasure of the victory they achieve by not being persuaded to change their opinions, or

the pain of their opinions losing authority like decrees in a city (1151b12–16). Though it is

strange at first why the unlearned and the boorish do not receive further description, these

two forms of being obstinate seem closely bound to being opinionated. As the term for “opin-

ionated” suggests, those who are obstinate in this regard hold what is one’s own (idios) too

dearly, and on account of the pleasure and pain associated with one’s own opinions, are not

open to learning anything new. With respect to being boorish, recall Aristotle refers to those

who avoid every pleasure as being boorish and lacking sense-perception (anaisthētos).100 Be-

cause the opinionated have no regard for whether their opinions are true or false, they lack

sense-perception of the pleasure of learning and holding true opinions. This observation

helps explain the limits of logos in preserving archē, for logos lacks sense-perception of par-

ticular things, one of which is the pleasure or pain of holding on to one’s own opinions when

challenged.101 The obstinate person also demonstrates the need to define self-restraint in

relation to true opinion, for if one is not open to the pleasure of learning what is true, how

could it be right to praise a person who adheres to what is false?

Since those who are opinionated seem to lack sense-perception, it may be helpful to

consider how Aristotle’s examination of this problematic hexis bears upon his discussion

of the intellect, which is sense-perception of archai.102 In the beginning of the account of

moderation, Aristotle distinguishes pleasures of the body from those of soul, which include

the love of honor and the love of learning (philomatheia).103 Additionally, in the account of

truthfulness, Aristotle describes the truthful person as decent (epieikēs) in speaking about

100Cf. 1104a23–24, pg. 178 above.
101Cf. 1109b12–23, pg. 178 above.
102Cf. 1143b1–10, pg. 257 above.
103Cf. 1117b28–31, pg. 194 above.
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the truth with others on account of being a lover of the truth (philalēthēs).104 In the course

of the discussion of truthfulness, there seems to be a self-sufficiency in a love of the truth, for

not only is there a harmony between one’s life and logos, but the possibility of being happy

or wise in a way the boastful can only pretend to be. Insofar as the opinionated are hostile

to learning, they are antagonistic towards a pleasure of the soul, loving victory more than

the truth. Accordingly, while the opinionated person may not be guilty of driving out the

ability to think due to the unrestrained pursuit of bodily pleasure, such a person distorts

the work of the intellect by seeking a pleasure outside of learning and the truth.

5.3.4. Political Philosophy, Pleasure, and The Good

If we take a step back from the particular arguments concerning self-restraint, we

notice Book VII follows a similar course as Book VI. Though Book VI begins with the

promise to determine the nature of correct logos, then shifts to examining prudence, its

primary focus is the intellect. In Book VII, the promise of a “divine and heroic” virtue

gives way to an examination of self-restraint that reveals more about pleasure than the hexis

supposedly under examination. From the arguments distinguishing lack of self-restraint

from licentiousness, the extent to which pleasure affects human beings’ thoughts and actions

becomes fully apparent. And while the inquiry hints at the need for contemplation and virtue

to preserve the end by which human beings avoid licentiousness, it is not yet clear how to

avoid this vice. In order to resolve this difficulty, Aristotle considers pleasure’s relationship

to the good and happiness in light of the work of political philosophy.

Providing further clarification on how the person lacking self-restraint is not wicked,

Aristotle likens this person to a city that possesses serious laws and votes for all the needful

things, yet fails to use them (1152a19–23). The wicked person, by contrast, possesses wicked

laws and uses them (1152a24). In more contemporary terms, the person lacking self-restraint

is like a good legislative branch of government missing a good executive, whereas the wicked

person is a government with bad legislative and executive branches. For this reason, Aristotle

states the person lacking self-restraint is half-wicked, since the choice of this person remains

decent (1152a16–18). The political analogy is helpful not only for providing further clarity

104For the whole of the examination of truthfulness, see 1127a14–1127b32, pgs. 216–220 above.
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on the difference between lack of self-restraint and vice, but reconsidering certain questions

from the account of justice. When considering how communities begin, Aristotle explains

how legal currency (nomisma) came into being as a conventional representative of need—

which “holds all things together” (sunechei)—in order to enable the exchange of different

works.105 In its immediate context, the way need holds all things together speaks to the

continuous nature of exchange, providing a stable measure for how disparate works relate

to one another and therefore contributing to the community’s preservation. More broadly,

the sense of need holding together the community invites us to consider what holds the soul

together. For the person lacking self-restraint, the soul is not holding itself together; this

hexis, however, is preferable to licentiousness since the soul holding together with vice is

base. The hope for curing the lack of self-restraint comes from choice’s awareness of the

decent, which emerges at the end of the account of justice as what is just by nature, not law

or convention.106 Thus, by invoking the decent, Aristotle alludes to how the soul may hold

together according to nature.

Amidst the suggestions of ordering the soul according to nature, Aristotle cites two

different poets who present difficulties for this task.107 First, immediately following the

example of the city that fails to make use of its serious laws and act according to its votes

for what is needful is a quotation from the comic poet Anaxandrides, who jokes, “The city

wished to, the one that cares for none of its laws” (1152a23). In the account of choice, wish

relates to ends, and choice to the things conducive to the ends. This distinction gives way

to the observation that while human beings wish to be happy, they cannot choose to be

so, nor do they do the things necessary for happiness.108 Applying these earlier arguments

to Anaxandrides’s joke, it appears the resolution to the problem of lack of self-restraint

requires the wish for the correct end to be accompanied by care for the things bearing on

it. Aristotle then turns to the lack of self-restraint that comes about through habit (ethos),

and though he concedes it is easier to change this hexis from habit than one from nature,

105Cf. 1133a6–1133b29, pg. 236 above.
106Cf. 1137a31–1138a2, pg. 240 above.
107For the background on these poets, I owe thanks to Barlett and Collins’s notes on the subject (2011,
pg. 155, Notes 46 & 48).
108Cf. 1111b20–30, pg. 181 above.
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he acknowledges habit is difficult since it looks like nature (1152a30–31). In support of this

point, Aristotle cites Evenus, a sophist and poet, who says, “I declare care to be long-lasting,

friend, and exactly this [care] at the end (teleutaō) is nature for human beings” (1152a32).109

In relation to the reference from Anaxandrides, Evenus’s statement suggests the city that

fails to make use of its laws could be habituated into doing so. Similarly, the person lacking

self-restraint presumably may be habituated into a better nature. Whatever the case may

be, what is odd about Aristotle’s allusion to Evenus is the major argument that human

nature is the same as habit—which would mean human nature is wholly malleable—receives

no subsequent consideration in Book VII.110

To make sense of the significance of Aristotle’s poetic digressions, we ought to return

to Book I’s supposition about how the political art may achieve the happiness of the city.

After supposing it is better to be happy through learning and care rather than through

chance, Aristotle posits the things according to nature are noblest by nature when they are

in accord with the best (to ariston) art or cause. Next, the argument raises a question about

how the goods of the soul relate to external goods and goods of the body, then turns to

the political’s art’s care for making citizens “good and apt to do the noble things.” This

last argument brings forth the tension between the good of the soul and the good of the

city (for each are authoritative), which poses numerous questions about happiness and the

place of the noble things in a happy life.111 In Plato’s Apology, Socrates recounts asking

Callias, a man from Paros, about who he pays to teach his two sons how to become noble

and good through his scientific knowledge (epistēmōn) of the virtue of a human being and

citizen (politikē). Callias states Evenus is his sons’ teacher, leading Socrates first to declare

Evenus must be “blessed” for having such knowledge, then admitting to the jury his own

ignorance of the noble and good things (20a–c).112 Returning to the Nicomachean Ethics,

109The translation of this quotation is my own, intended to bring out the connection between its use of the
term μελέτη, “care,” and the verb μέλω, “to take care of,” in the Anaxandrides quotation. Also, the term
for “long-lasting,” πολυχρόνιος, can also mean “ancient.”
110In Book VII of the Politics, Aristotle examines the best way of life in relation to the best regime. In the
course of this inquiry, he states human beings become “good and serious” through nature, habit, and logos
(1332a38–1332b11). These considerations then give way to the discussion of education in the best regime.
111Cf. 1099b17–32, pgs. 115–117 above.
112I owe this citation to Bartlett and Collins’s note on Evenus, cited above.
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another important supposition in Book I is only those who have been nobly habituated

can take hold of the first principles of the political art, namely, the noble things and the

just things, which seem to exist solely by law or convention (nomos) and not by nature on

account of the disputes within the political art about these things.113 When taken together,

the preceding arguments cast the division of the virtue responsible for preserving principles

into the “natural” and “habitual” in a new light.114 Given the care the political art and its

laws exert upon habituating citizens into taking hold of its first principles, we must wonder

if these are natural. Further, due to the tension between the good of the soul and the city,

we ought to confront the question of which good is authoritative, a question anticipated in

the division of virtue in the authoritative and natural.115 On account of these considerations,

Aristotle’s seemingly casual poetic allusions that he presents as conclusions to the discussion

of self-restraint truly serve to reiterate the inquiry’s fundamental concern with the good,

the political art, and happiness, but now with an eye towards how these things relate to

pleasure.

With the inquiry into self-restraint now at its end, Aristotle transitions into a more

thorough inquiry into pleasure with a short but revealing discussion about political philoso-

phy, saying, “Contemplating (theōreō) what concerns pleasure and pain belongs to him who

philosophizes about the political art (tēn poltikēn philosophountos). For he is the architect

(architektōn) of the end (telos) with a view to which we speak of each thing as being bad

or good [simply]” (1152b1–3). In the first part of this quotation, Aristotle reveals his per-

spective is not that of a person who legislates the noble and the just things, but a lover of

wisdom (philosophos) who contemplates the political art. While somewhat detached from

the political art, the concern of the political philosopher is farther reaching than the law-

maker engaged in the political art, for the work of the political philosopher is to craft the

end in reference to which all things are considered good or bad. Because the work of the

political philosopher concerns the architectonic end, this person is at odds with the political

113Cf. 1095a31–1095b8 (pg. 140 above) & 1094b15–16 (pg. 139 above).
114Cf. 1151a15–21, pg. 283 above.
115Cf. 1144b1–13, pg. 260 above.
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art, which is supposedly the most architectonic art and capacity.116

From the extensive scope of political philosophy, Aristotle uses pleasures and pains

to return to the central questions of the Nicomachean Ethics, saying, “It is also necessary to

examine what concerns them, for we posited both moral virtue and vice as being concerned

with pains and pleasures, and most people assert that happiness is accompanied by pleasure.

Hence they have even derived the name of the ‘blessed’ (makarios) person from the feeling

of ‘enjoyment’ (apo tou chairein)” (1152b5–8). Just as Book VI begins by conceding the

nature of the correct logos with which all the moral virtues were assumed to be in accord is

unknown, here Aristotle explicitly states the understanding of pleasure and pain in Books II–

VI is incomplete. Not only does this further reveal the inconclusiveness of the account of the

moral virtues, but it reframes the inquiry into happiness. In Book I, blessedness in relation

to happiness was primarily attributed to external goods and good-fortune. In the course of

the examination of these things, the noble is closely associated with the two things related

to blessedness. More importantly, at the end of this examination of how blessedness relates

to happiness, Aristotle concludes with a reference to Eudoxus, who argues pleasure is the

best thing.117 Aristotle is careful with this last argument, for he never draws the conclusion

that pleasure is the good, though careful readers could infer such a conclusion. In Book

VII, however, the argument for the authoritative place of pleasure comes to the forefront,

something that seems to be permitted on account of the discovery of political philosophy.

Before proceeding with the inquiry into pleasure, it must be noted that the preceding

passage marks not only the lone appearance of the political philosopher in Aristotle’s Ethics,

but the first appearance of this idea in the history of political philosophy. As such, it would

be helpful to understand who the political philosopher is and on what authority this person is

the “architect” of the end in relation to which all things are simply good or bad. By name,

a philosopher is a “lover” or “friend” (philos) of wisdom (sophia). In Book VI, wisdom

is science (epistēmē) and intellect (nous) of the first principles (archai) most honorable

by nature.118 It is in the context of the discussion of wisdom where Aristotle claims the

116Cf. 1094a27, pg. 67 above.
117Cf. Section 3.3.5, “Virtue, Pleasure, and the Soul,” starting on pg. 119 above.
118Cf. 1141a20, 1141b3–4, pg. 253 above.
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political art and prudence are not the most serious things because the human being is not

the best thing (to ariston) in the cosmos.119 To the philosopher who contemplates the

cosmos—the whole of nature—the human good and the art tasked with its preservation

appear quite small. It is self-evident, however, that it is impossible to contemplate all of the

cosmos, which begs the question of philosophy’s ultimate interest. Here we ought to recall

Socrates’s second-sailing and the turn away from the things composing the cosmos towards

what binds and holds it together (sunechō), namely, the needful (to deon) and the good

(to agathon). Of these two things, only the latter is a first principle in the Ethics. Thus,

if the philosopher’s concern is the end responsible for the ordering of nature, the political

philosopher contemplates how the political art’s ordering of human beings’ pleasures and

pains either follows or departs from this end.

With the comparison between the person lacking self-restraint and the city that does

not act according to the needful things (ta deonta) for which it votes, Aristotle anticipates

the inquiry’s turn towards pleasure and its relation to the good by alluding to one of the two

things Socrates claims to order the cosmos.120 Prior to this argument, recall how Aristotle

shows the ways pleasure and pain distort one’s thinking as much as one’s actions.121 Each

of the preceding arguments follow Aristotle’s characterization of lack of self-restraint and

licentiousness as non-continuous and continuous (sunechēs) hexeis, respectively.122 Both of

these hexeis are errors in the ordering of the soul, and through the discussion of self-restraint,

we see this error relates mostly to pleasure. The work of maintaining this order falls to virtue,

which must preserve the first principle responsible for holding the soul together in a good

way. Since many make the mistake of holding pleasure as the first principle for ordering

their souls, Aristotle must first address their errors in thinking about pleasure in order to

move us closer to knowing the good.123

The full examination of pleasure begins with a list of three general arguments about

119Cf. 1141a21–1141b2, pgs. 262–263 above.
120Cf. 1152a16–23, pg. 285 above.
121Cf. 1151b2–16, pg. 283 above.
122Cf. 1150b30–36, pg. 280 above.
123Burger offers a similar interpretation, suggesting the “twists and turns” in Book VII’s account of pleasure
may reveal the whole movement of the Ethics by showing its questions do not belong to “an autonomous
political science with a restricted territory and way of proceeding” (2008, 153–154).
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pleasure gathered from others’ opinions. The first group of opinions supposes pleasure is

not good either in itself or incidentally since pleasure and the good do not seem to be

the same thing (1152b9–10). The second group holds there are a few good pleasures, but

most are base (1152b11). As for the third group, it holds that “even if all pleasures are

good. . . pleasure does not admit of being the best thing (to ariston)” (1152b12). Notice the

common question of these three opinions is if pleasure is good, with the third group being the

only one to question if pleasure is the best thing. Consequently, it is clear that the guiding

question for the remainder of Book VII is the relationship between pleasure and the good.

Following the three general opinions about pleasure is a list of six more specific

arguments about pleasure, all of which receive corresponding counterarguments. For our

purposes, let us focus only the first and last of these arguments, but we must do this after

addressing the perspective from which Aristotle will counter them. Aristotle states the

good is twofold: on the one hand, there is the good simply, and on the other hand is the

good for a certain person (1152b26). On account of this division, Aristotle posits hexeis

and natures (phusei) are twofold in the same way (1152b26–27). The new division of the

good seems to draw upon Book I’s consideration of the Platonists’ division of the good

into the things good in themselves and things good on account of these. Aristotle uses

the Platonists’ claim to consider if all good things relate to a single idea of the good, an

argument he rejects because it does not seem possible for there to be a single idea of the

good that manifests itself in different ways in different things. Despite his apparent rejection

of the idea of the good, Aristotle’s arguments suggest there are naturally good things (such

as seeing), and further, that there are some naturally good pleasures.124 It seems, therefore,

that the twofold division of the good in Book VII confirms the implicit arguments about

what is naturally good and pleasant in Book I. More importantly, since the revised division

of the good corresponds to both hexeis and natures, two questions emerge. First, are hexeis

simply good, while determining if they are good for a certain person depends upon the

nature of the person in question? Second, if it is still best to understand the virtues as

hexeis, is this why hexeis are simply good? At the very least, the arguments present a

124Cf. 1096b14–15, pg. 80 above.
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refinement in understanding virtue and its corresponding pleasures: the goodness of virtue

for a certain person will always depend upon that person’s nature. In this respect, Aristotle

recalls his exhortation to become aware of our own natural tendencies and guard especially

against pleasure, on account of which human beings incline more towards licentiousness

than orderliness (kosmiotēs).125 Accordingly, Aristotle’s subsequent engagement of the six

arguments regarding pleasure appears set to provide clarity on how to take on a virtue (i.e.,

hexis) with due attention to the way one’s own natural pleasures relate to that virtue.

The first argument for why pleasure is not good claims all pleasure is a coming-into-

being (genesis), the nature (phusis) of which is sense-perceptible (aisthētē); such coming-

into-being is distinct from the one associated with ends (for example, housebuilding is not the

same thing as a house) (1152b13–15). The second part of this argument draws upon Book

I’s statement that works (erga) are naturally superior to the actions producing them.126 It

follows, then, that pleasure is not good because it produces no work apart from itself and is

therefore not an end. Challenging this argument, Aristotle says it is not necessary for there

to be something better than pleasure, for pleasures are “activities and an end” (energeiai

kai telos) corresponding with making use of something in ourselves (1153a7–11).127 Here we

find a radically different argument for pleasure than any of the others up to this point in the

Ethics, for if pleasure is both an activity and an end, it is possible for pleasure to be happiness

and the best end. With this possibility in mind, Aristotle continues his refutation of the first

argument against the goodness of pleasure, saying, “And not all pleasures have something else

as an end, but only the pleasures belonging to those who are being led toward the completion

(teleiōsis) of their nature. Hence also it is not a noble thing [to hold (echei)] that pleasure

is a [sense-perceptible] process of coming-into-being” (1153a11–13). This argument divides

the pleasures into those good in themselves and those good on account of something else; in

other words, some pleasures are good on account of being ends, and others good on account

of their relation to these ends. To clarify the argument for why pleasure is not merely a

125Cf. 1109a14–17, pg. 178 above.
126Cf. 1094a3–6, pg. 65 above.
127Various translations (Bartlett and Collins, Sachs, and Ostwald) infer the verb for “making use” in this
passage applies to “capacities” (dunameis), a term that does not appear in the Greek. Because the verb for
making use (χράομαι) is in the middle person, it indicates a subject acting upon itself.
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sense-perceptible coming-into-being, Aristotle says, “One ought rather to say that it is an

activity of the hexis that accords with nature, and instead of [sense-perceptible], one ought to

say ‘unimpeded.’ But pleasure is held by some to be a process of coming-into-being, because

it is [authoritatively good]. For they suppose that activity is a process of coming-into-being,

but in fact it is something else” (1153a13–16). With this statement, Aristotle revisits earlier

arguments about hexis and activity and the questions about which thing has authority over

the other.128 In the present discussion, hexis and activity are bound together in pleasure,

which follows from a hexis being in-work according to nature. By this account, though the

activity of pleasure belongs to a hexis, both things are subject to the authority of nature.

By bringing together hexis and activity with pleasure and positing all are in accord

with nature, Aristotle draws upon a number of perplexing arguments about virtue through-

out all of the Ethics. Book II begins with the supposition that virtues come to be in human

beings “neither by nature nor contrary to nature,” but through the completion of their na-

ture through habit. This observation gives way to distinguishing hexeis from capacities of

sense-perception (i.e., seeing and hearing), for while human beings use their capacities be-

cause they already possess them, they come to possess hexeis through activities, on account

of which they need a teacher to guide their habituation. In turn, the need for a teacher raises

the question of whether one’s hexeis are in accord with nature or law/convention (nomos), a

question begged with the assumption that all virtues are in accord with correct logos.129 In

Book VI, the nature of correct logos comes into question, building towards a diminishment of

its authority in relation to the intellect.130 With the growing focus on the intellect, first prin-

ciples (archai) become more important for virtue, and Book VII examines the ways in which

the intellect’s approach to first principles may either be impeded or distorted by pleasure.

Through Aristotle’s engagement and eventual vindication of the Socratic argument that lack

of self-restraint is not possible if one possesses scientific knowledge (epistēmē), it becomes

apparent that the proper ordering of pleasures in one’s soul requires both the possession and

128Compare 1098b34–1099a6 (pg. 104 above) with 1103b21–25 (pg. 167 above).
129See especially 1103a18–1103b25, pgs.165–168 above, and more generally, Section 4.2, “Hexis and Virtue.”
130Cf. 1144b14–27, pg. 261 above.
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activity of science.131 While the preceding argument seems to offer a clearer understanding

of how to become virtuous, there is one lingering question about science. In the formal

discussion of science in Book VI, Aristotle characterizes it as a hexis defined by trust in first

principles on account of their familiarity, but never explains how this trust forms.132 Given

pleasure’s connection to both hexis and activity, it seems to be a suitable indicator of trust

in first principles, though we still do not know how to avoid the error of choosing pleasure

as the best first principle.

The final argument from the first six against pleasure being good claims “there is no

art of pleasure, though everything good is the work of an art” (1152b20). In response to this

argument, Aristotle says, “But that no pleasure is the work of an art happens reasonably

(eulogōs), for there is no art of any other activity either, only of a capacity, although both the

art of perfume making and the art of fine cookery are held to be arts of pleasure” (1153a24–

25). In this passage, “capacity” does not mean something that undergoes the passions as it

does in Book II, but a thing having the power to produce an activity or pleasure. As the

examples indicate, both perfume and fine foods have the capacity to produce pleasure in

the human beings who sense each thing, though it is unknown which human being will find

each thing pleasant. On the one hand, these arguments speak to the ways in which some

pleasures are relative to human beings, on account of which the art related to each capacity

may not turn out to be good for all human beings. On the other hand, if the most the work

of an art can accomplish is providing the capacity for an activity, then we find an important

limit for the political art: at best, it can only provide the capacity for happiness.

The inquiry’s consideration of pleasure in relation to hexeis and activities contextu-

alizes Aristotle’s examination of how pleasure may be the best thing. Starting with how

pleasure and pain relate to the good and the bad, Aristotle first notes how many claim pain

is something to avoid, then posits there are two types of pain: that which is simply bad, and

that which is an impediment; related to this, the good, and therefore pleasure, is something

not to be avoided (1153b1–4). Interestingly, though Aristotle connects what is pleasant to

the good, he does not draw the parallel arguments that there must be that which is simply

131See Section 5.3.1, “Knowledge and Self-Restraint,” especially 1147a1–23, pgs. 270–271 above.
132Cf. 1139b33–35, pg. 250 above.
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good and what is good by means of encouragement even if he clearly provides reasons for

coming to this conclusion. Aristotle then cites a perplexing argument from Speusippus (the

successor to Plato’s Academy in Athens), saying, “For as Speusippus was breaking up a

whole into parts, the loosening did not stand together, as the greater and the lesser and the

equal oppose one another: for he could not say likewise pleasure is something bad” (1153b5–

6).133 As presented by Aristotle, the analogy between his arguments about pleasure and pain

and that of Speusippus is difficult to discern. Are pleasure and pain the greater and lesser

in relation to the equal? Where do the bad and the good fit into the analogy? One potential

reading of Aristotle’s allusion to Speusippus could be that it is an illustration of the difficulty

in dividing up pleasure and pain in mathematical terms to determine what is bad and good.

Indeed, throughout Book VII, Aristotle is averse to holding pleasure and pain as simply bad

or good. In this respect, Aristotle returns to Book III’s considerations of how choice—the

taking of one desire before another in relation to an end—is beyond the pleasant and the

painful.134 The serious person, for example, is distinguished from the many by not looking

to the pleasant and the painful, but to the noble and the pleasant.135 This second argument

is of particular note since it leads into the consideration of whether wish is either for the

good or the apparent good, ultimately pointing to the question of how human beings discern

what is good by nature.136 With Book VI’s emphasis on the need to know and trust the first

principles of nature to order one’s longings, as well as the logos in the account of the lack

of self-restraint from those who study nature (phusiologōn) revealing most people fail to act

according to scientific knowledge because their immediate desire for pleasure is too strong,

the argument from Speusippus seems to establish pleasure and pain are not authoritative in

determining what is good and bad by nature.137

Turning now to the question of whether or not pleasure is the best thing, we should

133The translation of this passage is my own, intended to adhere to the order of the arguments in the Greek
and retain the literal ambiguities inherent in them. The verb for “breaking up a whole into parts” is λύω,
which takes its noun form as λύσις and, coincidentally, is the title of Plato’s dialogue on friendship (i.e.,
Lysis). Though Bartlett and Collins translate this passage to suggest pleasure is akin to the greater in the
analogy, it is not clear what the “greater,” “lesser,” and “equal” correspond to in the preceding arguments.
134Cf. 1111b5–17, pg. 180 above.
135Cf. 1113a23–1113b1, pg. 186 above.
1361113a15–23, 1114a31–1114b25, pgs. 186–186 above.
137Cf. 1142a11–12 (pg. 254 above) & 1147b6–18 (pg. 272 above).
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consider Aristotle’s arguments in light of two challenges to this possibility for pleasure. First,

pleasures do not seem to be serious since there are shameful and harmful pleasures, some of

which are like diseases (1152b21–22). Second, pleasure cannot be the best thing because it

is not an end (1152b23). Dismissing the first argument, the existence of base pleasures does

not seem to preclude the possibility of pleasure being the best thing (1153b7–8). Refuting

the second argument, if each hexis possesses an unimpeded activity, irrespective of whether

the activity characteristic of happiness belongs to one hexis or to many, such an activity

would be most choiceworthy; because this activity is pleasure, it would be the best thing

(to ariston) even if some pleasures are simply base (1153b8–13). Though Aristotle presents

the possibility for pleasure being the best thing, the argument is heavily qualified. To start,

amidst the many pleasures human beings experience, only one can be the best thing. This

one pleasure is an activity, and because of this, it belongs either to one hexis or a number

of hexeis. Whatever the case may be, the activity of the relevant hexis/hexeis must be

unimpeded, on account of which it is the most choiceworthy. Finally, this unimpeded hexis

must be happiness, which leaves us to wonder if happiness is pleasure, or if pleasure is the

best thing because it is happiness. Here it must not escape our notice that it is not clear

if the hexis according to which the activity of pleasure occurs is virtue. Consequently, the

case for pleasure being the best thing is tenuous at best.

The inquiry into how happiness and pleasure relate to one another continues with an

examination of what makes pleasure’s activity complete. Acknowledging the common opinion

that “weave[s] pleasure into happiness,” Aristotle states happiness seems to be “complete”

(teleios) since it is an unimpeded activity (1153b14–16). In order for happiness to lack

impediments, it needs the goods of the body, external goods, and the goods of chance

(tuchē) (1153b17–19). Focusing only on the last of these goods, after reasserting a good

person who experiences great misfortune cannot be happy, Aristotle considers how many

suppose happiness’s need for the goods of chance leads them to hold it is the same as

good-fortune (eutuchia) (1153b21–23). Good-fortune, however, is an impediment when it

is in excess, on account of which it does not seem just (dikaion) to call it “good-fortune”;

rather, the boundary (horos) of good-fortune should be established in relation to happiness
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(1153b24–25). With this argument, Aristotle brings pleasure to bear on an opinion about

happiness and good-fortune in Book I that puts good-fortune and virtue in opposition to

one another.138 In light of recent arguments about pleasure either encouraging or impeding

activities, Aristotle now makes it clear the goodness of fortune depends solely upon how the

pleasures it brings affect the unimpeded activities of one’s nature.

Another indication pleasure is the best thing comes from observing all beasts and

human beings pursue pleasure (1153b26). Along with this observation, Aristotle cites Hesiod,

who says, “There is no talk that dies down entirely, which many people. . . [spread about.

She too is a certain goddess]” (1153b27–28).139 Here Aristotle’s presentation of an opinion

about pleasure is more antagonistic than the earlier argument for pleasure’s claim to the best

thing, using Hesiod to suggest this opinion persists because the many continue to propagate

it. The many prove to be a rather poor authority in this regard because there is neither one

hexis nor one nature (phusis) that seems to be the best in their opinions, and because of this,

no one pursues the same pleasure (1153b29–30). Aristotle wonders, however, if the many,

despite their assertions to the contrary, pursue the same pleasure, “for all things by nature

possess something divine (theion)” (1153b31–32). According to this argument, the various

pleasures the many claim as the best are pursued not for what they are, but because these

pleasures are all supposed to be one pleasure, which is to say, one divine activity: happiness.

The many err in this regard because the way the bodily pleasures are known (gnōrimos) to

them leads them to think there are no pleasures outside of these (1153b33–36). But what

are these divine pleasures of which the many are ignorant? In Aristotle’s list of the three

goods associated with complete happiness (i.e., goods of the body, external goods, and goods

of chance), he deviates from Book I’s list of the three kinds of goods by omitting the third

and most authoritative of them: the goods of the soul.140 It follows, then, that the many are

ignorant of the pleasures of the soul.

Despite the indication he will turn to examining the pleasures of the soul, Aristotle

138Cf. 1099b2–9, pg. 112 above.
139The bracketed portion of Hesiod’s quotation does not appear in the Nicomachean Ethics, but is supplied
by Bartlett and Collins in a footnote to their translation (2011, pg. 159, Note 57).
140Cf. 1098b13–14, pg. 102 above.
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continues to focus on bodily pleasures since those who hold the noble pleasures are very

choiceworthy do not think bodily pleasures are choiceworthy on account of their association

with the licentious person (1154a7–9). One question Aristotle raises is why the pains contrary

to bodily pleasures seem to be corruptions, and therefore bad in relation to what is good;

he also wonders why there is an excess to avoid in reference to the necessary pleasures, yet

people avoid all pain (1154a10–21). Before proceeding, Aristotle comments on how he will

address these questions, saying, “Now, one ought to state not only the truth but also the

cause (to aition) of the falsehood, for this contributes to the trust (pistis) one has. For

whenever a [good-logos ] (eulogos) comes to sight as to why a thing appears to be but is not

true, this makes for greater trust in the truth” (1154a21–25). With this statement, Aristotle

recalls two arguments about truth and contemplation from Book VI: one emphasizing the

need for true logos and correct longing for serious choice, the other about science as trust

in first principles, which are are causes (aitiai).141 Accordingly, Aristotle seems ready to

provide a true and trustworthy logos about pleasure, all in the context of a discussion about

how pleasure relates to the best thing, which is a first principle (archē).

Taking up the question of why bodily pleasures appear more choiceworthy than other

pleasures, Aristotle first notes it is because the bodily pleasures are a cure for pain (1154a28–

30). Second, because bodily pleasures are intense, many pursue them because they lack the

capacity to enjoy other pleasures (1154b2–3). Such pleasures are especially potent for those

who are melancholic, for they need pleasure to drive out an excessive longing (orexis); this is

also why human beings become licentious and base (1154b12–15). Aristotle’s last argument

hearkens back to the need for the insatiable longing for pleasure to be brought under the

authority of a ruler (archon)—which the account posits is logos—otherwise the activity of

desire will become too strong.142 As discussed earlier in the account of moderation, if the

soul reaches a point where its only activity is desire, then inevitably the pursuit of pleasure

becomes painful and therefore not good for the licentious person.143 With the intensity of

the bodily pleasures brought forth, Aristotle fills in the gaps to Book III’s statements about

141Cf. 1139a13–25 (pg. 247 above) & 1139b33–35 (pg. 250 above).
142Cf. 1119a35–1119b11, pg. 198 above.
143Cf. 1119a1–5, pg. 195 above.
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the need for moderation in the soul.144

To provide more insight into how to deal with our natural tendency towards the

bodily pleasures, Aristotle appeals to the study of nature. Between the arguments for why

the many and the melancholic choose the bodily pleasures, Aristotle comments on how

those who study nature (phusiologoi) can attest to the toil of all living animals who are

pained by seeing and hearing, whereas we are accustomed (or habituated, sunēthēs) to

such things (1154b8–10). As noted previously, those who study nature rightly recognize

how passion (pathos) can distort our use of scientific knowledge in a particular situation on

account of the influence a strong desire has over sense-perception.145 Aristotle’s language

also points back to the discussion of friendliness, where the defining feature of the friendly

person is properly causing pleasures and pains both in those unknown (agnōs) and known

(gnōrimos) to oneself, and those with whom one is acquainted (sunēthēs) and unacquainted

(asunēthēs).146 The two preceding arguments come to bear on Aristotle’s seemingly out-of-

place remark about animals and the pain of seeing and hearing. In Book I, seeing appears

as something naturally good and pleasant; it is also analogous to the intellect.147 While it

may be true infants are pained by seeing and hearing, the context of the observation about

animals growing accustomed or acquainted with some sense-perceptions suggests there may

be some other mode of seeing for human beings that begins painfully but becomes pleasant

over time. Given Book I’s discussion of how pleasure in the soul follows the things for which

human beings have philia, the examination of why bodily pleasures seem to be the only

pleasures alludes to the intellect’s need to exhibit friendliness towards first principles, being

open to them even if they are unknown and allowing time to become acquainted with their

pleasures.148

Following the discussion of why human beings tend to pursue only the bodily plea-

sures, Aristotle considers what is pleasant by nature. To understand what is pleasant by

144After noting the problem for the melancholic person derives from nature, Tessitore adds this example
prepares the way for an examination of pleasure that considers how to cure the problem of human desire by
suggesting a way to fulfill it (1996, 61–62).
145Cf. 1147b6–18, pg. 272 above.
146Cf. 1126b25–28, pg. 215 above.
147Cf. 1096b14–25 (pg. 80 above) & 1096b27–30 (pg. 81 above) along with 1097b1–5 (pg. 95 above).
148Cf. 1099a7–13, pg. 106 above.
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nature, Aristotle distinguishes these pleasures from things “pleasant incidentally,” the best

examples of which are cures that seem to be pleasant since they allow what is healthy within

human beings to continue to act (1154b16–19). What is pleasant by nature, however, is what

makes (poieō) the actions (praxeis) of a healthy nature (1154b20). But what makes a healthy

a nature? Though Aristotle appears to leave the answer to this question open, he provides

some hints, beginning by declaring our nature is not simple (haplē), for we are destructible

when one thing in our nature is set against the other nature in a way that is contrary to

nature; but, when each of these things are made equal, the acting seems neither painful nor

pleasant (1154b21–24). By way of contrast, if human nature was simple, one’s actions would

always be more pleasant (1154b25). Aristotle’s arguments about human nature are abstract,

and it is not clear what the two things needing to be made equal are. One could suggest

they are the body and the soul, but since the goods of the soul are more authoritative than

those of the body, this seems unlikely. A more likely answer may be Aristotle’s definition

of human beings in Book VI as an archē that is either intellect characterized by longing

(orektikos nous) or longing characterized by thinking (orexis dianoētikē).149 Though each

characterization presents a question about what is authoritative, the current discussion of

pleasure suggests an equalizing of both longing and intellect to the point where each thing

does not feel pulled more one way than the other.

A curious feature of Aristotle’s discussion of making equal the two things in human

beings’ non-simple nature is how he describes this equality as seeming to be neither painful

nor pleasant, yet saying a simple nature would always feel what is more pleasant. To better

understand the pleasure of a healthy human nature, Aristotle turns to the divine things,

saying, “The god always enjoys a pleasure that is one and simple, for there is an activity

not only of motion but also of motionlessness, and pleasure resides more in rest than in

motion” (1154b26–27). In opposition to the example of the god is the poet Euripides, who

says, “All change is sweet” (1154b28).150 Dismissing such a claim, Aristotle states only those

who are wicked would declare such a thing since “the nature in need of change is defective,

for it is neither simple nor decent (epieikēs)” (1154b29–31). Again, Aristotle’s arguments

149Cf. 1139b5, pg. 248 above.
150I owe the attribution of this quotation to Bartlett and Collins (2011, pg. 162, Note 61).
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are opaque, for what does the god do, and how is it possible for an activity to be without

motion? Taking up the latter part of the question, the wicked person seems to be restless

on account of needing a change or, in the words of what is “pleasant incidentally,” a cure

for a sick nature. The god, however, is healthy, needing only one pleasure, which belongs to

one activity. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle posits the god is intellect, whose sole activity is

thinking, which is most pleasant and best.151 While Aristotle does not offer us this insight

in the Nicomachean Ethics, it is worth keeping in mind, for it leads us to wonder why he

omits such a helpful idea from the final arguments about pleasure in Book VII.152

As if the arguments about the activity of the god and its attendant pleasure are not

perplexing enough, Aristotle concludes Book VII with an apparent non sequitur, saying that

after discussing self-restraint, pleasure and pain, and what makes each thing good and bad,

what remains is an examination of friendship (1154b34). But if we take a closer look at

the character of Aristotle’s arguments about what is pleasant by nature, we find the turn to

friendship is natural. To start, when Aristotle associates pleasure with philia in Book I, he

states the pleasures sought by the many battle against one another because they do not seek

what is pleasant by nature like the lovers of what is noble (philoskalos).153 In Book VII, the

consideration of what is pleasant by nature in relation to what is healthy suggests a turn

away from the noble towards what is divine, something the arguments indicate is a single

nature and hexis with a simple pleasure.154 Additionally, in speaking of the need to equalize

the two natures of a human being to pursue this divine pleasure and declaring the nature

in need of change is not decent, Aristotle recalls two concluding arguments from Book V’s

account of justice: the first indicating the decent is what is just by nature, and the second

alluding to Socrates’s argument from the Republic that justice in the soul is a friendship

of its three parts.155 The possibility of friendship among the things in the soul gains more

importance in light of the argument that law is natural where there is equality in ruling

151Metaphysics 1072b14–25.
152Both Tessitore (1996, 67–72) and Burger (2008, 157) make this connection to the Metaphysics, and
both note the radical nature of Aristotle connecting pleasure to the divine, though Burger goes further by
contending Aristotle even suggests pleasure is a god.
153Cf. 1099a12–13.
154Cf. 1153b26–36, pg. 297 above.
155Cf. 1137a31–1138a2 (pg. 240 above) & 1138b6–18 (pg. 241 above).
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and being ruled, something at which the inquiry into pleasure hints in its last arguments.156

Further, in the discussion of friendliness, Aristotle characterizes the friendly person who

properly causes pleasures and pains in others as a “decent friend,” which suggests friendship

reveals a natural way to order pleasures and pains.157 On account of these arguments, it

seems friendship is necessary for understanding the healthy nature and its simple pleasure,

something that becomes apparent by following the decent’s path towards the intellect in

Books VIII and IX.

Insofar as Aristotle turns the discussion of what is pleasant by nature towards a

healthy human nature, we ought to recall his comparison between the politician and physi-

cian, which leads to the conclusion that the politician does not look to turn citizens’ intellects

towards the good that exists by nature, but the good of the city that exists by law or con-

vention.158 Throughout Books VI and VII, the arguments continue to emphasize the need

to take one’s bearings from nature. In Book VI, the focus is on the intellect and its con-

templation of first principles; in Book VII, the focus is on pleasure. Since both the intellect

and pleasure are part of sense-perception, it is clear the subjects of Books VI and VII are

two things in human nature that must come together, though how this work may be done

remains unclear. Remember, however, that Aristotle’s closer examination of the nature of

the pleasure follows his description of the political philosopher as the architect of the end

in relation to which all things are simply good or bad.159 With the inquiry into pleasure

apparently at its end, and with the claims of the noble and the pleasant to the best end

in question, the title of “best” must belong to some other end. Thus, with the turn to

friendship, we are poised to discover how human beings can order their souls according to

the best end by nature.

156Cf. 1134b8–17, pg. 239 above.
157Cf. 1126b19–25, pg. 214 above.
158Cf. 1102a7–25 (pgs. 143–pg. 144), as well as the last paragraph in Section 3.4.2, “Nomos and Phusis,”
pg. 151 above.
159Cf. 1152b1–8, pgs. 288–290.
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CHAPTER 6

FRIENDSHIP

6.1. Introduction: Friendship and the Questions of the Nicomachean Ethics

Before beginning to explore Aristotle’s inquiry into friendship (philia) in Books VIII

and IX, we should briefly consider how friendship touches both philosophy and politics thus

far in the Nicomachean Ethics. Starting with philosophy, we ought to remember the first

appearance of “friends” in the Ethics accompanies the first mention of “philosophers” in the

noble yet troubling statement that it is necessary—and even pious—for philosophers to let

go of their friends for the sake of preserving the truth.1 This statement serves as our point

of entry into Aristotle’s examination of the problems in speaking of the idea of the good, a

discussion that initially seems to push this idea out of the inquiry in favor of happiness while

also providing recurring questions throughout the Ethics used to determine how happiness,

virtue, and pleasure may or may not be the good.

On the political side of things, friendship appears as one of the moral virtues in the

form of “friendliness,” the first of three virtues related to partnership or community in logos

and action (i.e., the social virtues). The concern of friendliness is causing pleasures and

pains to another; its primary distinction from friendship is it lacks the affection (stergein)

associated with philia.2 Following friendliness is truthfulness, a virtue concerned with telling

the truth to others on account of love of the truth (philalēthēs). One of the vices related to

truthfulness is irony, and in addition to being a vice with a mean and two extremes (some-

thing supposedly characteristic only of virtue), its sole example is Socrates, who famously

understated his wisdom.3 The third and final social virtue is wit, which concerns what is

playful in life through the use of humor with others and includes the observation that the

witty person is a “like a law (nomos) unto himself.”4 When Aristotle first introduces the

social virtues in Book II, he says friendliness concerns what is pleasant in “all that relates

1Cf. 1096a11–16, pg. 75 above.
2Cf. 1126b11–1127a13, pgs. 214–216 above.
3Cf. 1127a14–1127b32, pgs. 216–220 above.
4Cf. 1127b33–1128a9, pgs. 220–221 above.

303



to life”; at the conclusion of the social virtues, he summarizes them as “the three means in

life. . . and all are concerned with certain logoi and actions related to community.”5 Consider-

ing pleasures and pains are the concerns of virtue—and therefore the political art—the scope

Aristotle gives to friendliness suggests friendship contains a truth about virtue, pleasure, and

political life hitherto unexplored in the Ethics.

Though Aristotle introduces wisdom into the Ethics in Book VI, his puzzling argu-

ment that wisdom is a hexis that could make one happy by being possessed (echō) and put

into activity (energein) remains unexplained. And while Book VII helps us discover political

philosophy, philosophy itself is still a mystery. In Book IX, however, Aristotle begins to focus

more on the nature of philosophy, and the basis for this turn is the assumption that there

is a similarity between friendships according to virtue—which Book VIII posits are the best

because they are complete—and philosophic friendships. As anticipated in the discussion of

wisdom and happiness, Aristotle’s examination of friendship reveals more about the natures

of hexis and activity, and in doing so, seems to promise a potential harmony between love of

friends and love of the truth through the shared activity of looking to and conversing about

the good through logos and thought.

With the preceding short overview of how friendship connects to philosophy and

politics, let us turn to Aristotle’s formal introduction to friendship in Book VIII to see what

other themes it addresses. Aristotle opens Book VIII by positing friendship is either a certain

virtue or with virtue, then adding “it is most necessary (anankaiotaton) with a view to life”

(1155a4–5). Focusing first on the necessity for friendship in life, Aristotle says, “Without

friends, no one would choose to live, even if he possessed all [the remaining good things]”

(1155a5–6).6 Friendship, then, seems to be the best of the good things, something that is

evident in the way the wealthy or those who have acquired (kteomai) political offices (archas)

are in need (chreia) of friends for the advantage (ophelos) of a good deed/work (euergesia),

guarding and preserving (sōzō) their prosperity, or being a refuge when impoverished or

5Cf. 1108a11–14 and 1128b5–6.
6I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the last part of this quotation (τὰ λοιπὰ ἀγαθὰ

πάντα) as “all other goods” to make it more literal. Additionally, whereas Bartlett and Collins translate
this quotation as part of the passage in the preceding paragraph, it is a new sentence in Bywater’s manuscript,
beginning a discussion about friendship’s necessity.
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undergoing other misfortunes (1155a7–12). In this respect, friends are the best of the good

things because they allow one both to preserve and make use of one’s own goods. The

usefulness of friendship also extends to the young and the old, for friends keep the young

from error, while the old need the young on account of their weakened capacity for actions

(1155a12–14). Between the old and the young are those in their prime whose friends help

them with the noble actions (tas kalas praxeis), “for ‘two going together’ are better able

both to think (noeō) and to act” (1155a14–15). Though in what actions the noble consists

is unclear, Aristotle ties them to thinking (the work of the intellect, nous), but in such a

way as to make doing something noble one’s own good.7

Rather than further considering what good things and noble actions are part of friend-

ship, Aristotle turns to its place in nature. Friendship seems to be by nature between parents

and offspring in both human beings and animals, those who are alike to one another, and

most of all in human beings, whom we praise as lovers of human beings (philanthropoi)

(1155a16–21). Further proof of this may be in one’s travels, where one is likely to see every

human being as kindred (oikeion) and a friend to a human being (1155a22). Though the

examples Aristotle offers differ from one another, each suggests human beings see friendship

in all living things, and themselves most of all.

The human tendency to see friendship in nature appears to carry over to the city,

for friendship seems to be what holds together (sunechein) cities and is something lawgivers

are more serious about than justice (1155a23). In particular, lawgivers aim (ephiēmi) at

like-mindedness (homonoia) since this is like friendship and leads the city away from discord

towards friendship (1155a24–25).8 Clarifying why lawgivers are more serious about friend-

ship, Aristotle says, “When people are friends, they have no need of justice, but when they

are just, they do need friendship in addition; and in the realm of the just things, the most just

seems to be what involves friendship” (1155a26–28). The preceding sequence of arguments

7The relationship between friendship and need serves as the core of Lorraine Smith Pangle’s book, Aristotle
and the Philosophy of Friendship (2003). Though this dissertation is similar to Pangle’s work in the sense
that we agree the discussion of friendship plays a central role in the entirety of the Nicomachean Ethics,
her interpretation primarily focuses on how Aristotle addresses the question of the relationship between
friendship and need as Plato presents it in the Lysis (2003, 16, 19–21).
8For like-mindedness in the city, see Politics 1261b16–40 (pg. 159 above). Additionally, for the connection
between likemindedness and the art of justice, see Plato’s Cleitophon 409a–e.
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suggests lawgivers’ serious concern for friendship comes from their awareness of the limits of

law and convention in holding the city together, one that seems to stem from human beings’

tendency to see friendship in nature. This may also explain Aristotle’s curious statement

about how justice and friendship relate to one another, and although he offers no further

arguments on the subject in the present discussion, it seems one reason why justice may be

in need of friendship is because the latter may be more natural than justice.9

With justice’s apparent need for friendship established, Aristotle returns to consider-

ing friendship’s association with the noble things, saying, “Yet friendship is not only neces-

sary but also noble, for we praise those who love their friends (philophiloi), and an abundance

of friends [seems to be something of the noble things]. Further, people suppose good men

and their friends to be one and the same” (1155a29–31).10 In this passage, what is noble

applies primarily to the praise one receives for loving one’s friends and having many of them.

Aristotle leaves us to wonder, however, if the praise is simply for having friends (especially in

“abundance”), or for having good friends. In this way, Aristotle raises two more questions.

First, how many friends do we need? Second, if having friends is noble, is it possible to be

friends for the sake of the noble?

From friendship and the noble things, Aristotle comes back to nature, but with an eye

towards eros. Aristotle begins by recalling the opinion holding friendship is based on likeness,

citing common sayings of “like is to like” and “jackdaw to jackdaw,” but this time adds the

contrary opinion that those who are alike may be in opposition to one another, citing Hesiod

who speaks of “potter against potter” to show the potential for conflict between those who

practice the same art (1155a32–1155b1).11 Along these lines, Aristotle notes how others seek

a higher and more natural (phusikōteron) explanation for friendship, citing the poet Euripides

who claims “the parched earth loves (eran) the rain” and “the august heaven, when full of

rain, loves to fall to earth” (1155b2–4). Similarly, though without eros, Heraclitus claims

“opposition is advantageous,” “the noblest harmony comes from things that differ,” and “all

9Tessitore frames his discussion of Aristotle’s account of friendship in a similar way, noting a tension between
nature and the city with moral virtue lying somewhere between the two (1996, 75).
10Here I amend Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the last part of the quotation to reflect “the noble
things” are plural in the Greek, whereas they translate τῶν καλῶν as if it is singular.
11Cf. Rhetoric 1381a21 for Aristotle’s use of this passage from Hesiod in the examination of friendship.
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things come into being in accord with strife” (1155b4–6). In keeping with the opposition

between opinions on friendship and likeness, Aristotle notes Empedocles thought like aims

at like (1155b7). Euripides’s poetry about the earth, heavens, and the eros for rain marks

the first appearance of eros since the statement in the account of courage that it is cowardly

to die in order to escape the pain of eros.12 Euripides’s imagery helps illuminate the painful

nature of eros, for if the earth is in such a desperate drought, it is in extreme need of rain

to quench its thirst. Though the earth stands in need of rain, Euripides states the heavens

have eros to rain only when they are full. In this respect, the eros of the earth and the

heavens is good only when both are in need of each other; otherwise, it is easy to imagine

cases where the eros for one thing does not align with the eros of another. For example,

a moist earth would have no eros for rain, just as dry heavens would have no eros to rain.

Such possibilities also suggest instances where the eros of one thing conflicts with another;

in Euripides’s example, if the heavens have eros for rain but the earth is moist, the heavens

could flood and destroy the earth. The good of eros, then, is mixed, sometimes advantageous,

sometimes harmful. As such, it is not easy to determine whether likenesses and contraries

are best for one another, for making such a determination requires one to understand the

nature of the things in question. Consequently, two questions about eros emerge. First,

what is the place of eros in nature? Second, is eros at all compatible with friendship?

While Aristotle’s brief engagement of the poets points to a consideration of nature, he

declares an examination of the things of nature (ta phusika) is not suitable for the inquiry and

focuses his attention instead on human things, particularly characters (ēthē) and passions

(pathē) (1155b7–9). Accordingly, the questions concern whether all people can be friends,

if it is impossible for the wicked to become friends, and if there is one or many forms of

friendship (1155b10–11). With regards to the last of these questions, Aristotle remarks on a

mistake made by those who think there is only one form (eidos) of friendship admitting of

degrees of more and less, noting they have trusted (pisteuō) in the wrong things since things

differing in form also admit of more and less; he also adds this point was established earlier,

though it is not clear where (1155b12–15). The most recent discussion concerning things

12Cf. 1116a13–15, pg. 193 above.
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with different forms admitting of degrees of more or less is the allusion to Speusippus in Book

VII which seems to show pleasure and pain do not correspond to what is simply (haplōs)

good and bad.13 It appears, therefore, that there is more than one form of friendship, and

each form is neither simply good nor bad.14

Although the immediate context of Aristotle’s allusion to Speusippus’s arguments

establishes there are multiple forms of friendship, we ought to remember eros first appears

in the Ethics in the inscription from Delos to suggest what is most pleasant by nature is

happening upon that for which one has eros, a statement that runs counter to Book I’s

supposition that pleasure is something of the soul and relates to that for which one has

philia. Of particular note in these arguments about philia and pleasure is the association

between the life of virtue and the love of the noble (philoskalos), which is said to be pleasant

by nature.15 The implicit questions about the noble and the discussion of eros in nature seem

to offer clarity on why Aristotle concludes Book VII by saying an examination of friendship

naturally follows the discussion of pleasure, for the arguments are poised to revisit what is

pleasant by nature with an eye towards the difference between eros and philia, two loves

with fundamentally different understandings about what it means to possess the good.

6.2. Friendship and Ends

Despite Aristotle’s declaration that he will forego examining the things of nature in

the discussion of friendship and focus instead on the human things of characters and passions,

there are two subtle indications that he maintains an interest in the natural things. First,

in his statements that lawmakers “aim” more at friendship than justice and Empedocles’s

saying that like “aims” at like, Aristotle uses the same verb as the opening statement of

the Ethics that wonders if all things “aim” (ephiēmi) at the good.16 This is significant

because Books VIII–X speak more of “aiming” than Books II–VII. Second, Aristotle discusses

pleasure and pain in such a way as to hearken back to an argument from Book VII regarding

13Cf. 1153b1–6, pg. 294 above.
14In reading Aristotle’s allusion to an earlier argument as pointing back to his brief engagement of Speusippus
in Book VII, my interpretation runs counter to Bartlett and Collins’s note on the quotation indicating there
is no corollary to this discussion in the Nicomachean Ethics (2011, pg. 165, Note 14).
15Cf. 1099a7–18, pgs. 109–111 above.
16Cf. 1094a1–3, pg. 64 above.
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sense-perception said to come from those who study nature. The details of this discussion

unfold in the examination of the forms of friendship, which begins by defining the three

lovable (philētos) things and declaring two of these are ends: the pleasant and the good.

Noticeably not characterized as lovable ends are the noble, the just, and happiness. In order

to be able to account for why the noble, the just, and happiness are not suitable ends for

friendship, we need to understand how Aristotle’s examination of the forms of friendship

and what the loving in friendship entails points to a search for what is good by nature.

6.2.1. The Lovable Things and the Three Forms of Friendship

The lovable seems to be either what is good (agathon), pleasant (hēdus), or useful

(chrēsimon); of these three things, what is useful “would seem to be that through which

something good or pleasant arises, with the result that what is good as well as what is

pleasant would be lovable as ends (telē)” (1155b20–21). With this line of reasoning, the

underlying tension between the good and the pleasant as ends throughout the Nicomachean

Ethics comes to the forefront of the inquiry. Raising several questions about the good and

the pleasant, Aristotle wonders if people love the good or what is good for themselves, and

similarly, if they love the pleasant or what is pleasant to themselves (1155b22–23). Refining

the question, Aristotle notes that while what is simply good is lovable, many people love

what is good for themselves and for this reason suppose what is lovable is what is good for

each person (1155b24–25). Consequently, it seems most people love what appears good for

them, and although this would suggest a need to examine the difference between what is good

and what appears good, Aristotle seems to leave this discussion behind since the pertinent

point is each person loves what appears lovable (1155b25–26). The questions Aristotle raises,

however, build off Book VII’s examination of pleasure in light of the division of the good into

what is simply good and what is good for a certain person.17 Thus, using the lovable things,

Aristotle shows the questions about pleasure and what is good for oneself truly concern

ends.18

17Cf. 1152b26–27, pg. 291 above.
18Noticeably absent from this introduction to the forms of friendship is the noble, which Pangle notes is
something Aristotle will never show is “sufficient to bring love [i.e., philia] into being” (2003, 37). In order
to keep the focus on the pleasant and the good for now and how these relate to the forms of friendship, I
delay examining the place of the noble in friendship until Section 6.3.2, pg. 327 below.
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Moving from the lovable to the forms of friendship associated with each, Aristotle

first examines useful and pleasant friendships. In both useful and pleasant friendships, the

love involved is not for one’s friend, but for the good that comes from the friend (1156a10–

12). For example, those who are fond (agapaō) of witty people like them solely for the

pleasure they provide, not for who they are (1156a13–14). A similar thing occurs in useful

friendships, and in friendships of use and pleasure, one feels affection (stergō) not for the

other person, but one’s own good (to autois agathon) or pleasure (1156a15–17). Because the

love involved in useful and pleasant friendships is not for the other person, these friendships

are only friendships incidentally since they easily dissolve either when the friend changes and

is no longer useful or pleasant, or, more likely, what is useful or pleasant to oneself changes

or disappears (1156a18–24). This criticism of useful and pleasant friendships comes from

the expectation that friendship should be enduring. The primary deficiency of useful and

pleasant friendships arises on the part of the person seeking a friend who may or may not be

aware that what one finds lovable is not another person, but something useful or pleasant.

While it is possible for many to go through life without ever questioning what they truly

think is lovable about their friends, Aristotle’s criticism of useful and pleasant friendships

leads his readers to the question of why they love their friends.

At the same time as Aristotle reveals the fleeting nature of useful and pleasant friend-

ships, he also reveals what is natural about them. The old, for example, are inclined towards

useful friendships because they seek out what is beneficial more than what is pleasant;

likewise, those in their prime need useful friendships because they find them advantageous

(1156a25–26). In either case, such friends are not likely to live together because they are

either not pleasant to one another, or the pleasure they derive from the friendship comes

from the hope of possessing something good from the other (1156a27–31). Pleasure, then,

is an important part of friendship, and it is bound to the good each friend seeks. But how

pleasure cannot be the whole of friendship is apparent in (if not to) the young, for their time

of life is filled with change and they act according to passion, leading their friendships to

form and dissolve quickly because the pleasures they pursue change so rapidly (1156a33–35).

Through the range in ages of useful and pleasant friendships, Aristotle reveals human beings’
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natural tendencies to find different things good for themselves throughout their lives, leaving

us to wonder if there is anything that is simply good for all human beings in all times of life.

While both useful and pleasant friendships are deficient, there is a complete (teleia)

form of friendship “of the good and those alike according to virtue” who wish (bouleuō) “for

the good things for each other insofar as they are good, and they are good in themselves”

and hold (echō) this way on account of themselves (1156b7–9). Such friends wish for the

good of one another for the friend’s sake, not their own (1156b10). Further, the friendship

between the good endures so long as they are good, and virtue is something stable (monimos)

(1156b11–12). According to this initial account of the complete form of friendship, its

foundation is good character, which seems to depend on virtue since its stability helps the

good remain who they are and wish for the good things for their friends. Folding the pleasant

into this complete form of friendship, Aristotle says the good are simply good and good for

their friends; similarly, the good are simply pleasant and pleasant to their friends, and the

pleasure they share relates primarily to action (1156b13–17). The good, then, seem to be

good and pleasant for all human beings, and especially good and pleasant for one another.

Thus, with his introduction of the complete form of friendship, Aristotle brings what is good

and pleasant together through a friendship founded upon virtue.

With the good and the pleasant woven into the complete form of friendship, Aristotle

considers its superiority to the other forms of friendship and the difficulties in forming such

friendships. In addition to the stability virtue provides, it also appears with good-logos

(eulogōs) that the complete form of friendship is stable since it joins together all the things

that should come to be present (huparchein) for friends (1156b18). Clarifying this remark,

Aristotle says, “For every friendship exists on account of a good or pleasure, either simply or

for the person who loves, and in accord with the likeness involved” (1156b18–20). Further,

because the simply good and simply pleasant are especially lovable, those who are good are

especially likely to love and be friends with each other, and their friendships are best (aristē)

(1156b21–24). Although the complete form of friendship enters the inquiry in an attractive

way, it is not within the reach of all human beings. For one, few people are good (1156b25).

Further, to form a friendship that is complete, human beings need time and must be in the
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habit of living together (or, more simply, be familiar with each other, sunētheia) since they

cannot become friends until they appear lovable to one another and can be trusted (1156b26–

29). Here Aristotle acknowledges one of our greatest hopes for friendship, for however swiftly

human beings make proofs of friendship (ta philika) to one another on account of a wish to

be friends, friendship does not come into being quickly (1156b30–32). With this statement,

Aristotle concludes his introduction to the complete form of friendship.

At first glance, it seems Aristotle’s outline of the best form of friendship is thorough.

But insofar as the arguments suppose virtue and being good are the essential characteristics

of the complete form of friendship, it raises several questions. To start, is there only one

virtue in which the best friends are alike, or many? Additionally, according to what virtue

are human beings good? And with respect to the good and the pleasant, how do we distin-

guish one from the other? In order to determine how these questions may be answered, we

should take note of the potential significance of Aristotle’s emphasis on the complete form

of friendship’s trust depending on time and “the habit of living together.” The term for

the “the habit of living together” is sunēthēs, which appears in the account of friendliness

and, more importantly, Book VII’s argument that those who study nature can attest to how

the pleasures of some things—such as the sense-perception of seeing—begin painfully but

become pleasant once we become accustomed (sunēthēs) to them.19 Due to the emergence

of the intellect as sense-perception of first principles and the arguments revealing virtue and

vice have their roots in what the intellect “sees” in Books VI and VII, the initial account

of the complete form of friendship appears to set up a discussion of how to trust in first

principles amidst competing pleasures and pains within the context of an examination of

how friends become good and trustworthy through virtue.

Continuing his inquiry, Aristotle revisits the useful and pleasant friendships in relation

to the complete form. After establishing friends in the complete form of friendship come to

receive the same or similar things from each other, Aristotle states the friendships of the

good also have something useful and pleasant about them (1156b33–1157a2). Next, contrary

to the initial presentation of useful and pleasant friendships as fleeting, Aristotle now asserts

19Cf. 1154b8–10, pg. 299 above.
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these friendships may endure so long as each person involved comes to the same thing from

the other, or they share the same pleasure over time (1157a3–6). For example, it is possible

for two people to be friends through business for an extended period of time if they each

make a profit off of one another; similarly, golfers could be friends throughout their lives so

long as golf remains pleasant to each person. Nonetheless, the possibility of an extended

useful or pleasant friendship does not dispel the doubts Aristotle casts on these friendships.

Because useful friendships do not ultimately depend on the character of the people involved,

the loss of interest in what is useful will most likely lead to an end of the friendship. As

for what is pleasant, the variability of pleasure means there will always be the potential for

change in oneself or one’s friend. Both the useful and the pleasant, then, seem insufficiently

capable of ensuring friends can trust one another.

Further demonstrating the limited trust of useful and pleasant friendships, Aristotle

comments on how these friendships may form irrespective of the character of the people

involved, for those who are base can be friends for the sake of something useful or pleasant

with those who are base, those who are decent (epieikēs), and those who are neither decent

nor base (1157a17–18). Those who are good (who here seem distinct from the decent), by

contrast, are the only human beings capable of being friends based upon who they are, and

this is evident in the way their friendships are secure in the face of slander on account of

the trust they have in one another (1157a20–22). In support of this point, Aristotle notes

how such friends defend one another when they are the subject of slander, making “such

statements as ‘I trust him,’ ‘he would never commit injustice,’ and all those other things

deemed worthy of true friendship (alēthōs philia)” (1157a20–24).20 Implicit in this compari-

son between useful and pleasant friendships and those of the good is the understanding that

those who are friends for the sake of the useful or the pleasant put their trust in whatever is

useful or pleasant, not the other person whom they consider as their friends. It follows, then,

that “true friendship” depends upon character, and therefore belongs only to the good.

From the comparison between the friendships of the useful, pleasant, and good, Aris-

totle concludes there are multiple forms of friendship, and of these three forms, the friendship

20This is the first appearance of “true friendship” in the Nicomachean Ethics.
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of the good is the authoritative (kuriōs) form while the useful and the pleasant forms merely

resemble the friendship of the good (1157a26–32). Consequently, those who are base form

friendships primarily of usefulness and pleasure, and because of this, their friendships are

incidental; the good, by contrast, are friends because they base their friendships primarily on

who they are, though there still are useful and pleasant things in their friendship (1157b1–4).

With these summary remarks, it appears Aristotle answers the three questions he posed in

his turn towards understanding friendship in relation to characters and passions, not na-

ture (i.e., Can all people be friends? Can the wicked become friends? How many forms of

friendship are there?).21

In a closer consideration of the deficiencies of useful and pleasant friendships, the

question of the good and its relation to the pleasant receives further attention. Starting with

the simply good and pleasant, Aristotle says these are both “lovable and choiceworthy,”

whereas what is good or pleasant to each person is only lovable and choiceworthy to that

person; a good person, on the other hand, is both lovable and choiceworthy to a good person

simply and for that particular person (1157b26–28). Notice how in these arguments both the

good and the pleasant retain two senses: the simple (or universal) in relation to all human

beings, and the particular in relation to a certain person. The kinship between the good

and the pleasant allows Aristotle to establish pleasant friendships are more like friendships

between those who are good than useful friendships, for those in pleasant friendships share

in something delightful (1158a18–20). Additionally, after again stating the friendship of the

young is more likely to be of the pleasant sort, Aristotle suggests this is because they are

more liberal (eleutherios) and unlike those who frequent the marketplace who are likely to

form useful friendships (1158a21–22).22 And if one considers things from the perspective of

those who are blessed, while they have no need for useful friends, they do need pleasant ones,

for “they wish to live with certain people, and although they might bear what is painful for a

short time, no one could endure (hupomenei) it continuously (sunechōs)—not even the good

itself, should it be painful to him. Hence they seek out friends who are pleasant” (1158a23–

21Cf. 1155b7–14, pg. 307 above.
22The term for “those who frequent the marketplace,” ἀγοραῖος, also carries with it the connotation of a
person being a “common” or “low” sort.
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25). The move from the young, to those frequenting the marketplace, to the blessed, seems

to suggest the wish for what is pleasant in life is the mark of a freedom from some type of

need. More importantly, notice how the pleasant is a need that even blessed human beings

require, for no human being would choose to live in pain continuously. Finally, the language

of enduring pain and the problem of continuity in relation to pleasures and pains recalls the

moral virtues of courage and moderation, as well Book VII’s consideration of the work of

pleasure in the soul. In the account of moderation, Aristotle describes how pain dispossesses

the nature of the person experiencing it, whereas pleasure complements one’s nature and

encourages activities (energeiai). In Book VII, we learn pleasure is the unimpeded activity

of a hexis.23 From these arguments, there seem to be two conclusions. First, by stipulating no

human being would endure the good if it were continuously painful, Aristotle acknowledges

that while loving the good may be painful at first, it would not be lovable or choiceworthy if

it were always painful. Second, and more importantly, the pleasure associated with the good

allows us to make it part of (and perhaps “hold it in”) our nature, but we must remember

this is possible only if we have the courage to endure its initial pain, hopefully standing as

firm as logos itself, which lacks sense-perception and is therefore unmoved by pain.24

With the necessity for pleasure in life made clear, Aristotle reasserts the superiority

of the good over the pleasant, saying those who are blessed “ought to seek out the sorts of

people who are good as well, and, further, good for them themselves: in this way all that

ought to belong to friends will be theirs” (1158a26–27). At first glance, this passage once

again affirms the authoritative nature of the friendships of the good. But in suggesting the

blessed should seek human beings who are both good and good for themselves, Aristotle

recalls his prayer about the good things at the beginning of the account of justice. This

prayer emerges after Aristotle characterizes the unjust person as someone who “grasps for

more” of the good things and less of the bad, especially with respect to the things of good-

fortune and misfortune. Because an excess of good things can be harmful, human beings

should pray for the things that are simply good to be good for them as well.25 By the end

23Cf. 1119a21–27 (pg. 196 above) & 1153a7–16 (pg. 292 above).
24Cf. 1115b11–14, pg. 190 above for the courageous person enduring as logos in the face of what is fearful.
25Cf. 1129b4–6, pg. 230 above.
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of Book VII, it is clear the greatest obstacle to properly discerning what is good for oneself

is pleasure (and pain, to a lesser degree), which many think is solely of the body.26 The

current discussion of friendship picks up on this problem of pleasure with the addition of

an important question implied by echoing Book V’s prayer about the good things. The

predominant focus of the account of justice is virtue as it pertains to the good of another;

as for what is good for oneself, Aristotle merely hints at this with his allusion to the idea

of justice in the soul from Plato’s Republic, a hexis characterized by friendship.27 Thus, in

addition to helping discern what is good and what is pleasant, the examination of friendship

from the authoritative form between those who are “good and alike in virtue” seems poised

to reveal how one’s own good can be shared with the good of another in relation to the

simply good and pleasant.

Now, even if we suppose the friendship between those who are good is pleasant and

complete because it carries with it all the good things, it is still unclear how friendships

endure. Up to this point, Aristotle asserts friendships based on virtue are stable because they

cannot be undone by slanders and accusations. While Aristotle maintains this argument,

in the course of noting useful and pleasant friendships are like virtuous friendships insofar

as these have something useful and pleasant about them, he reminds us of how what is

useful and pleasant is subject to change, thereby implying virtue is not (1158b5–11). The

juxtaposition of changeless virtue with the changeable useful and pleasant things draws upon

Book VII’s concluding arguments about the pleasure of the god being found in a motionless

activity, an argument that shows the need to understand pleasure as part of a healthy, simple,

and decent nature, not one that is sick and defective.28 If virtue is akin to the god, then it

must have a single activity and pleasure. Considering the god seems akin to the intellect,

it appears Aristotle’s arguments about virtue in friendship move us closer to understanding

how the intellect provides the activity and pleasure that make virtue stable.

At the same time as Aristotle moves us towards a contemplative understanding of

26Cf. Section 5.3.4, “Political Philosophy, Pleasure, and The Good,” starting on pg. 285 above, and especially
1153b26–1154a15 (pgs. 297–299).
27Cf. 1129b27–1130b5 (pgs. 232–235) & 1138b6–8 (pg. 241 above).
28Cf. 1154b16–31, pgs. 299–301 above.
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virtue, he reveals a serious tension within even the best of friendships by admitting there is

no precise way to define the boundary (horismos) of where friends remain friends and where

they do not (1159a3–4). The problem is most apparent in why we may not wish for the

“greatest goods” for our friends since doing so would mean our friends would be gods and

therefore no longer friends or good for ourselves (1159a5–8).29 In light of this wish, Aristotle

says, “So if it has been nobly said that a friend wishes for the good things for the friend for

the friend’s sake, the friend would need to remain as whatever sort he is. For the one friend

will wish for the greatest goods for the other as a human being—and perhaps not all such

goods, since each wishes for the good things for himself most of all” (1159a9–13). According

to these arguments, the wishing for the good of another in friendship may always be plagued

by the worry that our friends will become so much greater than ourselves and no longer be

the people whom we befriended. This worry, however, depends wholly upon our concern

with our own good. As a result, every friendship runs the risk of letting what is good for

oneself oppose the good of our friends. How, then, do we balance wishing for the good of

another with our wish for what is good for ourselves?

6.2.2. Loving and Friendship

To address the human tendency to look chiefly to our own good in friendship, Aristotle

considers the nature of philia, beginning with the observation that the many wish to be

loved more than to love on account of their love of honor (philotimia), hence why they love

a flatterer (1159a14–16). There are two reasons why the many think this way: first, being

honored is similar to being loved, and second, they take delight in being honored by people

in positions of authority because they hope to attain what they need from such people and

therefore delight in honor because it indicates their faring well (1159a17–21). Initially, these

two arguments appear to be a revision of Book I’s characterization of the many as being

interested mainly in the life of pleasure.30 But if we look back on where flatterers appear in

the Ethics, we find a connection between the love of honor and the life of pleasure. In the

first outline of the virtue of friendliness in Book II, Aristotle defines its excess as flattery

29Here Aristotle may be drawing on the example of Achilles and Patroclus from Homer’s Iliad.
30Cf. 1095b20–22, pg. 92 above.
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(excessive friendliness for the sake of one’s own advantage) (1108a26–31). In Book III, the

prodigal (whom Aristotle criticizes for wasting both their resources and being) are said to

give money to flatterers for the sake of their own pleasure.31 In the account of greatness of

soul, Aristotle describes flatterers as servile and low in order to claim the great-souled man

cannot live for anyone else besides a friend.32 Finally, in the full account of friendliness in

Book IV, Aristotle explains how the primary advantage (ōphelia) a flatterer seeks concerns

money (chrēmata) and all that comes from it (1127a8–9). On the one hand, insofar as

the love of honor is akin to being loved, those who seek flattery think love resides solely in

pleasure. And although flatterers look to please others in order to attain money (or, more

broadly, the useful things) for their own good, they seem to be motivated by pleasure as well.

On the other hand, given the way the many see honor as a benefit from those in authority,

one can imagine instances where such people flatter the many for the sake of some political

advantage. Consequently, it seems the love of honor is exploitable because many think being

loved is the same as being pleased.

After the many, Aristotle considers those who long (oregō) for honor from the decent

(1159a23). Rather than looking for pleasure or receiving benefits, those who long for honor

aim to confirm a certain opinion of themselves, namely, that they are good; for this reason,

they trust and take delight in the opinion of those who say they are good (1159a24). While

those who long for honor delight in someone else’s opinion of their own goodness, Aristotle

says they actually take delight in being loved, which leads him to conclude being loved seems

superior to being honored and that friendship is itself something choiceworthy (1159a25–26).

The first appearance of the argument linking honor to one’s own lack of trust in being good

is in Book I’s dismissal of the political life of honor as being the best life.33 What sets up the

inquiry’s turn towards the lives in which happiness may be found is the agreement between

the opinions of the many and the refined that the end of the political art and human action

is happiness, an opinion they hold because they assume living well and acting well are the

same thing. One consequence of this agreement is the implicit argument that the many and

31Cf. 1121a10–1121b5, pg. 205 above.
32Cf. 1124b34–1125a13, pg. 228 above.
33Cf. 1095b23–29, pg. 92 above.
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the refined are not as distinct from one another as they appear.34 With Aristotle’s current

arguments about the love of honor, he shows the many and those who long for a seemingly

higher form of honor both aim at being loved and are therefore mistaken about how to secure

what is good for themselves by turning to pleasures and honors provided by others.

With human beings’ preference for being loved brought forth, Aristotle declares

“friendship seems to consist more in loving than in being loved” (1159a27). Providing an

image for his argument for the primacy of loving in friendship, Aristotle says,

A sign of this is mothers who delight in loving their children: some mothers
give away their own children to be raised, and though they love them just
because they know who they are, they do not seek to be loved in return if
both are not possible. Rather, it seems to be enough for mothers if they
see their children doing well; and they love them even if their children, in
ignorance of who their mothers are, may render to them nothing of what
is proper to a mother (1159a28–33).

At first glance, Aristotle’s appeal to a mother’s love for her child is strange, for why would

he choose such a disproportionate form of love? One argument we should remember is the

perplexity of wishing for the good of our friends while still wishing they will always be good

for ourselves.35 Whereas this earlier argument characterizes friendship as being preoccupied

with our own good, the image of a mother’s love presents friendship focused solely on the

good of another. Thus, within a short span of the text, we see two extremes of friendship

lacking a middle term (i.e., being loved and loving).

Based on the authoritative nature of loving in friendship and recognizing such love

often receives praise, “loving seems to be a virtue (aretē) of friends” (1159a34). With this

statement, Aristotle offers a potential answer to Book VIII’s introductory supposition that

friendship is either a certain virtue or with virtue, here suggesting friendship is at least

“with” one virtue.36 Loving, however, has not been posited as a virtue up until this point

in the inquiry, and even here only “seems” to be a virtue. The point where Aristotle comes

close to declaring loving is a virtue is with friendliness, but there it lacks the affection (to

34Cf. 1095a14–22, pgs. 89–90 above.
35Cf. 1159a14–21, pg. 316 above.
36Cf. 1155a4–5, pg. 304 above.
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stergein) associated with friendship.37 Before proceeding, it must be noted that Aristotle

has yet to reveal what the “affection” characteristic of friendship is, though he does discuss

it in his account of friendship within the household between a husband and wife, parents

and children. On account of this, we can at least conclude the image of the mother’s love

overstates the nature of the loving that is part of friendship, and that Aristotle’s discussion

of the family should help us understand how to balance both loving and being loved, and

the good of another and the good of oneself, in philia.

The first part of loving Aristotle considers relates to its amount, which seems to be

in accord with worth (axios) and therefore explains how those who are unequal could be

friends (1159a35–1159b2). Additionally, equality and likeness both seem to be friendship,

and on account of this, those who are friends according to virtue are stable in themselves, do

not change, and avoid both base things and error because they are good (1159b3–7).38 The

corrupt, by contrast, are unsteady and delight in their corruption for however short a time

their characters permit; similarly, the useful and the pleasant remain friends so long as they

provide useful things and pleasures to one another (1159b7–10). With these arguments,

equality and likeness take on a couple of different forms. In the case of virtuous friends,

they seem to be both equal and alike because of virtue, which suggests equality and likeness

reside in virtue itself. Now, although one could say there is equality and likeness in those

who are corrupt, because they lack virtue, it is unlikely that they will remain equal and alike

for any significant amount of time. As for the useful and pleasant friendships, the equality

resides in whatever useful things or pleasures are present. Though such things may be more

durable than corrupt characters, they do not seem to be as enduring as virtue, presumably

because such things are both simply good and good for us only up to a certain point. A

good, virtuous friend, however, seems to be both simply good and good for oneself for an

extended period of time.

Though likeness is one source of equality and worth in friendship, Aristotle begins

Book IX by considering friendships where there is no likeness, in which case “what is pro-

371126b12–26, pg. 214 above.
38The term Aristotle uses here (philotes) is slightly different than the term usually translated as friendship
(philia). Ostwald suggests this is “because of its assonance with isotes (‘equality’)” (1962, pg. 224, Note 15).
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portional (analogon) equalizes and preserves the friendship”; for example, in the political

friendship, artisans such as shoemakers and weavers are given an amount of legal currency

in exchange for their goods according to their worth (1163b33–1164a2). The political friend-

ship hearkens back to Book V’s account of how legal currency came into being in cities as a

conventional representative for need and a “middle term” capable of holding cities together

(sunechō) by enabling future exchange.39 Consequently, when looking at Aristotle’s exam-

ination of friendships with and without likeness, the worth of the former resides in a good

thing, while the worth of the latter resides in a conventional representation of something’s

good. Yet perhaps this juxtaposition could be refined further. Although the image of moth-

ers is perplexing since it presents a selfless characterization of friendship, it is also striking

because it is a love many human beings experience (either directly as mothers or indirectly

as children) and, more importantly, is natural.40 The question of worth in friendships with

and without likeness, then, seems to indicate the inquiry seeks a natural measure for worth,

one not disclosed in Book VIII’s examination of virtuous friendships.

How assessing worth in friendships lacking likeness becomes problematic is evident

in Aristotle’s consideration of the Sophists. To determine whether the worth of what is

given should be established by the one who gives something or the one who receives it,

Aristotle comments on how the Sophist Protagoras, when teaching, “bid the learner to

estimate (timaō) how much he held these things to be worth knowing, and that is the

amount he used to take” (1164a24–26). After stating some human beings would be content

with a fixed wage, Aristotle accuses the Sophists of attempting to make a profit since they

took money in advance by making excessive promises, noting they may be “compelled to do

this. . . because no one would pay them money for what they know” (1164a26–32). Notice

how the term for “to estimate” is the same as “to honor,” which suggests the price learners

set on what the Sophists propose to teach is a form of honor. The Sophists, then, depend

upon honor for their own advantage. But Aristotle’s criticism of the Sophists cuts deeper

than accusing them of being moneymakers, for he also claims what they know is worthless,

and they are ignorant of this. In this respect, the Sophists may suffer from the same character

39Cf. 1133a6–1133b29, pg. 236 above.
40Cf. 1159a27–33, pg. 319 above.
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flaw as those who seek honor from the decent: they do not trust that they are good.

Immediately following his harsh admonishment of the Sophists, Aristotle speaks about

how friendships in accord with virtue lack the accusations levied at the Sophists since what

is given comes without an agreement, and the repayment is in accord with choice, “for this

is the choice that is the mark of a friend and of virtue” (1164a33–1164b1). Aristotle then

notes the friendship between those sharing (koinōneō) in philosophy is similar to those who

are friends according to virtue, “For the worth involved is not measured in monetary terms,

and honor could not be evenly balanced with it. But perhaps whatever it is possible to

repay would be sufficient, just as it is with gods and parents” (1164b2–5). Those sharing in

philosophy thus seem to have some virtue in common, and its worth is beyond compensation

and something divine. This may capture the fundamental distinction between philosophers

and the Sophists, for while both derive their names from the word for “wise” (sophos), the

Sophists love honor more than wisdom. Here we should recall Socrates’s statement in the

Phaedo about how the correct currency (to nomismon orthon) of true virtue (aretēs alēthēs)

is not pleasures and pains, but prudence (phronēsis), the virtue of choice in the Ethics.41

Thus, if there is truly a natural virtue by which friends are good, alike, and equal to one

another, it would appear as if the friendship of the good depends most of all upon prudence,

the truest of form of which emerges in Book VI as following the lead of wisdom.

6.3. Friendship, Hexis, and Activity

After the initial inquiry into the lovable things and establishing the authoritative

place of loving in friendship, we must now turn to what is naturally lovable in friendship.

Given the way the preceding arguments continually circle back to virtue being the common

thing between friends who are good, it seems fitting that Aristotle’s inquiry into what is truly

lovable between friends turns towards considering friendship in the light of hexis, activity,

the noble, and happiness. The key question to consider in this is discussion is what makes

friendships enduring, and understanding what this is centers upon finding a way to reconcile

the love of another with the love of oneself. In the course of Aristotle’s attempts to answer

these questions, we see the intellect plays a central role in the most complete friendships.

41Cf. Phaedo 69a–c, pg. 203 above.
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Though Aristotle alludes to the intellect’s need to look to some end in order to enable

complete friendships to form, this end itself remains difficult to grasp. Nonetheless, we see

Aristotle cast doubts on the noble’s place in friendship by questioning the outlook of the

serious man (who has been the model for the life of virtue since Book I) in favor of the

decent. Through philosophic friendship, Aristotle shows the fundamental problem with the

love of honor is a mistaken understanding about what it means to love oneself, an insight

that should shake careful readers’ attachment to the noble in order to open the way into

contemplating the good and how this activity contributes to happiness.

6.3.1. The Foundations for Friendship

Following his introduction to the lovable things in Book VIII, Aristotle briefly ex-

amines two things people incorrectly associate with friendship. The first things are the

inanimate (such as wine). While it is possible to declare one has philia for wine, one can

never wish for the good of the wine (nor can the wine wish for one’s own good), but only

for it to be preserved so one may possess it (1155b27–28). The second thing many claim is

friendship is goodwill (eunous). Though goodwill entails wishing for the good of another,

friendship does not seem to be possible if this goodwill goes unnoticed, for then friends would

be unaware of how they hold themselves in relation to each other (1155b31–1156a5). In the

course of making this argument, Aristotle notes the many have goodwill towards those who

are decent or useful, and such people may feel goodwill towards the many (1155b35–36).

Based on what we know about friendship so far, it is clear human beings wish to preserve

and possess friends for themselves, though not by being inanimate; it is also evident that

they wish for friends to be aware of the love they have for them. Presumably the aware-

ness of the love people have for their friends resides in virtue, though goodwill provides a

potentially more specific foundation for friendship through a potential pun within its name,

eu-nous : good-intellect.

In Book IX, Aristotle offers further reasons for goodwill’s deficiency in comparison

to friendship that quietly anticipate the role the intellect plays in the remainder of the

Ethics. For one, although goodwill resembles something friendly (philikos), it always can

arise towards those who are unknown (agnōtas) to oneself (1166b30–32). Goodwill can also
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arise suddenly; competitors in contests, for example, may feel affection (stergō) towards each

other even if they have no intention of helping one another (1166b35–1167a3). On account of

this, goodwill is not friendly-affection (philēsis), for this form of affection requires the habit

of living together (sunētheia) (1166b35). Yet above these things is one more important

factor goodwill lacks, for friendly-affection possesses exertion and longing (1166b33–34). In

its immediate context, Book IX’s discussion of goodwill is a reiteration of the idea that

however quickly the wish for friendship may arise, its realization takes time and work.42

What distinguishes Book VIII’s account of goodwill from Book IX’s is the latter comes after

Aristotle reveals that by which one thinks and is prudent is the basis for friendship (1166a11–

34). When we combine this observation with the exertion characteristic of competition and

the use of sunētheia (the term associated with the pleasures and pains of developing sense-

perception of first principles) with the potential pun on nous in the name for goodwill, we

can see Aristotle carefully anticipates Book IX’s gradual movement towards the intellect as

the basis of the best friendships. Admittedly Aristotle does not point out this argument,

but we should keep it in mind to see how he is building towards this conclusion. Finally, it

must not escape our notice that this subtle allusion to the intellect coincides with longing,

which brings together the two things Book VI reveals characterize human nature.43 Thus,

as we move towards discovering the best friendships’ dependence on the intellect, we should

also look out for how Aristotle provides a clearer account of human nature.44

Returning now to Book VIII, after Aristotle establishes the friendship of the good

is the authoritative form of friendship that is simply good while the useful and pleasant

friendships resemble this form and are friendships incidentally, he wonders if those who are

good are so on account of a hexis or an activity, for each of these are spoken of as good

(1157b5–6).45 Refining his thought, Aristotle contrasts those living together with those who

are either asleep or separate, noting the former take delight in each other and provide good

42Cf. 1156b26–32, pg. 311 above.
43Cf. 1139a26–1139b5, pg. 248 above.
44In reading goodwill as being associated with the intellect and first principles, my interpretation diverges
from Pangle’s, who says, “Goodwill is the natural and unconfused source of the wish to see virtue rewarded;
it wishes this not because virtue needs a reward but because our sympathies are naturally with those we
admire” (2003, 156). This is perhaps most evident in the example of competing athletes.
45Cf. 1157a26–1157b4, pg. 313 above.
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things to one another while the latter are not active, though they hold in such a way as to be

active (energein) as a friend, for place only breaks up or loosens the activity of friendship,

not friendship simply (1157b5–11). It seems, then, that friendship simply is a hexis, and the

activity of the hexis requires the presence of the friend. But if friendship is a hexis able to

persist even when friends are not together, how do friends hold themselves in such a way as

to be active with one another when they meet again?

Setting aside the question of how friends hold onto their hexeis towards one another,

Aristotle expands upon what it means for friends who are not living together to lack the

activity associated with friendship by using the example of the old and the sour to show

human beings tend not to live together if they are unpleasant to one another (1157b14–28).

To this, Aristotle adds “nature appears to avoid most of all [the] painful and to aim at

[the] pleasant” (1157b18).46 According to these statements, the activity of a friendship and

pleasure are closely related, though it is not clear if the activity of friendship brings pleasure

or vis-a-versa. Whatever the case may be, pleasure is an important part of friendship, for

just as those in need long for an advantage (or “benefit,” ōpheleia) and the blessed long

to be with another and not alone, it does not seem possible to live together with someone

without any pleasure (1157b19–24).

Resuming the discussion of friendship as a hexis, Aristotle contrasts this with friendly-

affection (philēsis). Whereas one can feel friendly-affection towards something inanimate

because it is like a passion (pathos), “people reciprocate love as a matter of choice, and

choice stems from one’s hexis”; this hexis is also that from which we wish for the good of

another (1157b29–30). In loving a friend, human beings love what is good for themselves;

thus, “each. . . friend both loves [the] good for himself (autos) and repays in equal measure

what they wish for the other and [the] pleasant. For it is said, ‘friendship is equality,’ and

these things [come to be (huparchein)] most of all to the friendship of those who are good [or,

‘of the good’ (tōn agathōn)]” (1157b33–36). Aristotle’s line of argument provides a potential

resolution to the extremes of loving the good for oneself and the selfless love of a mother

for her child, for the loving in accord with the hexis of friendship entails loving the good

46Here I make a slight change of Bartlett and Collins’s rendering of the definite article (τό) as “what is” to
“the.” I make similar changes later in the discussion of the noble in friendship.
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for oneself and wishing for both the good and the pleasant for another. Here we ought to

recall Aristotle introduces “wish” in Book III as being for an end and of the things not up

to us (such as being happy).47 By saying wishing for the good of another is part of philia,

Aristotle reveals an important limit to what we can do for our friends: it is not up to us to

determine if they will do what is necessary to take hold of the good.

The need for the good in friendship becomes more apparent when Aristotle examines

the perplexities regarding the breaking up of friendships. With friendships based on the

useful or the pleasant, when either of these things is no longer present, the friendship breaks

up with “good-logos” since the thing to which each person was a friend is gone (1165a35–

1165b4). This explanation marks a slight shift in Aristotle’s presentation of useful and

pleasant friendships, for now it is clear the human beings involved in this friendship are not

friends with each other, but the useful or pleasant thing they hold in common.48 While there

may be an amicable parting from friendships based on the useful and pleasant things, there

are more troubling cases where one friend suspects the other is fond (agapaō) of himself on

account of character (ēthos) when the other is truly fond of him on account of the useful or

the pleasant (1165b4–6). If someone is mistaken about the basis for his friendship with the

other, then the blame for the misunderstanding falls on himself; but, if the person to whom he

is a friend pretends to love him, then the fault lies with the deceiver who makes a “counterfeit

currency (nomisma)” of a “more honorable thing” (1165b7–12). Aristotle’s characterization

of this deceit cuts two ways. On the one hand, because part of what we seek in friendship

is our own good, when we are mistaken about our friends, our error is in the choice of what

is good for ourselves. On the other hand, if our friends deceive us, then the deceivers affect

the appearance of what is good for us while not being good. A final perplexity concerning

the breaking up of friendships comes from the question of whether or not we should remain

friends to those who become corrupt (1165b13–14). Aristotle also wonders if it is not possible

to continue loving our friends if not all things are lovable but only the good (1165b15). In

such cases, the first thing we should do is attempt a correcting (epanorthōsis) of our friends; if

this fails, then there is no blame for breaking up the friendship, for those who are corrupt are

47Cf. 1111b20–30, pg. 181 above.
48Cf. 1156a10–24, pg. 309 above.
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no longer the people with whom we first became friends (1165b17–22). Notice how Aristotle

does not speak of the pain of ending a friendship when a friend becomes corrupt, but instead

focuses on the loss of the good. It seems, therefore, that the endurance or breaking up of a

friendship—of loving—should depend solely upon loving the good, even if it may be painful

to end a friendship with those who are no longer good.

6.3.2. The Noble and Friendship

Given the reasons for why friendships may break up deal mostly with character, if we

consider Book VIII’s repeated assertions that virtue is stable and that friendships according

to virtue are the authoritative form, it would seem virtue is what is most necessary to make

friendships endure. Towards the end of Book VIII, Aristotle examines how friends according

to virtue stand in relation to one another in terms of doing good. Whereas the useful and

pleasant friendships seem prone to accusations when each person no longer attains the useful

or pleasant thing they love, those who are friends in accord with virtue are eager to do good

for one another and actually compete to do good, “for no one is annoyed by someone who

loves and benefits him, but if he is refined, he retaliates by doing some good to his friend.

And since he who surpasses in doing good [hits on (tunchanō)] what he aims at, he would

not level an accusation against his friend, for each longs for the good” (1162b5–12). The

friendships of the good, then, seem to be friendly competitions, and even if one friend does

more good for the other, there are no disputes since the foundation for their friendship is

virtue. While this presentation of virtuous friendship may be especially appealing to those

who are eager to do good for their friends, it is not Aristotle’s last word on the subject, for

it shapes a discussion of the serious person in Book IX that undermines the noble’s claim to

being an end suitable for friendship.

Since Book I, the serious person has been assumed to be a model for the life of virtue,

for such a person does things both “well and nobly” on account of a virtue in the soul capable

of possessing and thinking about logos by which one comes to completion (teleios).49 Because

of this, the serious person also seems to know what is both noble and good, though in this

49Cf. 1098a5–16, pg. 101 above.
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argument, the noble and the good come together on the basis of pleasure.50 Considering the

Ethics (like Socrates) has yet to find anything that is both noble and good, there seems to

be a flaw in the outlook of the serious person, one Aristotle makes apparent in the confusions

this man experiences by trying to acquire more of the noble for himself.

In Book IX, the serious person emerges primarily in relation to the noble. Seeming to

borrow from his characterization of virtuous friends as competing to do good to one another,

Aristotle describes the serious person as someone who “does many things for the sake of

both his friends and his fatherland, and even dies for them if need be: he will give up money,

honors, and, in general, the goods that are fought over, thereby securing for himself [the]

noble” (1169a17–21). Initially, it appears the serious person is selfless because of the noble;

but, as Aristotle’s account move forward, the motivations of the serious person become less

clear. One motivation of the serious person is the intense pleasure associated with doing

something noble, for such a person would choose to live one year nobly rather than in a

chance way (tunchantōs) for much time, and further, would choose “to do one great and

noble action over many small ones” (1169a22–25). This particular case may apply to those

who would die for others, since it seems they “choose some great noble thing for themselves”

(1169a26). With money, the serious person would give this away to one’s friends, for in

this way one assigns the greater good—the noble—to oneself (1169a27–29). Similarly, with

regards to both honors and political offices, the serious person would assign these to one’s

friends because it is noble and praiseworthy for oneself (1169a30–31). Finally, Aristotle notes

there are cases in which the serious person will not act because it is nobler to be the cause

(aitia) of a friend’s actions than to do those actions oneself (1169a33–34). From all these

examples, Aristotle first concludes the serious person is someone who “in all praiseworthy

things. . . manifestly allots more of the noble to himself,” then adds all human beings should

be lovers of self (philautos) in this way, not like the many (1169a35–36). It would seem,

then, that love of self requires love of the noble. Notice, however, that the character of the

noble in all of the preceding examples is always tied to something else: intense pleasure by

living nobly, the greater good by giving money to friends, and praise by assigning honors

50Cf. 1099a14–24, pg. 107 above.
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and political offices to friends. Consequently, the serious persons’s love of the noble seems

to be a confusion regarding the love of self.

One curious feature of Aristotle’s account of the serious person is a comment he makes

after saying this person would give up political offices for his friend, for such an action makes

him seem serious because he chooses the noble (1169a32). With this statement, Aristotle

casts doubts on the seriousness of those who choose the noble and suggests being serious is

something apart from choosing the noble for oneself in all actions. Another peculiarity of

the account is the way it ends with a comparison between the serious person and the many

with respect to love of self. In Book I, the love of the noble is supposed to be pleasant by

nature and opposed to the random pleasures of the many that conflict with one another;

this argument leads into the claim that actions in accord with virtue are also pleasant by

nature. While Book IX’s presentation of the serious person retains the sense in which he

chooses a superior pleasure to the many, virtue is noticeably absent from this account. The

absence of virtue is even stranger when one considers the serious person’s choice to give up

his life for a friend echoes Book III’s account of courage, the virtue through which we first

learn the noble is the end of virtue.51 Considering the serious person is willing to give up his

life to secure the noble for himself, why does Aristotle refrain from describing this person as

a lover (or friend) of the noble?

One of the defining features of the account of friendship in Book VIII is equality, most

of all in virtue.52 With the serious person, Aristotle takes the competition between virtuous

friends to its extreme, to a point where one friend attempts to do something beyond what

the other has the capacity to do. Not only does this pose a problem for reciprocation in

friendship, but if the serious person would go so far as to die for the sake of the noble, we

ought to question if the noble is good for oneself. Nowhere is this more apparent than in

Aristotle’s silence on the noble’s place in friendship for the serious person, for it does not

appear the noble is something friends could hold in common. This may explain why Aristotle

does not call the serious person a “lover of the noble,” for it is not possible to have philia

for the noble. Instead, it would appear as if the noble belongs more properly to eros, for

51Cf. 1115a17–35 & 1115b11–14 in Section 4.3.1, “The Noble and Pleasure,” pg. 190 above.
52Cf. 1159b3–7, pg. 320 above.
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why else would someone give up all things to have it? While the difference between eros

and friendship will be set aside for now, this much is clear from Aristotle’s examination of

the serious person: although the friendship of the good may be in accord with virtue, this

friendship does not aim at the noble, for this does not appear to be both simply good and

good for oneself.53

6.3.3. Virtue and the Love of Self

Aristotle’s perplexing account of the serious person and the noble comes at the end

of an inquiry into what it means to love oneself. Prominently featured in this inquiry is the

decent person, whose nature has been something of a mystery thus far in the Ethics. Of

the many earlier appearances of the decent, perhaps the most important for the discussion

of friendship is Book V’s presentation of the decent as what is naturally just, an argument

that prepares the way for the allusion to Socrates’s account of justice in the soul in Plato’s

Republic.54 With the decent person, Aristotle reveals the natural love of self that does not

depend on love of the noble.

After considering what one should do if one’s friend becomes corrupt, Aristotle turns

to the proofs of friendship (ta philika), asserting these things that define friendship seem

to arise “from things pertaining to oneself,” then adding, “For people set down as a friend

someone who wishes for and does things that are (or appear to be) good, for the other

person’s sake, or as someone who wishes for his friend, for the friend’s own sake, to [be]

and to live” (1166a1–5).55 Notice how the first part of what many think about friendship

leaves the tension between the good and the apparent good unresolved, while the second

part provides a more definitive end since the opposites of being and living are immediately

apparent (i.e., not being and death). Admittedly the next difficulty becomes determining

how we wish for our friends to be and to live. From the example of a mother’s love for

53Pangle notes that Aristotle limits drawing out the implications of the arguments regarding the problem of
benefactors because doing so “would only be to risk breeding cynicism among readers too eager to debunk
noble-mindedness and too little inclined to make the difficult effort necessary to attain a virtue free of
self-contradiction”; at the same time, raising such questions “is to begin to become philosophic” (2003, 131).
54Cf. 1137a31–1138b15, arguments starting on pg. 240 and running to the end of the chapter.
55In this passage and others, I make a slight change to Bartlett and Collins’s rendering of the verb εἶναι

(einai) as “to exist” to “to be.”
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her child, Aristotle offers two proofs of friendship, first by saying friends who quarrel with

one another still wish to see their friends being and living, then by noting friends wish to

go through life together, choosing the same things throughout and sharing in sufferings and

joys (1166a6–9). In both of these examples, Aristotle acknowledges that while no friendship

will be free of turmoil or trials, the wish for the friend’s being and living always endures.

Introducing the decent person to his inquiry, Aristotle says each of the preceding

proofs of friendship all come to be present (huparchō) in the decent person’s relation to one-

self, and similarly in all other human beings insofar as they suppose they are decent; he also

supposes the measure of each of these things is virtue and the serious person (1166a10–13).

It follows, then, that the decent person is a friend to oneself. Further, it seems many human

beings try to befriend themselves, though they may err in some way in their understanding

of what it means to be decent. But perhaps the most important consequence of this passage

is the way Aristotle separates virtue and the serious person as two different standards. Not

only does this suggest the serious person is not a friend to oneself, but it implies most human

beings strive to be decent, not serious.56

Moving into the description of the decent person, Aristotle begins by saying, “The

decent person is of like mind [or ‘one mind,’ homognōmoneō] with himself and longs for the

same things with his whole soul. Indeed, he both wishes for the good things for himself,

that is, the things that appear such to him, and he does them (since it belongs to a good

person to work at [the] good); and he does them for his own sake, since he acts for the sake

of [the thinking] of himself, which is in fact what each person seems to be” (1166a14–17).57

By this account, each person’s being seems to be thinking, and the whole soul of the decent

person longs, wishes, and works for the same good things because it has been ordered in

accord with this understanding. Consequently, the decent person wishes for himself both to

live and be preserved, and most of all with that by which he is prudent (1166a18). Here the

conjunction of preservation and prudence recalls moderation, sōphrosunē, though Aristotle

56By appealing to the decent, Burger suggests Aristotle’s arguments about the love of self “extend to all
those who have a modicum of ‘self-esteem’” (2008, 172).
57Here I omit Bartlett and Collins’s inference of “part” from their translation of τοῦ διανοητικοῦ. Addition-
ally, the verb for “to work” in this passage is not related to ergon.
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does not speak of this virtue, nor does he present the decent person as someone who looks

to the noble as a target in order to be moderate.58

Focusing on the relationship between being and thinking, Aristotle continues, saying,

“For [to be] is a good to the serious person, and each wishes for the good things for himself,

[y]et no one chooses to possess every good by becoming another (for even now, the god

possesses the good), but rather by being whatever sort he is; and it would seem that it is the

thinking aspect (to nooun) that each person is or is most of all” (1166a19–22).59 The first

part of the quotation suggests a similarity between the serious and the decent person, but

what follows points to how they will part ways. Though abstract, the comparison between

human beings wishing for the good things and the god who possesses the good seems to place

a limit on what human beings can reasonably expect if they hope to possess the good. The

first part of this limit is the acknowledgement that human nature is at a remove from the

good in a way the god’s is not. Nonetheless, human beings may wish for the good, and they

may do so with the thinking aspect of themselves. Accordingly, wishing is a form of thinking,

and if we are to possess the good, it seems this will be our best way to do so.60 The second

part of the limit to possessing the good requires us to recognize a truth about our nature.

However much we may wish for every good thing to be ours and hope to possess the good,

our reluctance to choose to become another suggests we do not want to lose sight of ourselves

in our pursuit of these things. To make Aristotle’s point more concrete, consider the case of

friendship: though we wish to have many friends and possess a best friend, we would never

choose to do so by not being ourselves. Perhaps such a situation may be tenable for a short

time, but at some point, we could no longer stand lying to others and, more importantly,

ourselves. Thus, if we wish to possess the good, looking to it with the thinking aspect of

ourselves enables us to possess the good that belongs to the god while being aware that

we ourselves are thinking of the good. While these arguments join together the decent and

58Cf. 1119a35–1119b18, pg. 198 above.
59My alterations to Bartlett and Collins’s translation in this passage are minor, aimed mostly at presenting
these thoughts as all part of one sentence as they are in the Greek. Once again, I omit “part” from their
translation of τὸ νοοῦν, which can also mean “to convert into pure intelligence.”
60In his translation, Ostwald suggests that because Aristotle says the god possesses the good, there is no
need for the god to wish for it (1962, 253).
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serious persons, we ought to remember the serious person will soon be described as someone

who not only tries to assign more and more of the noble things to himself, but someone who

will die—forfeit his being—for the sake of the noble.61 The noble, then, seems to cause more

self-forgetting than the good, and the desire to acquire it may become so great that we may

not stop pursuing it to wonder if it is an end with a nature fit for our own to possess.

With the limits to possessing the good set, Aristotle speaks of the pleasant life of

the decent person, commenting first on how this person “wishes to go through life with

himself, since he does so pleasantly” with delightful memories of what has been done in

the past and good hopes for the future (1166a23–25). The decent person also has many

things of contemplation (theōrēma) for his thought (dianoia) (1166a23–26). With respect to

pleasures and pains, the decent person finds the same things pleasant and painful to himself

(1166a27–28). From all these things, Aristotle concludes that because the decent person has

all these characteristics towards himself, he also has them towards a friend, “for the friend

is another self (allos autos)”; accordingly, “friendship too seems to be a certain one of these

qualities and friends, those to whom these belong” (1166a28–33). The moderation of the

decent person becomes fully apparent in this passage, for there is pleasure in his life, and

neither the pleasure nor pains change; they are, like the simple pleasure of the god at the

end of Book VII, motionless. The stability of the decent person’s pleasures follows from a

contemplative life, though we do not yet know what he thinks about other than his own life

and that of a friend’s, and possibly the good.

While the logical conclusion from the preceding line of argument would be to think

of the decent person as a friend to himself, Aristotle chooses to set aside the question of

whether or not there is friendship towards oneself (1166a34–35). Still, Aristotle concedes it

does seem as if there is friendship towards oneself, supposing this is possible if each person

is “two or more. . . and the peak of friendship is like friendship towards oneself” (1166a34–

1166b2). Notice here how the model for friendship towards another comes from the friendship

to oneself, which is strange considering many think of friendship as dealing primarily with

another person. As described above, this friendship towards oneself consists of wishing,

61Cf. 1169a11–36, pg. 328 above.
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contemplating, pleasures, and pains, all ordered around thinking. In spite of the potential

clarity this insight may offer on the nature of friendship, we ought to wonder what Aristotle

means by saying each human being is “two or more.” Though this statement seems to lack

context, recall Book VI’s characterization of human beings as a combination of intellect

and longing.62 Whereas these earlier arguments posed the question of whether intellect or

longing is more authoritative in the human soul, the account of the decent person’s concern

for thinking seems to confirm the intellect is authoritative and capable of friendship.

Rather than pursuing the intellect’s authoritative place in friendship and the soul,

Aristotle considers if the many share the same characteristics of the decent person’s friend-

ship since they are pleasing to themselves and assume they are decent (1166b2–5). After

dismissing those who are extremely base or impious from even appearing to be decent, Aris-

totle says those who are base “differ with themselves and desire some things but wish for

others—as do those who lack self-restraint, for instead of what seems to be good to them,

those lacking self-restraint choose harmful pleasures” (1166b7–9). By this account, the fault

of the base person resides in not being able to align one’s desires and wish for what seems

good for oneself. But, by invoking the lack of self-restraint, Aristotle suggests the base do

wish for the proper end. Others who are base include those who refrain from doing what is

best (beltistē) for themselves on account of cowardice or idleness (1166b10–11). Taking the

inverse of this statement, being decent requires courage and work.

As Aristotle turns to considering the corrupt and their lack of friendship towards

themselves, Book III’s account of courage seems to shape the discussion. In particular, recall

how Aristotle introduces courage as the knowledge of terrible things—which he posits are

simply bad—that arise from vice and oneself, one of which is friendlessness.63 According to

Aristotle, the corrupt person hates himself on account of the terrible things he has done, and

sometimes kills himself in order to flee living (1166b12–13). As for those corrupt people who

do not take such drastic measures, they tend to pass their days with others in order to forget

the bad things they have done and flee the anticipation of them in the future (1166b12–16).

Further, those who are corrupt possess nothing lovable, nor do they have friendly-affection

62Cf. 1139a26–1139b5, pg. 248 above.
63Cf. 1115a6–12, and Section 4.3.1, “The Noble and Pleasure,” starting on pg. 190 above.
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towards themselves, for they are unable to share in joys and sufferings because their souls

are factious, on the one hand feeling pain from the abstention from certain things, while

on the other hand feeling pleasure, presumably by pursuing certain things (1166b17–22).64

Additionally, Aristotle asserts that while the base person cannot feel pain and pleasure at

the same time, he eventually feels regret through the pain experienced from wishing not to

have taken pleasure in certain things (1166b23–25). To the extent that the corrupt person

would flee life through death, he is the antithesis of the decent person for whom being and

living is a good thing; most likely this also means living lacks pleasure for the corrupt person.

And even if the corrupt person does not flee life altogether, it is apparent that he does wish

to flee himself, the very thing with whom the decent person seeks company. At bottom,

then, the problem of corruption is one of pleasures and pains without proper order in the

soul. Insofar as this problem concerns what is lovable, the unpleasant being of the corrupt

person would follow from a mistake about the lovable things. Because the corrupt person’s

problems derive mainly from mistakes about the pleasant, it seems the decent person must

love the superior end of the good.

After stating the base person does not hold (echō) in a friendly way towards oneself on

account of possessing nothing lovable, Aristotle supposes that if this is what it means to be

wretched (athlios), then one must exert oneself to flee corruption and become decent in order

to hold oneself in a friendly way and become a friend to another (1166b26–29). In positing the

base person is wretched, Aristotle reminds us of Book I’s use of Priam as an example of being

wretched on account of great misfortune while at the same time suggesting happiness is not a

prize (athliōs) for virtue.65 Shortly after this argument, however, the basis for wretchedness

shifts from misfortune to acting in a “hateful and base” way. From this refinement of the

argument, Aristotle brings forth the person who is in one’s mind (emphrona) as the example

of someone who can do the most noble things out of the advantages that come to be present.66

By instructing the corrupt person to work to become decent in order to avoid wretchedness,

64Here I omit interpreting Aristotle’s comments about the soul as if they refer to “parts,” something Bartlett
and Collins include in their translation.
65Cf. 1100a5–9, pg. 120 above.
66Cf. 100b34–1101a6, pg. 124 above.
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Aristotle maintains the need to understand wretchedness (for the most part) comes about

through one’s own efforts regarding the order of one’s soul. Because this effort will be difficult

and painful, it will most likely require courage.

Following his exhortation to the base person to become decent, Aristotle begins to

move his arguments towards the discovery of the natural love of self. The emphasis on nature

begins with a discussion of benefactors (euergetai), who seem to love those they benefit more

than those who receive the benefit love their benefactor, something that is contrary to logos

(1167b16–20). Unlike lenders who want their debtors to be preserved in order to pay back

their debt, benefactors actually are fond (agapaō) of those for whom they do good even if

such people are not useful to the benefactor (1167b29–33). This also seems to be the case

with artisans and poets, who are fond of their works and would be more fond than the works

of their artisans if the works developed souls (1167b34–1168a2). The natural cause (aition

phusikon) of this fondness on the part of the benefactor is the choiceworthy and lovable

nature of one’s own being, for “we [are] by means of activity (for this consists in living and

acting). And in his activity, the maker of something somehow is the work; he therefore

feels affection (stergō) for the work because he feels affection also for his own [being]. This

is natural, for what he is in his capacity, the work reveals in his activity” (1168a3–9).67

Like the artisan, then, the benefactor becomes the work done through the activity of one’s

being. But insofar as one’s own being becomes the work through activity, Aristotle reveals

something important about the friendship of the good: if their work is the good, then the

activity of their being—their thinking—becomes the good.

Through the love of the benefactor, Aristotle reveals the one-sided nature of the

noble. In contrast to the noble action by which the benefactor takes delight in the person

who receives the benefit, the recipient finds nothing noble in the benefactor or the deed,

but “something advantageous, and this is less pleasant and lovable” (1168a10–12). As for

the benefactor, “What is pleasant is the activity of the present moment, the hope of what

is to come, and the memory of what has been. Most pleasant, and lovable too, is what

pertains to the activity” (1168a13–15). According to this account, the noble is what permits

67Here I amend Bartlett and Collins’s translation of einai from “exist” to “are.”
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the benefactor to feel pleasure through what has been done. Because the recipient in this

example does not engage in any activity, there is nothing noble from this person. Rooting the

pleasure for the benefactor in the work, Aristotle continues, “For him who has produced it,

then, the work endures (for [the] noble is long lasting), whereas for the recipient its usefulness

passes away. And the memory of noble things is pleasant, but that of useful ones is not at all

or less so, though the reverse seems to be the case with anticipation” (1168a15–18). Insofar

as the work is the product of an activity, the pleasure of producing the work resides in the

activity, which itself belongs to a hexis. As for the noble, its nature is ironic, for although

the work is “long lasting” in memory, the work itself can only occur in a single moment

of time. Also, notice how the comparison between the noble and the useful suggests one

does not pleasantly anticipate the noble, but only the useful. In aiming at the noble, then,

the benefactor seems interested primarily in the pleasure of a certain activity that will be

pleasant to think about after engaging in and successfully completing it. That this pleasure

is not realized until the activity occurs is clear in the way the benefactor “hopes” for the

noble pleasure, for hope indicates one does not know about the pleasure of “what is to come.”

As such, we are left to wonder if there is something pleasant in anticipation, activity, and

memory of the activity, and further, not just for oneself, but for the person for whom one

produces the work.

Looking at the benefactor from another perspective, Aristotle considers how making

resembles friendly-affection while “being loved resembles a passive ‘undergoing,’ and loving

and the [proofs] of friendship attend to those who excel (or ‘exceed’) in the action” (1168a19–

20).68 Additionally, people tend to feel affection more for things requiring “painful labor,”

which is evident not only in the way those who have acquired their money (or “useful things,”

chrēmata) feel about it when compared to those who inherited it, but in the way a mother’s

love for her child exceeds that of the father on account of the painful labor she exerts to

bring her child into the world (1168a24–26). And just as mothers better know their children

are of themselves (autōn) on account of their labor, so too do benefactors seem to know

their works are their own (1168a26–27). Here there appear to be two steps to Aristotle’s

68Here I make a minor change to Bartlett and Collins’s translation of ta philika from “qualities of friendship”
to “proofs” in order to maintain consistency with their prior translation of the term.
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arguments. First, by emphasizing loving is like an action that requires “painful labor,” he

brings to light things human beings do even if there is some pain involved. Second, and

more importantly, by appealing to the examples of moneymaking and giving birth, Aristotle

provides encouragement to readers who may initially lack the courage to do what is decent

even if something good and pleasant will come about after enduring pain. Through friendly-

affection, then, we discover our capacity to think of more than pleasure and pain.

With the possibility for friendship in relation to oneself established in light of the

friendship of those who are decent and the one-sidedness of benefactors looking to the noble

in mind, Aristotle raises the perplexity of “whether one ought to love oneself (philein eauton)

most or someone else” (1168a28). This perplexity arises through a comparison between those

who are base and decent, for while the former are in shame because they are overly fond

(agapaō) of themselves and do everything for their own sake, the latter act on account of

the noble and therefore for the sake of the friend, not themselves (1168a33–35). At the same

time, however, there is a discord between the works (or “deeds,” erga) and the logos of the

decent and the base, for the way the decent friend wishes for the good of another and all

the other proofs of friendship are said to be the same as the proofs of friendship in relation

to oneself (1168b1–6). In addition to Book VIII and IX’s logos of friendship, Aristotle notes

proverbs are like-minded (homognōmoneō) in this regard, citing the following: “‘one soul,’

‘the things of friends are in common,’ ‘friendship is equality,’ and ‘the knee is closer to the

shin’” (1168b7–9). From these considerations, Aristotle comments that the logoi that a

friend should love another and oneself most of all both possess trustworthiness (echontoin

to piston), making it hard to decide which one to follow (1168b9–13). In this respect, the

account of the love of self in friendship must seek a harmony between logos and works.

To resolve this perplexity, Aristotle first examines those who bring love of self (phi-

lautos) into reproach and are called “self-lovers” since they “allot to themselves the greater

share of money, honors, and bodily pleasures, for the many long for these things and are

serious about them on the grounds that they are what is best (arista); hence too such things

are fought over” (1168b14–18).69 Aristotle characterizes such people as those who grasp for

69The distinction being made between “love of self” and “self-love” exists solely in English, since the Greek
term used throughout this discussion is philautos.
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more (pleonektai) since “they gratify (charizō) their desires and in general, their passions

and the [characteristic of the soul without logos ]” (1168b19–20).70 The many, then, are

unjust because they grasp for more of the external and bodily goods than they should.71

More importantly, however, is the many’s ignorance, for they seem to be ignorant of both

the pleasures and most authoritative of all goods: those of the soul.72

Unlike the many self-lovers who demean the love of self, Aristotle says that if someone

is serious about the just, the moderate, what accords with the virtues, and, in general, secures

for oneself the noble, then such a person could not be blamed as a self-lover; rather, this

person would seem to be more of a lover of self than the rest since the allotment of “the noblest

things and the greatest goods” to himself gratifies the most authoritative thing of himself

that he obeys in all things (1168b24–31). This supposition follows from the observation that

just as cities and “every other whole composed of parts seem to be [the] most authoritative

part above all, so too does a human being” (1168b32).73 Given the supposition that the lover

of self is both fond of and gratifies the most authoritative thing of himself, since someone

is said either to be self-restrained or lack self-restraint in accord with whether or not the

intellect (nous) is in power, the intellect seems to be each person’s own self (1168b33–35).

The crucial part of Aristotle’s argument is the analogy he draws between human beings

and the city, especially since speaking of “the noblest things and the greatest goods” recalls

Book I’s arguments for happiness—“the greatest and noblest thing”—needing to arise from

learning and care through an art being at its noblest, a qualification that requires the art in

question to follow nature.74 Thus, if the proper love of self is love of the intellect, to what

extent does one need the political art in order to be happy?

As Aristotle draws the discussion of the decent person’s love of the intellect to a close,

the potential tension between the good of oneself and the good of the political art reemerges.

Because the intellect is the most authoritative characteristic of human beings and the self,

70Once again, I omit reading the language of “part” into Aristotle’s account.
71For injustice and grasping for more, see 1129a32–1129b6, pg. 230 above.
72Cf. 1098b13–16, pg. 102 above.
73In this passage, the term for “whole composed of parts” is σύστημα. Accordingly, this is the context in
which I read “part.” Additionally, I have altered Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the definite article in
front of “most authoritative” from “their” to “the.”
74Cf. 1099b17–24, pg. 115 above.
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all deeds with logos seem to come from this, and they are done voluntarily because one

who acts from the intellect is not ignorant of this (1168b26–1169a1). Thus, since the decent

person is fond of the intellect, such a person is lover of self of the proper form (eidos), for

“it differs as much from [the base form of self-love] as living in accord with logos differs

from living in accord with passion, as much as longing for [the noble] differs from longing for

what is held [or ‘seems’] to be advantageous” (1169a3–6). With this last remark, there is an

apparent parallel between “living in accord with logos” and “longing for the noble” on the

one hand, and “living in accord with passion” and “longing for what is advantageous” on

the other. In this respect, Aristotle recalls Book I’s assessment of the young and those who

live in accord with passion as being unfit for hearing the logoi of the political art.75 And

just as the account of moderation assumes the noble is the end for the sake of which one

takes pleasure as one should, so here in Book IX the logos of the noble seems to be what

keeps human beings from living in accord with passion and seeking what is advantageous.

Consequently, if “living in accord with logos” is akin to “longing for the noble,” since the

noble is one of the two first principles of the political art, it appears this art will provide

human beings with the logos through which they can properly love themselves.

Though it is tempting to read Aristotle’s arguments as if they hold to the noble as

the end of virtue, here we ought to recall these arguments about the decent human being

and the proper love of self all build towards the serious person who attempts to allot more

of the noble to himself in all things. The reassessment of the serious person comes after

the following statement: “Every intellect chooses what is [the] best (to beltiston) for itself,

and the decent person obeys the rule (peitharcheō) of his intellect” (1169a16). While all

of the preceding arguments about the decent person move us towards understanding how

the intellect is the most authoritative thing of oneself, it remains unclear what the intellect

thinks about aside from itself. In this argument, however, the intellect chooses something

that is best for itself, and the decent person’s obedience to the rule of the intellect indicates

looking to a first principle (archē).76 Although the noble appears to be this first principle,

75Cf. 1095a2–12, pg. 72 above.
76In focusing on how Aristotle elevates the decent person over the serious person in order to move readers
towards understanding the authoritative place of the intellect in human nature, my reading aligns with
Burger, who argues (as I do in the next chapter) that the decent person is key to a revised account of human
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recall Book I supposes the noble things and the just things are the two first principles of

the political art.77 The joint appearance of the noble things and the just things suggests

they complement one another; but, with the serious person in Book IX, insofar as he always

tries to allot more of the noble to himself, he would appear to be guilty of being someone

who grasps for more, which would make him unjust and like a base self-lover of the noble

things.78 As a result, since friendship is supposed to be an equality, the noble seems to be

an unfit first principle for friendship.79

6.3.4. Friendship and Happiness

Instead of examining the potential problems in the life of the serious person who

does all things for the sake of the noble, Aristotle considers the question of whether or not

happy (eudaimōn) and blessed human beings need friends, for if each of these human beings

is self-sufficient (autarchēs), what need is there of friends (1169b2–8)? Interestingly, the

question about the need for friends takes a different form for the blessed person than the

happy person: whereas the blessed person is self-sufficient on account of the good things

already having come to be present for oneself, the happy person’s self-sufficiency on account

of happiness seems to make the need for another superfluous (1169b4–6). In wondering about

friendship’s necessity even if one has all of the good things and/or is happy, Aristotle points

to a human need beyond the good things and happiness revealed by friendship that seems

to be the authoritative basis for self-sufficiency.

Refining his question about the self-sufficiency of the happy person first, Aristotle

comments on how “it seems strange to allot all [the good things] to the happy person, but

not to give him friends, which are held to be the greatest of the external goods” (1169b9–10).80

By presenting friends as the “greatest of external goods,” Aristotle contradicts honor’s claim

to this title in Book IV’s account of the great-souled man, whom he describes as “blessed

nature that does away with the parts of the soul established in Book I (2008, 172–174).
771095a31–1095b8, pg. 140 above.
78Cf. 1129a32–1129b6. Additionally, Pangle makes a similar argument about the potentially unjust nature
of competing for the noble (2003, 124).
79Cf. 1157b29–36, pg. 325 above.
80Here I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of τἀγαθά from “that is good” to “the good things.”
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and happy.”81 Shortly after this argument in Book IV, honor becomes the “prize of virtue,”

a title given to happiness in Book I.82 To understand the significance of why Aristotle alludes

to these earlier arguments, recall the paradoxical nature of the great-souled man’s concern

with honor, for even though he accepts this, he does so with little pleasure and never thinks

of it as worthy of his “all-complete virtue.”83 In addition to the great-souled man’s need

for honor seeming to follow from a lack of trust in being good, perhaps the most important

problem of all for him is his disinterest in living, which seems to be the logical consequence

of always trying to exceed others in greatness, thereby leading him to hold there is nothing

greater than himself and never be given to wonder (thaumastikos).84 With Book VIII’s

arguments for loving as the virtue of a friend set up in contrast to the longing to be honored

out of a wish to be loved more than to love, we now see a refinement of the problem of the

great-souled man, whom Aristotle says may be capable of living his life in reference to a

friend: if friendship requires proper love of self, then the great-souled man does not fully

understand how to love himself.85

After briefly posing the question about whether one needs friends more in times of

good or bad fortune, Aristotle comments on the strangeness of making the blessed person

one who is alone, for “no one would choose to [possess (echō)] all [the] good things by

himself, since a human being is political and is disposed by nature to live with others. So

this too [comes to be present (huparchō)] to the happy man, for he possesses the things

good by nature, and it is clear that it is better to pass the days together with friends and

decent people than with strangers and people at random” (1169b17–22). In contrast to

the opening part of the discussion suggesting a difference between the blessed and happy

person, the two are now both said to possess the good things by nature (i.e., “friends and

81Cf. 1123b14–21, pg. 224 above. For my examination of the great-souled man, see Section 4.4.1.
82Cf. 1123b27–35, pg. 224 above.
83Cf. 1124a5–9, pg. 225 above.
84Cf. 1125a3, pg. 226 above. In addition to drawing attention to this problem with the great-souled man,
Burger also contends he is deeply concerned with justice since he demands for himself “the unequal honor
that superior worth deserves” (2008, 84). In this respect, the great-souled man is unaware of the true nature
of his interest in the noble: more than anything, he wants the just (2008, 84).
85For all the arguments about love’s centrality to friendship, see 1159a14–1159b10, as well as all the arguments
in Section 6.2.2, “Loving and Friendship,” starting on pg. 317 above. For the great-souled man and the friend,
see 1124b34–1125a1, pg. 228 above.
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decent people”). What complicates the identification of “friends and decent people” as good

things by nature is a heavily qualified argument that concludes with the suggestion that the

blessed need serious friends if they themselves are better able to contemplate the actions of

others than their own (1169b28–1170a1). It is on the basis of this supposition that virtue

returns to the inquiry, with Aristotle suggesting the blessed person needs others in order

to be active continuously (energein sunechōs), and the continuity comes about because the

activity is pleasant (1170a5–8). Because the serious person delights in actions according

to virtue, the blessed person who lives together with the serious person will be trained in

virtue by contemplating his actions (1170a9–13). In light of the joint appearances of virtue,

activity, and the pleasant, we ought to take notice of what is absent but strongly implied

by the arguments: hexis. Back in Book VII, Aristotle defines pleasure as the “[’unimpeded’]

activity of the hexis that accords with nature.”86 Further, remember hexis can also mean

“holding.” Returning now to the blessed person’s need for the serious person in order to

be virtuous, as described here, the blessed persons’s hexis is holding himself in the pleasant

activity of contemplating the serious person’s actions. While this argument makes the case

for the need to contemplate the actions of others to be virtuous, we must not miss a more

self-sufficient possibility: Could there be something else besides the serious person for us to

contemplate continuously with pleasure and become virtuous?

Indicating a departure from the preceding arguments, Aristotle offers a more natural

(phusikōteron) perspective on human activity, beginning with a distinction between animals

and human beings on the basis of what living entails for each: whereas we define life for

animals by the capacity for sense-perception (aisthēsis), human beings have the capacity for

sense-perception or thought (noēsis) (1170a16). Continuing, Aristotle says, “But a capacity

is traced back to its activity, and what is authoritative resides in the activity. So it seems that

living is, [authoritatively (kuriōs)], [sense-perceiving] (aisthanomai) and thinking (noeō)”

(1170a17-18).87 With living defined as sense-perceiving and thinking, Aristotle says, “And

living is among the things in themselves good and pleasant: it is determinate, and the

86Cf. 1113a13–16, with context for the argument starting on pg. 292 above.
87Throughout this discussion, I always add “sense” to Bartlett and Collins’s translations of aisthēsis and
aisthanomai as “perception” and “perceiving,” respectively.
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determinate is. . . of the nature of the good. What is good by nature is also good for the

decent person, on account of which it seems to all to be pleasant” (1170a19–22).88 By

defining the good as “determinate,” Aristotle hearkens back to his citing of the Pythagoreans’

opinion that the good is determinate and the bad indeterminate, on account of which hitting

the target and being good is hard while missing the target and being bad is easy.89 This

argument seems to shape the discussion of continuity (sunechōs) as it relates to self-restraint,

its lack, and the extent to which the activity of desire and the longing for pleasure in the soul

are restrained or not.90 This discussion clarifies how licentiousness is the result of pleasure

holding the soul together on account of the intellect looking to the pleasant as its end.91

With these two arguments in mind, we can better grasp how radical Aristotle’s argument

about the determinate nature of living is. From our own experience, we know there are many

different ways to live, something evident not only in the various careers people choose, but

how they carry themselves in relation to others; we also know everyone does not pursue the

same pleasures, which is evident in the diverse musical choices of our peers and, more simply,

the different tastes in food of our closest family members. Thus, when Aristotle declares

living is determinate and what is good by nature is good for the decent person and “seems

to all to be pleasant,” he proposes there is a way of living and pleasure associated with what

is good by nature that is good and pleasant for all human beings. In light of the definition

that living for human beings is sense-perceiving and thinking, such living must follow the

intellect and its sense-perception of a determinate end: the good.

Further evidence of the good and pleasant nature of living is the way those who are

decent and blessed long for it, making their lives “most choiceworthy and blessed” (1170a27–

29). Here the lives of the decent and blessed follow a description of those whose lives are

either corrupt and ruined, or filled with pain (1170a23–26). With respect to the painful life,

Aristotle says its examination is forthcoming. Now, picking up the thread of the decent and

the blessed persons’ longing for living, Aristotle makes an odd argument, stating that insofar

88Here I remove “part” from Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the phrase τῆς τἀγαθοῦ φύσεως as “part
of the nature of the good.”
89Cf. 1106b26–35, pg. 173 above.
90Cf. 1150b30–36 and its arguments on pgs. 280–281 above.
91Cf. 1150a4–5, pg. 278 above.
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as there is sense-perceiving of one’s own seeing, hearing, walking, and thinking—all of which

are activities—then there is something in ourselves by which this sense-perceiving takes place,

and whatever this is, it is our being (1170a27–36). Such sense-perceiving characteristic of

our being is pleasant, “for life is by nature a good thing, and to [sense-perceive] the good

[was coming to be present] in oneself is pleasant” (1170b1–2).92 According to this statement,

the pleasure of the sense-perception of one’s own activities arises from the good coming to be

in oneself. It follows, then, that Aristotle’s account of living for the decent and the blessed

extends beyond mere bodily motion to the activity of thinking about one’s own activities.

In line with this idea, Aristotle explains how living is choiceworthy to those who are good

“because [being] is good for them and pleasant, for in [perceiving together (sunaisthanomai)]

[the] good in itself, they feel pleasure” (1170b3–5).93 By this account, the pleasure of being

follows from looking to the good with another and taking notice of how the good comes to

be in another as it has come to be in oneself.

A peculiar feature of the preceding discussion of being and the good and pleasant

activity of having sense-perception of the good is the way “friends” drop from the discussion.

“Friends,” however, return to the inquiry with the supposition that the serious person holds

(echei) in relation to the friend in the same way as he holds towards himself (1170b6–7).

After reiterating the idea that the friend is another self, Aristotle says, “Just as one’s own

[being] is choiceworthy to each, so also is the being of a friend, or nearly so. [Being] is,

as we saw, a choiceworthy thing because of a person’s [sense-perception] that he is good,

and this sort of [sense-perception] is pleasant on its own account” (1170b8–10). In this

presentation of the serious person as a friend, there is no question of assigning something to

oneself, for in place of the noble we have the good in common between two friends, and this

good is bound to their sense-perception, which includes both thinking (i.e., the intellect)

and pleasure. From living one’s life in accordance with the sense-perception of the good, the

serious friend’s recognition of what is good and pleasant about living departs significantly

92I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the verb ὑπάρχον to reflect its imperfect tense.
Interestingly, this verb form is the same as the Greek word for “subordinate commander,” which could imply
the good in oneself (the intellect) falls under the authority of another good (the good itself).
93I depart slightly from Bartlett and Collins’s translation of sunaisthanomai as “simultaneously perceiving”
(which is correct) in order to render the verb in a way similar to the term for “to hold together,” sunechein.
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from the serious person who chooses the intense pleasure of the noble for a short time at

the expense of the good of living.94 One feature of the excessively noble serious person

that carries over into the discussion of the serious friend is the lack of interest in honor,

something associated throughout the Ethics with the lack of trust in being good. With the

serious friend, however, Aristotle seems to offer more certainty about what makes one good,

for such a person has sense-perception of this fact about oneself.

Before proceeding, we should consider the implications what it means to be good

for Aristotle. Given the various actions presented in the account of the moral virtues, the

apparent conclusion that being good resides in holding oneself in such a way as to be aware

of one’s own sense-perception and thinking of the good is anticlimactic. It is certainly not a

conclusion that would appeal to the serious man who wants to acquire the noble for himself,

and more broadly, does not appear amenable to those who associate being good with doing

good things. But considering Aristotle takes his bearings from nature to arrive at this

characterization of being good, he frees it from the competition for honor and the lack of

trust it fosters in those who wish to know they are good. Indeed, one could even say Aristotle

frees the good from those who associate it only with what is noble.

With the serious person’s holding towards himself established as the model for how

one should hold towards friends, Aristotle says one should perceive together the friend’s

sense-perception of being, “and this would come to pass by living together and sharing in

a community (koinōnein) of logos and thought (dianoia)—for this is what living together

would seem to mean in the case of human beings, and not as with cattle, merely feeding in

the same place” (1170b11–13). The last part of this argument recalls the dismissal of the life

of pleasure in Book I as a candidate for the best life since living in this way seems fit more

for fatted cattle than human beings.95 While the language of “sharing in the community”

suggests there is something political about the friendship of the good, this departs from

Book I’s honor-driven description of the political life.96 The best friendship, then, seems to be

found in the contemplative life, the third candidate for the best life in Book I which Aristotle

94Cf. 1169a17–36, pg. 328 above.
95Cf. 1095b20, pg. 92 above.
96Cf. 1095b23–1096a1, pg. 92 above.
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says will be discussed in “what follows.”97 Aristotle, however, refrains from describing the

friendship of the good as the contemplative life, thereby leaving us to wonder why this is

the case. Yet in speaking of friendships of the good as sharing in logos, Aristotle reminds

us of Book I’s introduction to human beings’ active life with the two-fold possession of

logos (on the one hand obeying it, and on the other hand possessing and thinking it) which

distinguishes them from animals.98

In spite of the opening Aristotle provides to explore further the contemplative life

and what it means to share in logos, he asserts being is choiceworthy for the blessed as well

as the serious persons, leading to the conclusion that what is choiceworthy ought to come

to be present to oneself—otherwise one will be in need—and therefore one will need serious

friends in order to be happy (1170b14–19). A notable feature of the line of arguments

leading to the need for serious friends is the way they depend upon befriending oneself.

After all, the serious friend is choiceworthy only because one’s own being—the intellect—is

choiceworthy.99 Aristotle reinforces this idea as he draws Book IX to a close by stating

the choiceworthy sense-perception of one’s own being becomes an activity through living

together with one’s friend, an activity at which friends aim (1171b34–1172a1). The implicit

assumption of Aristotle’s argument is one can come to the sense-perception of one’s own

being by oneself, though the activity of this sense-perception may be spurred by a friend.

Given the arguments tying activities to hexeis, it seems the hexis of friendship for oneself

must precede the activity of friendship with another.

Though the intellect is the being of the best friends who are good, it is clear human

beings may be friends on account of other things, for “Whatever [being] is for each, or

whatever the [that] for the sake of which they choose living—it is while being engaged in this

that they wish to conduct their lives with their friends” (1172a2–3).100 This passage presents

an interesting division in the foundations for friendship, with being as one foundation, and

97Cf. 1096a5, pg. 94 above.
98Cf. 1097b34–1098a4, pg. 100 above.
99Cf. 1169a16, pg. 340 above.
100Here I omit Bartlett and Collins’s interpolating of “goal” for οὗ χάριν (“for the sake of which”) in order
to prevent inferring the appearance of telos in the passage. On a different note, the term χάριν can also
mean “favor” or “grace.”
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something else for the sake of which people live as the other. Accordingly, some friends drink,

play, exercise, hunt, or philosophize together, “all and each passing their days together in

whatever they are fondest of in life. For since they wish to live with their friends, they

pursue and share (koinōneō) in those things in which they suppose living together consists”

(1172a4–8). In holding up these other friendships in comparison to the one based on being,

Aristotle recalls Book VIII’s elevation of the friendship of the good to the authoritative form

in relation to the useful and the pleasant, both of which are lesser likenesses of the friendship

of the good.101 If being truly is the authoritative basis for friendship, and if the intellect is the

most authoritative characteristic of our own being, then every form of friendship not based

on the intellect but for the sake of some other thing can only resemble the best friendship

since they cannot be as personal as sharing in the activity of one’s intellect. If this is true,

it appears to confirm Book VI’s presentation of the intellect as the hexis and authoritative

good by which natural virtue becomes authoritative virtue.102

But just as Aristotle avoids further exploring the contemplative life in the context

of the best friendship, Book IX’s last argument avoids addressing virtue. Instead, Aristotle

speaks of decent friends and how they become better by being “in activity (energeō) together

and by correcting (diorthō) one another, for they take an imprint from one another of the

qualities they find pleasing. Hence the saying, ‘[good (esthla)] things from [good (esthlos)]

people’” (1172a11–14).103 This argument reinforces the connection between the good and

pleasure, for decent friends take pleasure in good things, and if they stray in any way, because

they are both good, they can correct one another to take pleasure in the good things. The

absence of virtue from this discussion becomes stranger when one considers how the account

of the decent follows a restatement of the lack of stability in those who are corrupt (1172a9–

10). The last appearance of this juxtaposition between the corrupt and virtuous occurs in

Aristotle’s initial examination of likeness, worth, and equality in friendship, which introduces

two questions: First, how can a virtuous friend be both simply good and good for oneself,

101Cf. 1157a27–1157b4, pg. 313 above.
102Cf. 1144b1–13, pg. 260 above.
103I have amended Bartlett and Collins’s translation of esthlos from “noble” to “good” in order to remain
consistent with this term’s earlier appearance in Book II, 1106b32–35, pg. 173 above.
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and second, is there a natural measure for worth?104 By not addressing virtue in Book IX’s

final arguments, it seems we must be in need of learning something else about it. A possible

hint of what we have yet to learn may be found in Aristotle’s use of the poetic term esthlos,

which was deployed earlier in a saying of unknown origin about how human beings are only

good in one way; this saying accompanied the Pythagoreans’ understanding of the good

as something determinate.105 Accordingly, it seems we have yet to understand how virtue

relates to the good.

6.4. Friendship and Eros

At the end of the inquiry into friendship, it remains perplexing how friendship can

follow from the proper love of self and avoid the accusation of being selfish. It is also unclear

what it means to share in the sense-perception of another’s being, for if being is one’s own

intellect, it is self-evident that there will always be a distance between ourselves and our

friends since we can never become them. Now, if the shared sense-perception of being and

its activity arises through holding logos and thought in common, one question emerges: To

what is the logos and thought of friends directed in the best of friendships?106 It seems odd

to conclude friends hold each other in common, for even if the best friend is another self,

each friend sees a different a self. Further, insofar as friendship within oneself and sense-

perception of one’s own being are necessary for friendship, it appears human beings look to

something else before they become friends with one another. It follows, then, that the love

between best friends depends upon them each first coming to love something else. To better

understand the nature of philia and its end, we must turn to the appearances of eros in the

inquiry into friendship, all of which reveal how eros is a more problematic love than philia

because eros tends to distort the good and how it may be shared.

After Book VIII’s introduction cites opinions about the place of eros in nature, the

next appearance of eros comes in the discussion of the short-lived nature of friendships of

pleasure.107 Aristotle starts by noting the young incline towards friendships of pleasure since

104Cf. 1159b3–10, pg. 320 above.
105Cf. 1106b16–35, pg. 173 above.
106Cf. 1170b11–13, pg. 346 above.
107For eros in nature, see 1155a32–1155b7, pg. 306 above.
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they act according to passion and their time of life is full of change, which leads them to

form and dissolve friendships quickly since the pleasure on which they form the friendship

rapidly changes (1156a33–35). Because of this tendency towards passion and pleasure, the

young are also characterized by erotic love, on account of which they quickly begin to love

(philein) and stop loving another (1156b1–3). An interesting feature of this description of

the young’s eros is the way philia follows the lead of eros. The pull of eros and pleasure

is problematic not only because these things make the friendships of the young short-lived,

but because the young wish to live together and spend their days together in friendship

(1156b4–5). By this account, the young wish for a friendship more enduring than what eros

and pleasure can provide, but fail to pursue this friendship because they do not know how to

resist the immediate pull of passion and pleasure. Despite this problem for the young, their

wish for friendship indicates there is hope for them: if wish is for an end, then their lack of

contentment and stability in the pleasant suggests they are aware there must be some other

end more suitable for the friendship at which they aim.

After the account of the complete form of friendship, Aristotle compares useful and

pleasant friendships to this form by explaining the disparate pleasures of the lover (erastēs)

and the beloved (erōmenos).108 Unlike the witty who share the same pleasure, “the lover

is pleased by seeing the beloved, the beloved by being attended to by his lover” (1157a7).

The friendship between the lover and the beloved usually ends “when the bloom of youth

fades,” for then the sight of the beloved is no longer pleasant to the lover, and the beloved

no longer receives attention from the lover (1157a8–10). Here Aristotle’s presentation of the

lover and beloved clarifies two points about the complete form of friendship. First, part of

what makes the complete form of friendship lasting is the endurance of what such friends

hold in common, and this is not subject to fading naturally over time. Second, by using the

witty as an example of a friendship where each person shares in the same pleasure, Aristotle

reminds us of the social virtue that not only solidifies the connection between logos and

pleasure, but presents the decent person who is tactful as “a law unto himself” in his own

108For the introduction to the complete form of friendship, see 1156b7–1157b4 , examined in pgs. 311–313
above.
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logos.109 Unlike the lover and the beloved who take pleasure in one another in different ways,

those who share wit’s pleasure have logos in common with each other. Since the defining

characteristic of the friendship of the good is holding logos and thought in common, it seems

the eros between the lover and the beloved is ultimately deficient because it lacks logos.

Although the lover and the beloved appear to lack sharing in logos, it is possible for

each person to become a friend to the other if, through living together, “they feel affection

(stergō) for their characters, if they are of the same character” (1157a11–12). Back in Book

I, when Aristotle establishes the audience for his inquiry’s logoi of the political art, he notes

whether or not one is fit to hear such things depends upon one’s character being such that the

passions are ordered according to logos.110 With this account of the lover and the beloved in

Book VIII, Aristotle adheres to this original argument, showing the young’s tendency towards

eros is one where passions and pleasure lack a logos to order them. Further evidence for the

necessity of logos as an intermediary between friends comes from lovers who are friends for

the sake of something useful, whose friendships dissolve whenever the advantage disappears

since “they were friends not to each other but to the profit involved” (1157a13–16). This last

argument makes clear that the fundamental deficiency of useful and pleasant friendships is

their foundation not being in the two people involved, but some external useful or pleasant

thing that they think will contribute to their own good. In such friendships, neither person

truly wishes for the good of another, but treats the other like an inanimate object one wishes

to preserve and possess.111 While these wishes are part of a complete friendship, the useful

and the pleasant friendships of the lover and beloved show how human beings are not truly

friends with one another when there is no logos between them, for such human beings treat

friends as external goods without regard for the being of the other.

Given the personal nature of friendships of the good where friends share their being

with each other, eros is particularly helpful for understanding the limited extent of complete

friendship. Just as it is not possible to have eros for more than one person since it “naturally

arises in relation to one person,” one cannot be part of a complete friendship with many

109Cf. 1127b33–1128b9, examined in pgs. 220–221 above.
110Cf. 1095a2–12, pg. 72 above.
111Cf. 1155b27–28, pg. 323 above.
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(1158a12–13). Providing further support for this point, Aristotle adds it is not possible to

be pleasing or good to many, nor can one be in the habit of living together (sunētheia) with

many (1158a14–15). The only way to be pleasing to many is through useful and pleasant

things, presumably because one extends these things to others instead of one’s own being

(1158a16–17). The limits of sharing one’s being with another are further apparent when

Aristotle revisits the singular focus of eros in the latter chapters of Book IX (1170b20–

1171a8). In this discussion, Aristotle reiterates the need for friends to live together, but now

adds having many friends beyond what is sufficient is “an impediment to living nobly”; he

also makes a similar point on the basis of pleasure, where having a few friends is akin to the

proper amount of the seasoning for food (1170b25–29). Before proceeding, recall how doing

something nobly is the same as doing it well.112 In the argument related to “living nobly,”

there seems to be a certain point at which the complete form of friendship must degrade to

the simply useful or pleasant in order to maintain friendships with many. With the argument

regarding pleasure, the example of seasoning food conveys the sense in which having multiple

complete friendships possesses a pleasure that enhances the sweetness of one’s capacity for

friendship that eventually becomes unpalatable in the pursuit of too many friends. Complete

friendship, then, requires focus, and just as seasoning brings out the best flavor in foods when

used properly, so too does the pleasure of one or a few complete friendships bring out the

best in ourselves. This implicit argument sets up Book IX’s concluding discussion of how

living together is necessary for friendship, one that begins with Aristotle noting lovers are

most fond (agapētotaton) of the sense-perception of seeing above all others (1171b30–32).

It follows, then, that because friendship is a community (or “partnership”), friends hold

towards another as they hold towards themselves (1171b33). In these passages, the analogy

with seeing should remind us of Aristotle’s persistent analogy of sight and intellect, which

seemingly reached its peak in Book VI when intellect emerges as the hexis and authoritative

virtue by which the natural virtues possess the sight necessary to make them good for

oneself.113 Taken together, the importance on limiting the number of friends one sees in the

friendships of the good points to the need for the intellect to focus on one or a few things

112Cf. 1148a16, pg. 256 above.
113Cf. 1144b1–13, pg. 260 above.
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that bring out the best in its activity.

Between Aristotle’s examination of the limited extent of friendship is a series of

arguments that seem to show how to move away from the disparate ends of the lover and the

beloved towards the shared sense-perception of being characteristic of friends of the good.

These arguments begin with Aristotle suggesting useful friendships develop mostly around

contrary things (for example, the poor and the wealthy, or the ignorant and knowers), in

which case one person aims at what one happens to need and attempts to give something

in return for it (1159b12–15). After supposing other examples of contraries may be the

beautiful and the ugly or the lover and the beloved, Aristotle speaks to the absurdity of

lovers demanding they are worthy of being loved (philein) in the same way as they love, for

this could only happen if each person is lovable in the same way and worthy of equal love

(1159b16–18). By this account, eros is not an equal love, on the one hand because the philia

the lover seeks is an extreme, and on the other hand because the beloved seems to lack any

philia for the lover on account of the wish simply to be loved in excess. The problem may

also be considered in the following way: if loving (philein) is the virtue of a friend, then the

lover goes to excess in this while the beloved is deficient.114 In either case, both the lover

and beloved do not clearly understand the virtue of friendship.

Despite the one-sided nature of eros, Aristotle does find some good in this form of

love by considering how it may be moderated. Considering the possibility of friendship

between the lover and the beloved in terms similar to those framing the discussion of the

moral virtues, Aristotle wonders if each opposite (or, to maintain the analogy, extreme) does

not aim at the other itself, but is instead longing for the middle term since this is good

(1159b19–21). For example, for whatever is dry, what is good is not becoming wet, but

reaching the middle term (1159b22–23). This analogy recalls the first appearance of eros in

the opening chapter of Book VIII, with the dry earth on the one hand having eros for rain,

and the overfull heavens on the other hand having eros to rain on the earth.115 Using these

passages, we can begin to understand how eros is good up to a certain point. Aristotle’s

presentation of longing for the middle term reveals eros is partly a recognition of our need

114Cf. 1159a27, pg. 319 above.
115Cf. 1155a32–1155b7, pg. 306 above.
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for something to improve ourselves. To the extent we recognize this need, eros is good. Now,

it seems possible that in aiming at what we need, eros may bring us to think the solution

to our neediness may take one of two forms: we may either lose ourselves by aiming our

entire being at another (as occurs with the lover and the beloved), or we may try to become

another. In the first case, we lose the ability to see ourselves; in the second case, we attempt

the impossible, for no one can become another person. To avoid these errors, it seems we

need a way to recognize our own need without losing sight of ourselves. In other words, to

avoid the errors of eros, we must aim at friendship, the beginning of which is the proper love

of self.

A related problem to the lack of moderation in eros is the lack of likeness in the lover

and the beloved, which is most evident in the complaints they make about one another: the

lover complains about the lack of reciprocation for his own excessive love (philein), even if he

possesses nothing lovable; the beloved complains the lover does not complete (epiteleō) any

of the promises made (1164a3–6). The foundation for these accusations is the disparate ends

of the lover and the beloved, for the lover wants pleasure while the beloved wants something

useful (1164a7–10). Since neither lover nor beloved attains the present advantages each

seeks, their friendship cannot endure because such things are not stable like friendships

based on character (1164a11–13). Here accusations arise when friends do not hit or happen

upon that at which they aim, for their longing goes unsatisfied (1164a14–16). Aristotle

holds this lack of satisfaction for one’s own longing in contrast to partnerships where terms

are met and therefore nobly fulfilled (1164a18–21). From these considerations, Aristotle

concludes giving in friendship will always be in accord with that which one happens to need

(1164a21). The terms of Aristotle’s arguments in this passage echo Book I’s introduction to

the necessity for having knowledge of the good for hitting on the needful much like archers

possessing a target.116 Also, in speaking of the lover and the beloved as respectively seeking

the pleasant and the useful, Aristotle recalls the three lovable things corresponding to the

forms of friendship, but with the good conspicuously absent.117

With the lover and the beloved established as not looking to the good, we ought to

116Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 69 above.
117Cf. 1125b20–26, pg. 309 above.
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return to the serious person who aims at attaining more of the noble for himself in order to

understand how eros could lead one into error when approaching the good. Of the many

things Aristotle lists the serious person doing for the sake of the noble, the last is refraining

from actions in order to be the cause (aitia) of the friend’s actions.118 Back in Book I,

we learned a first principle (archē) is a cause, and in the Ethics, the good, the noble, the

just, and happiness are all considered as first principles.119 Accordingly, when the serious

person acts for the sake of attaining more of the noble for himself by being the cause of a

friend’s actions, the serious person aims to be the good of a friend. Similarly, despite their

disparate ends, both the lover and the beloved aim to be the good for the other: the lover by

attending to the beloved, and the beloved by being the focus of the lover’s efforts. In both

examples, a human being aspires to be the good itself. Aristotle reveals the ultimate flaw in

this aim back in Book VI when he says human beings are not the best thing (to ariston) in

the cosmos, an observation that gives way to the question of whether or not prudence and

wisdom only contemplate what is good for oneself or if each looks to something higher, such

as the cosmos.120 Consequently, it seems eros may lead human beings into two errors. First,

insofar as the lover and the beloved are the good of another, there is no likeness in the good

to which each looks in their friendship. Second, eros could lead human beings to think the

human good is the good of the cosmos.

The problematic relationship of eros to the good becomes clearer when we consider

Aristotle’s movement from unsatisfied longings to the comparison between the Sophists and

philosophers on the question of worth in Book IX in light Book VI’s arguments about wisdom

and prudence. In his discussion of the Sophists, Aristotle describes them as people who seek

honor through money for their knowledge; because this knowledge is worthless, they face

accusations for not living up to the promises they make to those seeking it. Philosophers, by

contrast, do not face such accusations (at least not from those who know the worth of their

knowledge), for by having philosophy in common, they share in something like virtue without

118Cf. 1169a33–34, pg. 328 above.
119Cf. 1098a34–1098b6, pg. 85 above.
120Cf. 1141a21–1141b2, pgs. 262–263 above.
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conventional worth and more akin to something divine.121 Given the inquiry into friendship’s

conclusion that the friendship of the good is each friend perceiving together the activity of

each other’s being (which is the intellect), philosophers exemplify the authoritative form of

friendship.122 Since this conclusion follows from Aristotle taking a “more natural” view of

things, it seems the friendship of philosophers has a natural worth.123 To understand the

natural worth of philosophy, recall Book VI’s paradoxical argument that while wisdom does

not contemplate anything by which human beings will be happy, the possession of wisdom’s

hexis and its activity makes them happy. In this respect, wisdom diverges from prudence,

the focus of which is doing the just, noble, and good things by which one will be happy. A

curious feature of these arguments is their omission of longing and, implicitly, a characteristic

of the soul without logos.124 Now, however, through Aristotle’s discussion of friendship, we

know human beings long for living, which is the activity of the intellect.125 It seems, then,

that friendship’s natural worth comes from its ability to encourage the activity of one’s own

soul, which would mean one has to know the good of the soul before befriending another.

Since philosophers are the models for the best of friends, we should consider what it

means to be a friend or lover of wisdom and how it differs from eros. Starting with wisdom,

Aristotle defines it in Book VI as both science and intellect of the first principles most

honorable by nature.126 In Book VI, science is knowledge of the eternal things of necessity,

and intellect is sense-perception of first principles.127 With his definition of wisdom, Aristotle

brings science and intellect together by rooting their worth in nature. Though the preceding

arguments are technically correct, their presentation of wisdom is at the very least too

formulaic, if not overly abstract. Accordingly, it may be helpful to consider the formal

definition of wisdom in light of the perspective it provides on prudence and the political art

as not being “most serious” because human beings are not the best thing in the cosmos.

If wisdom is of the eternal things, it can only be directed towards the cosmos and its first

121Cf. 1164a24–1164b5, pgs. 321–322 above.
122Cf. 1169b2–1172a10, pgs. 341–349 above.
123Cf. 1170a14–15, pg. 343 above.
124Cf. 1143b8–1144a10, pgs. 258–260 above.
125Cf. 1170a27–29, pg. 344 above.
126Cf. 1141a20, 1141b3–4, pg. 253 above.
127Cf. 1143b1–10, pg. 257 above.
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principles. But to what thing about the cosmos should we turn, and why? To answer the

first question, recall Socrates turned towards logos not to discover the things out of which the

cosmos is composed, but the needful or the good binding and holding the cosmos together,

which he suggests is the order of an intellect.128 When Aristotle puts the human things in

perspective, his argument, in its simplest terms, seems to be the following: by recognizing

the endurance of the cosmos and our own mortality, we see there is an order beyond our

own lives and all human things on which we depend for living. Given our dependence on

this order for the sake of living, wisdom is open to contemplating how all things fit into this

order.

To make sense of what it means to be a friend or lover of wisdom, let us now consider

the nature of philia, which seems to be holding logos and thought in common with another.129

For philosophers who are friends, the activity of friendship is their perceiving together of one

another’s intellects and wishing for their good.130 The necessary condition for this friendship

to form is each friend having the sense-perception of the good coming to be present in oneself,

which is a pleasant activity.131 Aristotle’s emphasis on sense-perception in these arguments

places a distance between friends that cannot disappear, for one’s own sense-perception can

never be another’s. Further, because friends wish for one another to continue to be, they

never aim to become one another. Accordingly, the most friends can do is perceive together

the good itself, and they accomplish this by sharing their thoughts through logos. Through

this intermediate relationship between philosophic friends, we can better understand the

philia of wisdom that is a precondition for philosophic friendship. Given wisdom’s association

with the cosmos that can never be acquired by human beings, it seems even wisdom itself is

beyond human grasp. And unlike the friend who is equally as capable of sense-perception

as oneself, wisdom and nature cannot reciprocate our sense-perception. Nonetheless, if the

defining characteristic of friendship is holding logos and thought and in common, then it

seems the human being who loves wisdom is capable of having logos and thought in common

128Cf. Phaedo 96a–100b, pg. 176 above.
129Cf. 1170b11–13, pg. 346 above.
130Cf. 1172a2–8, pg. 347 above.
131Cf. 1170b1–2, pg. 344 above.
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with the order of the cosmos through the activity of contemplation.

To further clarify the nature of philosophy, perhaps we should consider it in the

following way: If the activity of friendship is living together, since activities are bound to

hexeis, what is the philosopher’s hexis?132 Though Aristotle indicates what is authoritative

resides in the activity, remember how he says place loosens the activity of friendship, not the

hexis, and it is this in which friends are said to be good.133 In the discussion of how goodwill

(eunous) is not friendship, Aristotle comments on how it could be the beginning (archē) of

friendship, just as the pleasure of sight is the beginning of eros, for through being pleased

by the outward appearance (idea) of another, eros may come to be present if one yearns for

the person who is absent and desires that person’s presence (1167a3–7). If we work from

the terms of Aristotle’s observation about goodwill, friendship with the good is possible if

the pleasure of looking to the good with the intellect leads one to desire to have it present

in oneself. The hexis of the philosopher, then, would be looking to the good with philia.

Because the philosopher knows the good is bound to the order of nature and beyond himself,

he never seeks to make the good his own, nor become the good itself, but is content to behold

the good with his intellect through logos and, if possible, share in this sense-perception of

the good with another.134 Through this hexis and activity, the philosopher seems to avoid

the greatest paradox of friendship, for he finds what is both good for himself and good for

another through what is simply good, namely, the good itself.135 To know if this is true,

however, we have to consider one final argument that is one of the subjects of Book X: How

132Cf. 1170a14–18.
133Cf. 1157b5–11, pg. 324 above.
134In confining my reading of the phenomenon of shared sense-perception (sunaisthēsis) to the example of
philosophers, I part ways from the work of April Flakne (2005) and John von Heyking (2008), both of whom
think Aristotle’s teaching on sunaisthēsis is integral to his political teaching. While both scholars focus on
the role of the intellect in friendship and acknowledge Aristotle points to the idea of the good, neither pushes
their analysis beyond this acknowledgement. Flakne’s work is further problematic by suggesting the good is
something friends create for themselves through sunaisthēsis (2005, 45–46).
135Though both Tessitore (1996, 73–94) and Pangle (2003, 133–134, 196–200) examine Books VIII and IX
with an eye towards showing how Aristotle uses friendship to move readers closer to the philosophic life, they
do not focus as much on the role of eros in their arguments. Burger, by contrast, suggests eros for wisdom is
the foundation for philosophic friendship, with philia providing a remedy to a need recognized by eros (2008,
183–189). In particular, Burger describes philosophers’ eros as a recognition of their own incompleteness in
relation to the wisdom they long to possess while knowing it is beyond their grasp, leaving them to share
their sense-perception of this incompleteness with one another in speeches and thoughts (2008, 187–189).
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is the pleasure of philosophy both simply good and good for oneself?

6.5. Friendship and Politics

To approach the more explicitly political arguments in Books VIII and IX of Aristo-

tle’s Ethics, it may be helpful to consider them in light of a few arguments from Book III of

the Politics where he discusses regimes, citizenship, and justice. After establishing regimes

can be divided by who rules (i.e., one, few, or many) and how they rule (i.e., correctly if for

the common advantage, deviantly if for the advantage of the rulers), Aristotle turns to ex-

amining what justice is in these regimes in order to understand how the correct and deviant

regimes differ from one another (1279a22–1280a5). Positing a general definition of justice,

Aristotle declares it seems to be equality for equals and inequality for unequals (1280a7–13).

Supposing this definition of justice is accurate, a practical difficulty immediately arises: when

people make judgments about justice, they judge partially in their own favor on account of

a general tendency to do so when one’s own things are involved (1280a14–15). Providing a

more refined view of the problem, Aristotle appeals to the arguments about distributive jus-

tice in Book V of the Ethics where the distribution of goods is proportional to the character

of the people involved.136 When attempting to realize distributive justice, while most people

are in agreement about what justice involving the distribution of things entails, they do

not agree about equality in relation to persons (1280a16–1280a24). In the Ethics, Aristotle

presents this same dispute, but with an important addition: it concerns worth (1131a25–32).

Late in Book III of the Politics, “political philosophy” appears in relation to jus-

tice. After establishing “the political good is justice, and justice is the common advantage”

(thereby leading to the conclusion that the political good is the common advantage), Aristotle

once again notes the disagreements people have about the basis for equality and inequality,

but then goes one step further to declare determining the basis for these things is a “matter

for political philosophy” (1282b14–22). In Book VII of the Ethics, the political philosopher

emerges as “the architect of the end with a view to which we speak of each thing as being

bad or good [simply].”137 Applying this understanding of the political philosopher to the

136Cf. 1130b30–1131a9, pg. 236 above.
137Cf. 1152b1–3, pg. 288 above.

359



statement about justice from the Politics, through political philosophy, we can contemplate

the end in relation to which the political good (i.e., justice and the common advantage)

are simply good or bad. How the examination of friendship in the Ethics may contribute

to such contemplation is apparent in Aristotle’s comparison between Sophists and philoso-

phers, where he reveals there are no disputes about worth between philosophic friends since

what they hold in common cannot be measured with money or honor, but is instead more

natural since they share the sense-perception of their intellects contemplating the good that

exists by nature.138 It would appear, then, that in reading the Ethics as a work of political

philosophy, we should find arguments for a more natural basis for worth in political life.

How friendship offers a more natural understanding of political life in general may

be apparent in a comment Aristotles make about friendship in the city between his two

statements about justice from Book III of the Politics. Aristotle begins by stating a city

does not exist when human beings hold a place in common, agree not to do each other wrong,

or come together to engage in commerce, “but only when households and families form a

community in living well for the sake of a complete and self-sufficient” existence (1280b29–

34). While Aristotle concedes the city will require people living close to one another, engaging

in intermarriage, and finding ways to pass their days in living together, he also notes these

things are “the work of friendship, for the [choice] to live together is friendship” (1280b35–

39).139 On this basis, Aristotle reiterates living well is the end of the city, and the things

just declared as “the work of friendship” are for the sake of this end (1280b39–40). Since

Book III in the Ethics, choice has been associated with means bearing on ends; in Book VI,

choice comes under the authority of prudence, the truest form of which follows wisdom.140

Since wisdom looks to the good of the cosmos and philosophic friends choose to live together

for the sake of contemplating this good, it is apparent not every friendship has the city

and its understanding of living well as its end. Thus, in addition to considering how the

examination of friendship in the Ethics contributes to understanding worth in accord with

138Cf. 1164b2–5 (pg. 322 above) as well as pg. 355 for the natural worth of philosophy.
139Here I amend Phillips-Simpson’s translation of proairesis from “deliberate choice” to “choice” to maintain
consistency with earlier uses of this term.
140Cf. 1111b26–27 (pg. 181 above) and 1141a21–1141b8 (pgs. 262–264 above).
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nature, we should look for what it discloses to us about natural friendships in the city that

may not share the city’s end.

6.5.1. The City

In all regimes, the fundamental inequality that endures is the one between rulers and

the ruled. As a way into understanding the place of friendship in the city, let us begin with

Aristotle’s consideration of friendships of superiority, which include those between a father

and son, an older man and a younger one, a husband and wife, and a ruler and the ruled

(1158b11–12). While these friendships all involve superiority, they differ in kind from one

another since there is a different virtue and work (ergon) in each; consequently, there are

different reasons why each friend loves the other (1158b13–19). The first example Aristotle

considers for how these friendships work is children and parents, saying their friendship is

“stable and decent” when they each give back to one another what they ought (1158b20–

23). More generally, friendly-affection should be proportional by being in accord with the

worth of those involved in order to bring about some equality (1158b24–28). This last point

draws on the discussion of how legal currency acts as a middle term enabling the exchange of

disparate works in cities, thereby holding the city together (sunechō).141 But, whereas Book

V’s discussion of worth and exchange sets up an examination of what is naturally just, the

use of the family as the first example of friendship with superiority suggests a more natural

model for understanding friendships without a conventional assessment of worth.

Friendship’s lack of emphasis on worth becomes more apparent in a comparison with

justice.142 With justice, what is equal seems to be determined first in accord with worth,

and second in accord with some quantity; with friendship, the opposite seems to be the case,

which Aristotle says is evident in how differences in virtue, vice, means, or anything else

either keep people from being friends or not deeming themselves worthy of being friends

with another (1158b29–35). As examples, Aristotle points to human beings not deeming

themselves worthy of being friends with the gods (who hold over and above human beings

in all the good things); similarly, those who are inferior do not deem themselves worthy to

141Cf. 1133a6–1133b29, pg. 236 above.
142For the initial comparison between friendship and justice, see 1155a23–28, pg. 305 above.
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be friends with kings, and those who are worth nothing cannot be friends with the best

(aristos) and the wisest (1158b36–1159a2). With these examples, Aristotle appears to draw

the following distinction between worth and quantity: worth relates to something outside

of oneself, while quantity relates to things either in or belonging to oneself. In spite of the

perplexities he raises about worth and quantity, Aristotle seems to leave this question behind,

choosing first to discuss when friends remain friends, then moving on to revealing loving is a

potential virtue of friendship.143 This discussion comes to a close with the problem of worth

for the lover and the beloved, leaving Aristotle to suggest the longing involved between

contraries may seek a middle term.144

Following the potential search for a middle term, Aristotle returns to considering

the kinship between friendship and justice in the community. After noting how all those

within a community call each other “friends,” Aristotle adds friendship and the just exist

to the extent that all have something in common (1159b30–31). Accordingly, the proverb

“the things of friends are common” is correct, and in every friendship there is more or

less community depending upon the things in common and the closeness of those involved

(i.e., whether they are relatives or acquaintances) (1159b32–1160a8). With this second

argument, Aristotle maintains friendship’s concern with a certain quantity held in common

while altering the secondary consideration from worth to familiarity.

From all the smaller communities that are akin to friendships, Aristotle turns to the

political community, of which all of these smaller communities seem to be parts (morioi)

(1160a9). The basis for this claim is that just as smaller communities come together “for

a certain advantage, namely, to provide some of the things conducive to life,” so too “the

political community seems to come together from the [beginning (archē)], and to continue,

for the sake of what is advantageous; lawgivers aim (stochazomai) at this and claim that

the advantage held in common is [the] just. The other communities, then, aim (ephiēmi) at

a partial (merē) advantage” (1160a9–15).145 According to this account, whereas friendships

143Cf. 1159a3–1159b10, discussed in pgs. 316–320 above.
144Cf. 1159b12–23, pg. 353 above.
145In this passage, I have made a few alterations to Bartlett and Collins’s translation. The first change
addresses their rendering of archē as “outset,” not “beginning.” Second, I have removed the phrase “to
exist” from their translation of diamenein in order to avoid suggesting the city has “being” in the same way
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form for the sake of the useful, pleasant, or good, the political community forms for the sake

of the common advantage, which itself is something useful. Stressing the authoritative nature

of the political community’s end, Aristotle remarks that even though some communities exist

for the sake of pleasure, these would appear “to fall under the political community; for the

political community aims not at the present advantage but at that pertaining to life as a

whole. . . All communities, therefore, appear to be parts of the political community, and the

sorts of friendships will correspond with the different sorts of communities” (1160a19–23,

28–30). In the first part of this argument, the political community seems to have a universal

scope, for in aiming at the common advantage on which all lesser communities and persons

in the political community depend, all things within the political community seem to be

ordered by it. Notice, however, that Aristotle does not say the political community aims

at the common good. It follows, then, that if the advantageous is something useful, and if

what is useful is so either for the sake of pleasure or the good, then the political community

aims at some pleasure or good as well.146 The authoritative nature of the pleasant and

the good as ends is further apparent in the way Aristotle says the advantage of the lesser

communities seems to fall under the political community. Thus, from these arguments, we

find the fundamental question of the aim of the political community is the same as that of

friendship: To what end does it look?

The next part of Aristotle’s inquiry into political communities focuses on defining

different types of regimes, of which there are three forms, each with a corresponding deviation

(1160a31). The three forms are kingship, aristocracy, and timocracy, and their respective

deviations are tyranny, oligarchy, and democracy (1160a32–1161a9). The distinction between

the primary form and their deviations becomes apparent in the contrast between kingship

and tyranny, for while the king looks to the advantage of the ruled, the tyrant not only looks

his own advantage, but “pursues the good for himself” (1160b2–8). The king, by contrast,

does no such thing, since he “is not someone lacking in self-sufficiency or superiority in any

goods; he is, rather, the sort of person who is in need of nothing” (1160b4–5). Through

this comparison, we see the three primary forms of regimes look to the advantage of the

as a person. Finally, I have translated the definite article in front of “just” as “the,” not “what is.”
146For the two ends at which the useful aims, see 1155b20–26, pg. 309 above.
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ruled, while the deviations from these forms look to the advantage of the rulers.147 As for

why regimes deviate, there appear to be two reasons. First, there is a lack of self-sufficiency,

which the example of the king suggests is lacking the good things one needs. This idea

seems to be confirmed by the description of how aristocracy turns to oligarchy because the

rulers distribute more of the good things to themselves because their great concern is being

wealthy (1160b11–15). But with the tyrant, we see a problem regarding the good, for he

thinks ruling ought to aim at acquiring the good for himself, thereby sacrificing the common

advantage for the sake of his own advantage.

Back in Book V’s inquiry into justice, Aristotle first presents the tyrant’s problem in

relation to the good as justification for why logos rules in the city. In this account, the tyrant

most clearly demonstrates the injustice of being one who grasps for more by distributing

either more of the simply good things or less of the simply bad things to himself.148 The

problem of grasping for more is notable because it leads into the statement that human

beings ought to pray for the simply good things to be good for them.149 Echoes of this

prayer appear early in Book VIII, where Aristotle says friends ought to be both simply good

and good for oneself, which, in light of Book VII’s discussion of pleasure, speaks to the need

to understand how the good and the pleasant relate to one another.150 Thus, the comparison

between the king and the tyrant and the order of the political communities subject to their

authority ultimately shows the common advantage of the political community is subject to

the ruler’s ability to determine what is good for himself, which could easily be distorted by

pleasure. Now, if the best friends share in one another’s being through logos, and if logos

must rule a city, we must wonder how logos can lead human beings towards the common

good, and rulers and ruled to the common advantage.

147A refined account of regimes appears in Aristotle’s Politics, Book III, Chapter 7. Aristotle names the
regimes that look to the advantage of the ruled “correct,” while those that look to the advantage of the
rulers are “deviant.” Further, rather than the third correct regime being called “timocracy,” it receives the
name of “polity,” the Greek word for “regime.”
148Cf. 1134a30–1134b8, pg. 238 above.
149Cf. 1129a33–1129b6, pg. 230 above.
150Cf. 1158a26–27, pg. 315 above.
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6.5.2. The Household

After introducing the principle forms of regimes, Aristotle explores how to find models

of them within the household. Kingship, for example, may be seen in the way a father cares

for his children (1160b22–24). Between a husband and wife is an aristocratic community,

for each rules over the things suited to one another (1160b31–33). Finally, brothers seem to

share in the community of timocracy, for they are both equal (even if they are of slightly

different ages) since they are both children of their parents (1161a4–5). Explaining how

deviations from these regimes may occur, Aristotle says a father is a tyrant if he rules over

his children like slaves (1160b26–27). Oligarchy may occur in one of two ways: either a

man makes himself authoritative in all things, or a woman who is an heiress rules in accord

with wealth, not virtue (1160b34–1161a3). When the household becomes oligarchic in these

ways, the problem is one of worth, for a man deviates from what fits his role and “what is

better” when both the man and the woman do what suits each in the community, and a

woman deviates from a more natural foundation for worth by claiming to rule on account of

wealth (1160a35–36). As for democracy in the household, this occurs either when there is no

master, the ruler is weak, and each person within it acts with license (1161a6–9). Conversely,

then, the household remains a community insofar as a husband, wife, and children recognize

the true worth of one another, which seems to reside in virtue. In this respect, it seems the

household may show what it means to have virtue in common.

As Aristotle continues to discuss the household, he focuses on what is natural about

this community. Starting with the father, Aristotle says that just as kings give benefactions

to those over whom they rule so they may fare well (or “do well,” eu prattein), fathers seem

to give an even greater benefaction since they are the cause of their children’s being, and

further, are responsible for raising and educating them; this also seems to apply to ancestors

(1161a10–17). Clarifying his comparison, Aristotle says, “For the rule of a father over his

sons is by nature, as is that of ancestors over their descendants and that of a king over

those whom he rules as king,” then adds that while the just is not the same in each of these

relationships, like friendship, it accords with worth (1161a18–22). How the rule of a father

over his sons is by nature is self-evident, for the father is part of what brings children into
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being. Notice here how the father is not only a cause, but the worth of his benefaction

is naturally the greatest since he cannot give anything greater to another than life itself.

Nonetheless, Aristotle’s comparison between kings and fathers shows it is not enough for

them to cause their children’s being. After all, how can fathers ensure their children fare

well without care for how they are raised and educated? While Aristotle assigns this task

primarily to fathers, he acknowledges ancestors could claim the authority to raise and educate

children since they are the ones who caused the being of the generation who brings children

into being. Thus, at the same time as he reveals the natural rule of a father over children,

Aristotle raises the political question of whether or not there is a limit to ancestral rule.

Aristotle next considers the friendship between a husband and wife as well as brothers.

In reasserting the friendship between husband and wife is aristocratic, Aristotle maintains

the worth of this friendship depends upon virtue, but now adds more of what is good goes

to the better person (1161a23–25). Accordingly, unlike the monarchic rule of a father over

his children, the aristocratic friendship between a husband and wife suggests each person is

equally capable of being better than the other (notice how Aristotle does not merely establish

the husband is better). As for brothers, their friendship is akin to comrades, for brothers

share the same passions and habits (1161a26–27). This observation raises comparisons with

timocracy, where “the citizens wish to be equals and [decent]—to rule in turn, therefore,

and on an equal basis” (1161a28–29). There appear to be two arguments at work with the

comparison between brothers and timocracy. First, when Aristotle first names timocracy as

a regime, he confines it to equal rule based on property assessments, though the name also

suggests it could be based upon honor (timē) as well (1160a33). Brothers seem to be equal

in property or honor because they are equally the children of the same parents, in which

case their equality is natural. Related to this point, Aristotle’s second argument is implicit,

for he says citizens of a timocracy wish to be decent and equal in ruling. Recall how wish

is for an end and, on occasion, can be for the impossible.151 It seems, then, that citizens of

a timocracy may wish for the natural equality of brothers, something they cannot achieve.

When taken together, the preceding comparisons between the household and regimes suggest

151Cf. 1111b20–30, pg. 181 above.
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the former’s foundations for rule and friendship are more natural than the latter.152

The search for the natural basis of friendship and community in the household be-

comes more apparent when Aristotle turns to tyranny, a regime where “there is little or no

friendship” because there is nothing in common between the ruler and the ruled (1161a30–

31). Clarifying the argument, Aristotle says, “What is just does not even exist, as in the

cases of an artisan in relation to his tool, the soul in relation to the body, and the master

in relation to his slave. For all these are benefitted by those who use them, but there is

no friendship for inanimate [or “lifeless” (apsuchos)] things and nothing just pertaining to

them” (1161a32–1161b1).153 According to this argument, one of the common things neces-

sary for friendship and justice is a soul (psuchē), something which both a tool and a body

lack. As for the master and the slave, Aristotle acknowledges that while on the one hand

there is no friendship with the slave on account of being a lifeless tool, on the other hand,

friendship is possible insofar as the slave is a human being; from this, it follows that there is

a small amount of friendship and the just in tyrannies, but a greater amount in democracy

“since those who are equal have many things in common” (1161b7–10). The basis for the

argument about the possibility of friendship for the slave follows from human beings’ capac-

ity to have law (nomos) and compact in common, on account of which “there seems to be

something just for every human being in relation to everyone” (1161b5–6). This argument

has its foundations in Book V’s statement that law is natural where there is equality in rul-

ing and being ruled, a principle evident in the just being more present in relation to a wife

than one’s own children or acquisitions, both of which are part of household management.

Interestingly, this argument occurs between two other points about justice, namely, that the

politically just neither exists in relation to oneself, nor is it the same as what is just for

152Ann Ward uses Aristotle’s comparison between the relationship of brothers to timocracy to suggest this
regime closely approximates the perfect (i.e., complete) friendship. To make this claim, however, Ward
assumes the true end of virtue is the noble, that philosophic friendship belongs among the “noble and good
things,” and that the tension between being a good citizen and a good human being can be reconciled in a
timocratic regime (2011). In addition to my own arguments about why these assumptions are problematic, I
appeal both to Tessitore’s argument that there is no easy symmetry to find between philosophic and political
friendship (1996, 81), and Pangle’s argument that the possibility for true friendship between ruler and ruled
is doubtful (2003, 102).
153For a similar account of the master and the slave and the soul and the body, see Aristotle’s Politics, Book
I, Chapters 4–6.
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the household.154 In light of these earlier arguments, Aristotle’s refinement of the problem

of tyranny suggests one of its great errors is the inability to treat human beings as if they

have souls. Despite this fact, if there can be friendship between the slave and the master

by exercising the capacity to have law and compact in common—and therefore both rule

and be ruled—then friendship and the just may even come about in tyranny if there is a

mutual recognition of the soul and its political capacity. Admittedly the realization of this

possibility seems highly unlikely, for there is no indication that the master and the tyrant

would deviate from being who they are. This, however, does not appear to be Aristotle’s

primary argument; rather, he seems to be arguing that so long as human beings are aware

of the soul, it is possible to come to friendship and the just naturally even if one lives in a

tyranny.155

The preceding argument about something natural enduring even under tyranny at-

tains further clarity in Aristotle’s subsequent discussion of how human beings’ relationships

with their kinfolk are more like friendships while their relationships with those who are

not related to them (citizens, for example) is more like community (1161b11–16). Aristotle

quickly revises this starting point, however, noting there are different forms of how kinfolk

are friends to each other (1161b17). What all forms of friendship between kinfolk have in

common is a paternal beginning, which itself may be the strongest form of this friendship, for

the affection (stergō) parents feel for their children is greater than the affection children feel

for their parents since the children come from the parents themselves (1161b18–23). While

children may never be able to reciprocate fully their parents’ affection (after all, children do

not choose to whom they are born), it is possible for their affection to grow over time as

they take hold of comprehension (sunesis) and sense-perception (aisthēsis) (1161b24–26).

Here Aristotle hearkens back to Book VI, where comprehension appears along with judgment

(gnōmē) and prudence as capacities of the intellect, which itself is sense-perception of first

principles or beginnings (archai).156 It seems, then, that in order for children to feel affection

154Cf. 1134b8–17, pg. 239 above.
155Tessitore has a slightly different (but persuasive) take on this discussion, noting it shows friendship “is
not simply nature,” but is “always mediated by the regime in which one lives” (1996, 81).
156Cf. 1142b35–1143b10, which is briefly discussed on pgs. 256–257 above.
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for their parents, they must take hold of intellect, for this allows them to see their natural

beginning. From these considerations, after commenting on mothers’ affections for children

being greater than fathers on account of women naturally having their children as part of

themselves, Aristotle says, “Parents. . . love (phileō) their children as themselves (for those

who come from them are like other selves separately existing), whereas children love their

parents on the grounds that they are born from them, and brothers love each other because

they were born from the same parents” (1161b27–31).157 The friendly-love within the family

follows from a common, natural archē of which each person has sense-perception. In this

respect, the family is similar to the best friends who hold each other’s being (i.e., intellect)

in common through logos and thought, for each person within the family holds their being

in common with the other, but most likely without aspiring to philosophic friendship.

Further exploring the friendship between children and their parents, Aristotle likens

it to the friendship between human beings and the gods, for both involve “what is good

and superior,” with parents making the “greatest benefits” since “they are the causes of

the children’s being, rearing, and education” (1162a5–7). Suggesting there is something

complete about such friendship, Aristotle says it possesses both the pleasant and the useful

more than friendship between those who are not related because children and parents have

more in common with each other (1162a8–10). Interestingly, Aristotle omits considering

what human beings and the gods have in common, leaving us to wonder if there is friendship

between human beings and the gods. Indeed, it seems Aristotle ultimately suggests human

beings’ understanding of the gods models itself on the natural friendship between parents

and children.158

The completeness of friendship within the family begins with the friendship between

the husband and the wife. First, Aristotle notes the friendship of a husband and wife seems to

come to be according to nature, “For a human being is by nature more a coupling being than

a political one, inasmuch as a household is earlier and more necessary than a city and the

157With thanks to Pangle (2003, 152) and Burger (2008, 171), this is the first appearance of the idea of
“other selves” in the discussion of friendship.
158Cf. Politics 1252b24–26.
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begetting of children is more common to animals” (1162a16–19).159 Back in Book I, one of

the key suppositions for connecting the good to the political art holds taking and preserving

the human good for the whole of the city is “nobler and more divine” than doing so for one

alone.160 Now, with this statement about the friendship between a husband and wife, there

seems to be something unnatural about the political art’s “greater and more complete” end

(i.e., the good of the city). The tension between the human good and the good of the city

appears to center on living together, one of the defining characteristics of friendship that

greatly limits the number of people with whom one can be complete friends.161 Though

Aristotle does not speak of the husband and wife as philosophizing together, he says they

live together “not only for the sake of begetting children but also for the sake of the things

that contribute to life,” with each person performing different works, “putting their own

things in the service of what is in common” (1162a20–24). This leads Aristotle to suggest

at least two possible ways in which the friendship of a husband and a wife is complete:

they provide the useful and the pleasant with respect to what they hold in common, and, if

both are decent, their friendship and the delight they take in one another would follow from

the virtue of each person (1162a24–27). Both of these things are not mutually exclusive,

for there is no reason why a husband and wife’s respective virtue may not be part of the

common bond they share. Such a possibility is most evident when Aristotle says, “Children

too seem to be a common bond; hence childless couples break up more readily, since children

are a good common to both parents, and what is common holds things together (sunechō)”

(1162a28–29).162 In relation to children, the different works and virtues of a husband and

wife are complementary, contributing the useful and pleasant things necessary for holding

the household together. To make this argument, notice how Aristotle first comments on the

dissolution of friendships between couples without children. Since children are in some way

part of one’s own being, the account of friendship between a husband and wife alludes to

a larger point about friendship: to endure, every friendship needs a common good that is

159Cf. Politics 1252b9–14.
160Cf. 1094a27–1094b10, pg. 67 above.
161Cf. 1172a2–8 (pg. 347 above) & 1170b20–1171a8 (pg. 351 above).
162Pangle notes this marks the sole appearance of “common good” in the Nicomachean Ethics (2003, 98).
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simultaneously separate from each friend but still part of their own being.

In addition to presenting the household as more natural than the city, the account of

the friendship between a husband and wife also appears pertinent for better understanding

how eros and friendship may relate to one another. In her speech from the Symposium,

Diotima explains to Socrates how those who are pregnant with “prudence and the rest of

virtue” seek out someone noble with whom they can generate logoi about the good human

being and the actions performed by this person; all of this is done in the hopes that the

person for whom these logoi are made will be educated by them, and through holding these

logoi in common, there will be a friendship more firm than a husband and wife who produce

human children (209a–e). From these arguments, Diotima moves into her conclusion about

how eros leading human beings to behold the noble is a great “coworker” with human nature

(210a–212c). Returning to the Ethics, it seems the household comes to be first through eros,

for this is what leads a husband and wife to procreate. Through bringing children into the

world, a husband and wife create a common good that provides an aim for their respective

virtues since they must raise and educate the children in the hopes of making them good. The

household, then, begins with eros, but can only endure through friendship. The implications

of this point may become further apparent by recalling the disparate friendship of the lover

and the beloved, which often fails because each person neither shares in the same pleasure nor

considers holding a lasting good in common.163 Eros, then, is at best a beginning, drawing

human beings to what appears to be good for them and offering the potential to hold that

good in common. But so long as eros is the only love leading the way in relation to human

things, it will eventually pass, for just as the bloom of youth fades, so too does the allure of

a noble thing. Nonetheless, since eros seeks some generation, it is possible for friendship to

develop through perceiving together a common good with another and, much like parents for

their children, working to preserve it. In this way, the image of the husband and wife reveals

friendship is a more lasting love than eros because the former love is more open to ends that

endure because they have their own being that is, in some way, greater than oneself.

163Cf. 1157a7–10 (pg. 350 above) & 1164a3–16 (pg. 354 above).
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6.5.3. The Common

Following the account of friendship within the family, Aristotle considers both equality

and superiority in friendship, noting friends either should love each other equally with respect

to whatever the basis for equality is, or proportionally (analogon) whenever there is some

superiority (1162b13–16). At first glance, the shift in discussion seems to be a non sequitur,

especially since Aristotle moves from equality to considering why useful friendships are prone

to accusations in a way that friendships of virtue and pleasure are not (1162b5–16). Within

this passage, Aristotle first speaks of friends according to virtue as being in a competition

to do good.164 Whereas longing for the good keeps friends according to virtue from accusing

each other of not reciprocating good deeds, those who are friends for the sake of the useful

often want more and accuse the other person of neither helping them hit or happen upon

what they lack or that of which they think they are worthy (1162b16–20). The question,

then, is one of worth; but, unlike discussion of the family, Aristotle now focuses on its less

natural measures.

To understand the accusations that may arise in useful friendships, Aristotle considers

this problem in relation to the just. First, Aristotle states the just is twofold, on the one

hand unwritten, and on the other hand in accord with law or convention (nomos) (1162b21–

22). Next, given this division in the just, Aristotle supposes useful friendships are on the one

hand moral (ēthikē), and on the other hand legal (nomikē) (1162b23). Of these two forms

of useful friendships, there are two forms of legal friendship: one concerns exchanges within

the marketplace, and the other is more liberal, both because repayment of the exchange

does not happen immediately, and because there is a proof of friendship in such exchanges

due to the trust each person should feel affection (stergō) for the other (1162b26–31). This

introduction to the forms of friendship involving exchange draws on two earlier arguments.

First, the division of the just recalls Book V’s division between the simply just and the

politically just, the latter of which has two forms, namely, the natural and the legal or

conventional.165 What is unclear about Book VIII’s presentation of the just is whether or

164Cf. pg. 327 above.
165Cf. 1134a25–1134b23, pg. 236 above.
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not what is unwritten is naturally just.166 Second, insofar as legal exchanges place trust in

feeling affection, Aristotle suggests such useful friendships aspire to the natural affection of

friendship that is strongest within the family.167 It seems, then, that the current account of

the just and useful friendships must be compared to the natural friendship of the family.

With the moral friendship, Aristotle clarifies the problem of accusations in useful

friendships from the perspective of the giver. Though the person who gives a gift to another

does so as a friend, the giver also expects repayment for the gift that is either equal to or

more than the worth of what was given (1162b32–33). At this point, the giver may dissolve

the friendship, leading to an accusation (1162b34). According to Aristotle, the accusation

comes about because the giver—like many human beings—wishes for the noble things but

ends up choosing the beneficial (or “advantageous”) (1162b34–35). In this instance, there

is a tension between doing a noble thing and the benefit of receiving a good work, which

ultimately suggests a tension between seeking the good of another and the good of oneself

(1162a1). As for the noble, here the problem is not one of assigning more to oneself than to

a friend, but the inability to satisfy one’s wish that it will be conducive to one’s own good.

When one receives a good work from a person who gives seeking the beneficial and

not the noble, Aristotle says one ought to reciprocate according to the worth of what was

given, then dissolve the friendship, for from the beginning the one who performs the good

work does not act like a friend (1163a2–9). To determine the worth of the repayment, given

the tension between the recipient’s assessment of his own benefit and the giver’s estimation

of the greatness of his good work, it is best if the recipient gives back an amount equal

to the help received from the giver, or perhaps even more, since this is nobler (1163a10–

21). Implicit in this argument is a comparison between what children owe their parents, for

the giver’s assessment of the greatness of his own work echoes the incomparable greatness

of parents causing their children’s being.168 Within the family, the potential for disputes

between children and their parents with respect to good works is minimal on account of the

166In Book VII of Plato’s Laws, the Athenian Stranger likens “unwritten customs” to ancestral laws which,
even though they have authority primarily through being established in the past, are necessary to support
future written laws (793a–793d).
167Cf. 1161b18–23, pg. 368 above.
168Cf. 1162a5–10, pg. 369 above.
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natural greatness of what parents give their children. With useful friendships, however, the

potential for dispute always exists since each person involved does not have recourse to a

self-evident, natural standard. Since it is impossible for all human beings to be a family,

to what natural standard can they look to resolve potential disputes about exchange? One

possible remedy is virtue, for in friendships between those who are virtuous, the worth of

one another’s good works is choice, which itself is the authoritative thing of both virtue and

character (1163a21–23). Here we should remember choice requires one to possess intellect

and an end according to which one takes one longing before another.169 Consequently, if one

wants to avoid the conflicts of useful friendships, one must seek friendship in accord with

the intellect and a natural end.

From the conflict within useful friendships, Aristotle turns to the community and

a potential tension within it: while the good person thinks more should be distributed to

himself than those who are useless since he is good and better, those who are in need of

something assert those who are serious or powerful should act as a good friend and help

them (1163a24–36). Taking a middle course, Aristotle concedes that while both the good

and the needy correctly deem themselves worthy of receiving more of something, they should

not distribute the same thing: to the good who are superior should go honor as a gift, while

the needy should receive gain as an aid (1163b1–4). By this account, human beings give

honor to others when there is no way to reciprocate another’s good works and equality is

not possible. This principle carries over to the regimes where honor is held in common and

given to those who benefit the community so long as those performing the good works are

not benefitting themselves by making money at the same time as they help the community

(1163b5–11). By granting honor to its benefactors, the community approximates friendship

by giving in accord with the worth of the benefactor (1163b12). Paradoxically, Aristotle

suggests the same principle of honor carries over to friendship, but now states those who

honor a benefactor give what is possible (which seems to be decent) and not in accord with

a worth they can never equal (1163b13–18). Consequently, we are left to wonder why honor

on the one hand addresses the problem of worth from the perspective of the friendship of

169Cf. 1112a11–22, pg. 183 above.
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the city, but has nothing to do with worth within the context of personal friendship.

To resolve the perplexity of honor and its place (or lack thereof) in friendship—

both in the city and between two persons—we should consider Aristotle’s discussion of like-

mindedness (homonoia) in the city; this examination follows that of goodwill (eunous).170

After dismissing the idea of like-mindedness being likeness in opinion about any random

thing, Aristotle says many think it comes to be present in cities “whenever people are of

the same judgment (homognōmoneō) concerning what is advantageous, choose (proaireō)

the same things, and do what has been resolved (dokeō) in common. It is about matters

of action, therefore, that people agree, and in particular about what is of great import and

admits of belonging to both parties or to all involved” (1167a27–30). Clarifying the last

part of this thought, Aristotle contrasts civil faction with like-mindedness: whereas civil

faction occurs when each person wishes for himself to rule, like-mindedness occurs not when

each person has the same thing in mind (ennoein) with regards to any random thing, but

when they have the same thing in mind in the same way (1167a34–36).171 For example, the

like-mindedness characteristic of political friendship (politikē philia) occurs when both the

many and the decent have it in mind for the best (aristoi) to rule, from which arises that at

which everyone aims (1167b1–3). According to this example, political friendship follows from

agreement about rule according to the best, and this agreement transcends the inequalities

of citizens. Additionally, insofar as there is agreement about who should rule, then there is

agreement about being ruled, which implies law is natural in a like-minded city.172 Thus, it

would seem it is not honor that cities hold in common.

The limits of honor in holding the city together further come to light with Aristotle’s

examination of noble actions and their relation to the proper love of self. Due to the praise

people award to those who are serious about noble actions, Aristotle supposes that if all

“exert themselves to the utmost to do [the noblest things], then in common there would be

all the [needful things] (ta deonta) and for each [one] the greatest goods, if in fact virtue

170Cf. 1155b27–1156a5 & 1166b33–1167a3, pgs. 323–324 above.
171The Greek in this passage is difficult to interpret, for the phrase ἀλλὰ τὸ ἐν τῷ αὐτῷ means either “in
the same way” or “in the same person.”
172Cf. 1134b8–17, cited in Note 154, pg. 367 above.
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is of such a character” (1169a7–11). According to this passage, the ability of the noblest

things to benefit the common is possible only if virtue aims at what is noblest for what is

held in common. Shortly after this passage, this key qualification for the extent to which

virtue renders love of self compatible with doing the noblest things for the common comes

into question. After using eros to suggest living together limits the number of friends one

may have, Aristotle presents two ways of thinking about having many friends: either one

will be obsequious and a friend to no one, or one will be decent and a friend to others as

fellow citizens, but not as friends according to virtue and who they are in themselves, for

human beings can only have few friends like this (1171a15–20).173 By invoking obsequious-

ness, Aristotle hearkens back to the examination of friendliness, one of the three virtues of

“partnership or community in logoi and actions.” Friendliness is notable since its concern is

what is pleasant “in all that relates to life,” and it is the first virtue to show how logos may

cause both pleasure and pain in relation to one of two ends: the noble or the advantageous.

Whereas the friendly person properly causes pleasures and pains to others, the obsequious

person either attempts only to please others or not cause them pain.174 Given Book VII’s

arguments about how pleasure and pain do not neatly align with what is good and bad, it

appears the obsequious person is likely unable to do something good for others while the

friendly person could.175 It follows, then, that while virtue may cause pleasures and pains

through logos, its reach cannot extend from one human being to the common, for no one

could love the common in the same way as he loves oneself.

With this natural limit of virtue to cause pleasures and pains brought forth, we

can now make sense of Aristotle’s perplexing conclusion to Book IX that the inquiry into

friendship prepares us to discuss pleasure, the examination of which supposedly concluded

at the end of Book VII.176 One key distinction Aristotle makes between friendliness and

friendship is the former virtue’s lack of the affection (to stergein) that characterizes a decent

friend.177 From Book VIII and IX’s inquiry into friendship, we know the affection of philia

173Cf. 1170b20–1171a8, pg. 351 above.
174Cf. 1126b11–1127a13, pgs. 214–216 above.
175Cf. 1153b4–6, pg. 294 above.
176Cf. 1154b34, pg. 301 above.
177Cf. 1126b19–25.
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follows from being able to share in being with another, either from natural causes within the

family, or from the perceiving together of being—intellect—through logos and thought in the

case of the decent. Since both the family and best friends are friendships with virtue, and

because all communities are like friendships, there now appears to be a significant limit to

the political art’s ability to help human beings become good by teaching virtue.178 Further,

if the work of the political philosopher is to contemplate pleasures and pains in order to craft

the end in relation to which all things are good or bad, then he must also contemplate the

extent to which he can effectively teach other human beings about this end by understanding

their nature. As a “coupling animal,” human beings more naturally tend towards friendship

than the city.179 To complete his work, then, the political philosopher must understand how

friendship begins. If goodwill (eunous) is indeed the beginning (archē) of friendship, then

we know there is one thing left to discover in the Nicomachean Ethics : good-intellect.

178Cf. 1103b26–31, pg. 163 above.
179Cf. 1162a16–19, pg. 369 above.
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CHAPTER 7

THE GOOD AND THE BEST LIFE

7.1. Introduction: Pleasure and the Whole of Life

At the conclusion of Book VII’s examination of pleasure, Aristotle says the inquiry

should turn to friendship. At the end of Book IX, after the examination of friendship,

Aristotle says the inquiry should turn to pleasure. While both of these turns are surprising,

the second turn to pleasure is more of a cause for wonder since Book VII ends by declaring

what concerns pleasures and pains “has been stated,” thus seeming to put the inquiry into

these things to an end.1 Why, then, does Book X propose to take another look at pleasure?

Is the account of pleasure in Book VII incomplete, or wrong? Could it be the case that each

account is complete but offers a different, complementary perspective on pleasure?2 The

stakes of answering these questions are substantial, for our understanding of whether or not

the Nicomachean Ethics is a unified work depends upon their answers.

Considering the care with which Aristotle makes his arguments and his willingness to

introduce questions and leave them unresolved for significant spans of the text before settling

them (for example, the love of honor being a mistake about love of self), it would be too

hasty to conclude his account of pleasure in Book VII is simply wrong. Whether Book VII’s

account of pleasure is either incomplete or complementary to Book X’s is more difficult to

say for at least one reason: in each account, Aristotle maintains a connection between hexis,

activity, and pleasure. While there is continuity in Books VII and X on this point, Book X

offers a finer-tuned explanation of how these things relate to each other by drawing upon

the account of friendship to fill in conclusions outlined in Book VII. But before Aristotle

clarifies the nature of pleasure, he engages the question of whether or not pleasure is the

good alongside a discussion of what makes logos trustworthy. This is a striking development

since logos has been present throughout the inquiry as something implicitly trustworthy

(for example, correct logos determining the middle term of the moral virtues, or the idea of

1Cf. 1154b34, pg. 301 above.
2This is Tessitore’s argument, who suggests Book VII’s account of pleasure is from the perspective of the
political philosopher, while Book X’s is from that of educating the young in moral virtue (1996, 97–98).
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enduring “as logos” in the virtues of courage and moderation). Thus, as we approach Book

X’s arguments about pleasure, we also need to pay attention to Aristotle’s lessons on how

to make a trustworthy logos in order to understand the character of his Ethics more fully.

Book X’s return to pleasure begins with Aristotle observing pleasure seems most of

all to be closely united in ourselves as a genus (i.e., human beings) (1172a19–20). This

is evident in two ways: first, education for the young directs them by pleasure and pain;

second, with virtue of character (tēn tou ēthous aretēn), the greatest thing seems to be

delighting and hating what one should (1172a21–22). Clarifying the latter point, Aristotle

says, “[For pleasure and pain or delighting and hating each extend] throughout life as a

whole, having a weight and capacity that bear on virtue as well as the happy life. For people

choose the pleasant things but avoid the painful” (1172a23–25).3 By emphasizing the role of

pleasure in “life as a whole” and associating it with virtue of character and the happy life,

the introduction to Book X appears to establish the remainder of the inquiry will deal solely

with the best life for a human being.

Indicating his arguments about pleasure and the best life relate directly to the ques-

tion of the best end, Aristotle notes the various disputes regarding pleasure demand we

further examine it. The fundamental disagreement about pleasure concerns whether it is the

good or entirely base (1172a26–27). With respect to the base view of pleasure, people tend

to take this view either “because they have been persuaded it is such in fact. . . [or] because

they suppose it to be better with a view to our life to declare that pleasure is among the

base things, even if it is not” (1172a28–30). For those with this reluctant opinion about

the baseness of pleasure, they seem to think this because seeing the many being slaves of

pleasure leads them to tend towards its contrary in order to come back to the middle term

(1172a31–33). It seems, then, that some human beings will choose pain so they may end up

at the middle term between pleasure and pain that is presumably the good life. Aristotle,

however, suggests “this may not be nobly stated” (1172a34). In light of these disputes, there

3To what subject the verb διατείνει applies at the beginning of this quotation is unclear, since the nearest
subjects are “delighting” and “hating,” both of which are singular, just as “pleasure” and “pain” are in the
statement about the education of the young. My revision of Bartlett and Collins’s translation brings out this
ambiguity. Additionally, I choose to follow the grammar of Bywater’s manuscript and make this quotation
start as its own sentence, not part of the preceding statement about delighting and hating.
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seem to be three questions concerning pleasure. First, is pleasure the good? Second, if the

best life for a human being is a middle term between pleasure and pain, what is this term?

Finally, what does it mean to speak “nobly” about pleasure?

Taking our bearings from the second question concerning the middle term between

pleasure and pain, recall the discussion in Book VII of the difficulties following from attempt-

ing to determine if the good and the bad correspond with pleasure and pain, respectively.4

Further, remember Book VI begins by supposing the middle term is a target to which the

person possessing logos looks in order to keep the hexeis—and therefore the virtues—of his

soul in-tune.5 Accordingly, if the middle term is neither pleasure nor pain, and if the hexeis

look to the middle term, then it seems there must be a target outside of pleasure and pain

by which virtue and the happy life come about.

Insofar as Book X’s opening questions move from the especially-human characteristic

of pleasure towards the question of an end outside of ourselves responsible for virtue and the

happy life, Aristotle seems to reverse the course of Book I’s opening chapters and their move-

ment from the good “at which all things aim” to the human good.6 This reversal is further

apparent in the way Book X’s arguments proceed from pleasure first to the contemplative

life and happiness, then on to the political art, which sets the stage for Aristotle’s Politics.

With the political art at the end of Aristotle’s inquiry, this art no longer functions as the

justification for examining happiness as the best end, but as something that must be under-

stood in light of the best end by nature. Consequently, Aristotle’s final arguments about

pleasure, happiness, and the political art all draw upon his account of complete friendship

in order to bring his political philosophy aimed at preserving the idea of the good to its end.

7.2. Pleasure and The Good

To understand Book X’s approach to pleasure, we should keep two arguments in

mind. First, in Book VII, Aristotle defines pleasure as “an activity of the hexis that accords

4Cf. 1153b4–6, pg. 294 above.
5Cf. 1138b18–34, discussed in the introduction to Section 5.2, “Intellect and Archē,” pgs. 245–247 above.
6Cf. 1094a1–1094b11, discussed in the introduction to Chapter 3, “The Good, the Political Art, and Happi-
ness, pgs. 64–68 above.
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with nature.”7 Second, in Book VIII, when talking about the effect of place on friendship,

Aristotle says that while distance may loosen the activity of friendship, it does not destroy

the hexis.8 Given the assumption that every hexis requires a target to which the person

possessing logos looks in order to be virtuous, it seems logos of an end is necessary to be

virtuous. Further, since the best friends are supposed to hold their being in common through

perceiving together (sunaisthēsis) both logos and thought (dianoia), it seems logos of an end

is necessary for friendship. Here we should remember the discussion of the three forms of

friendship begins by first establishing these forms are in line with the lovable things—the

useful, the pleasant, and the good—then stating that because we seek the useful things either

for the sake of the pleasant or the good, these last two things are lovable as ends.9 It follows,

then, that Aristotle’s inquiry into pleasure in Book X uses friendship to reveal how pleasure

is the activity of a hexis that accords with nature in the sense that it possesses the logos of

the good.

7.2.1. Trust in Logos

From the two extremes concerning pleasure (i.e., being either the good or base), Aris-

totle considers the trustworthiness of logoi, noting these are not as trustworthy as works

concerning passions and actions (1172a34–35). Clarifying this problem, Aristotle notes

that when there is discord between logoi and sense-perception (aisthēsis), the logoi are

thought down upon (kataphroneō) and destroy alongside themselves (prosanaireō) the truth

(1172a36). For example, if someone blames pleasure, yet others see this person aiming

(ephiēmi) at some pleasure in an action, then it seems this person is favorably disposed to

that pleasure and every pleasure (1172b1–3).10 In its simplest terms, this argument could

be summed up in the familiar expression that “Actions speak louder than words.” How

Aristotle plans to challenge this argument in order to show how logoi could be trustworthy

may be gleaned from the roots of two terms in the argument. First, the term for “to think

7Cf. 1153a7–16, pg. 292 above.
8Cf. 1157b5–11, pg. 324 above.
9Cf. 1155b20–26, pg. 309 above.
10Both Bartlett and Collins and Sachs translate this passage to suggest the person who seems to pursue every
pleasure does so thinking it is the good. In Bywater’s manuscript, however, “the good” does not appear in
this quotation. In this respect, my reading of the passage is in line with Ostwald’s translation.
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down upon” shares a root with the term for “prudence,” phronēsis. Second, the term for

“to destroy alongside” shares a root with the term for “choice,” proairesis. Back in Book

VI, prudence comes forth as the virtue of choice; at the same time, Aristotle reveals pru-

dence resides in the intellect. Since the lack of trustworthiness in logoi and the truth follows

from our sense-perception of the actions of others, it seems logos may be trustworthy in

relation to a more authoritative sense-perception in the Ethics : the intellect.11 With these

earlier arguments in mind, we can understand why Aristotle follows his observations about

the weakness of logoi in the face of actions with a statement on the trustworthiness of true

logoi that are most useful because they lead those who comprehend (suniēmi) them to live

according to them, thereby producing a harmony between works and logoi (1173b3–7). It

seems, then, that in spite of the potential for actions to weaken logoi, the truth provides a

more trustworthy foundation for our sense-perception of logoi.

After establishing two potentially conflicting causes of trust in logoi, Aristotle brings

Eudoxus back into the inquiry for the first time since his initial appearance in Book I.12

Whereas the presentation of Eudoxus’s arguments in Book I does not draw attention to

the conclusion that the good may be pleasure, Aristotle now makes this argument explicit,

saying, “Eudoxus thought that the good was pleasure, because he saw that all things aim

at it—things both [endowed with logos (elloga) and without logos (aloga)]—and that, in

all cases, what is choiceworthy is [the decent], and what is especially choiceworthy, most

excellent (kratiston)” (1172b8–11).13 Before proceeding, recall Eudoxus’s name is a pun

that means both “honored opinion” and “good-opinion.” Further, given Aristotle’s assertion

that comprehending true logoi leads works to harmonize with them, we should remember the

intellectual virtue of comprehension (sunesis) involves using opinion to judge what others say

about the things concerning prudence. From comprehension, Aristotle discusses judgment as

the correct decision about the decent, which leads to the conclusion that all the intellectual

virtues tend towards the same thing (i.e., the intellect); this last argument is the basis for

11Cf. 1143b1–10, pg. 257 above.
12Cf. 1101b27–1102a4, pgs. 127–130 above.
13All bracketed corrections in this passage are my revisions of Bartlett and Collins’s translation in accord
with my own translations of these terms.
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asserting the intellect is sense-perception of first principles.14 On account of these connections

to earlier arguments, we may be able to understand why Aristotle considers Eudoxus’s logos

about the good more fully than he does in Book I: we now have a better understanding of

the intellect’s nature.

While the logos of Eudoxus seems to be trustworthy on account of its truth, Aristotle

reveals the reason for the trust many place in this logos is the apparent character of its

proponent. Starting with the logos itself, Eudoxus holds that to which all things are borne

is best (ariston); with respect to pleasure, each thing discovers the good for itself in the

same way as nourishment, “and [the] good for all and what all things aim at is the good”

(1172b12–14). Aristotle says the reason why Eudoxus’s logoi are trustworthy is his virtue of

character, for he seemed very moderate, and his logoi made it appear he held these things

as true, not as a friend of pleasure (1172b15–18). It follows, then, that the logoi of Eudoxus

are trustworthy in spite of two deceptions: the first from their own falsity, and the second

from Eudoxus himself.

In spite of setting up a criticism of Eudoxus’s character, Aristotle keeps the focus

on the logoi concerning the choiceworthiness of pleasure. According to Eudoxus, pleasure is

choiceworthy not only because its contrary of pain is something people avoid, but because

no one questions “for the sake of what one feels pleasure”; additionally, pleasure makes

good things (such as being just or moderate) more choiceworthy, whereas the good can

only increase itself (1172b18–25). According to Eudoxus, then, pleasure is the good both

because it is chosen for its own sake and added to all other good things to make them more

choiceworthy. One flaw Aristotle points out in this logos is Eudoxus’s inability to explain how

the pleasant increases itself in order to be the good. Though Eudoxus places pleasure among

the good things, it is not clear how it is more good than the other good things (1172b26–28).

Clarifying his point, Aristotle appeals to an argument from Plato that something becoming

more choiceworthy through the addition of good things cannot be the good; for example, if

one can make pleasure more choiceworthy through the addition of prudence, then pleasure

is not the good (1172b28–34).15 While one could read this allusion to Plato as suggesting

14Cf. 1143a8–1143b3, pgs. 256–257 above.
15Bartlett and Collins note this argument is in Plato’s Philebus 20e–22e and 60a (2011, pg. 212, Note 3).
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prudence is the good, notice how Aristotle does not draw this conclusion. Accordingly, the

good is not the virtue by which we choose what is good for ourselves.

As Aristotle pursues more questions about the good, he considers the importance of

how we speak about it. Taking his bearings from the question of what good is chosen for its

own sake and makes other good things choiceworthy, Aristotle wonders what such a thing

is that we may be able to hold in common (koinōneō) (1172b35–36). From this question,

the issue of trust returns in a brief digression engaging the argument that nothing aims at a

good (1172b36). According to Aristotle, those who claim nothing aims at a good not only

say nothing, but take away or confute the trust that leads to more trust, for the things that

seem to be to all are what we declare to be (1173a1–2). There are two ways of reading the

preceding argument. On the one hand, Aristotle seems to suggest the authoritative basis for

trusting an argument—and implicitly logos—is the number of people who affirm it. If this

is true, then the basis for the trust in logos is not its truth, but its popular support. On

the other hand, Aristotle’s placement of this argument suggests our ability to trust in logos

begins from the understanding that there is always some good in question, and we trust logos

reveals something about this good. On account of this trust in logos possessing something

good, we are able to place greater trust in logos ; or, to put it another way by drawing upon

another meaning of pistis, the promise of something good in logos is what permits it to be

persuasive. In this respect, Aristotle’s arguments suggest one good we may hold in common

is logos.

While denying all things aim at a good takes away the trust we place in logos, Aristotle

concedes there is one case in which this argument would be saying something: if things

lacking intellect long for pleasures themselves (1173a3). This argument, however, meets an

easy refutation, for since there are things with presence of mind (or “prudent things,” ta

phronima), those who make the argument against a good are not saying anything (1173a4).

From this refutation, Aristotle continues to develop the argument that all things with intellect

think with logos, and no logos (including one regarding pleasure) lacks a good at which it

aims. Hinting at a broader perspective, Aristotle further suggests even base animals may

have something naturally good (phusikon agathon) stronger or superior to them that aims
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at one’s own good (1173a5). In other words, even the things incapable of possessing logos of

the good may be subject to a superior logos aiming at their own good. The question, then,

becomes the following: If pleasure is part of the good for human beings, and if human beings

may possess logos of the good, how can their longing for pleasure become part of possessing

the good?

In drawing his reengagement of Eudoxus’s logos about pleasure and the good to

a close, Aristotle touches on a final point that invites us to reconsider Hobbes’s political

philosophy. Just as pleasure lacks a nobly stated argument, so too does pain, leaving Aristotle

to reaffirm Book VII’s argument against finding a neat parallel between pleasure and the

good, pain and the bad; this argument, it should be said, is why people choose pleasure

and avoid pain (1173a6–13).16 The pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain is the

fundamental moral calculus of Hobbes’s account of human beings, though he wishes to

maintain that: good and evil are relative to individuals’ appetites and aversions, pleasure

and displeasure are individual sensations of good and evil, and finally, the names “good” and

“evil” have no meaning outside of the commonwealth.17 These arguments are instrumental

for Hobbes’s denial of a “greatest good” and redefinition of “felicity” as the progress of desire

from one object to another in search of an “apparent good” that ends only in death.18 One

irony of the Hobbesian argument against a “greatest good” is these arguments’ dependence

upon supposing pleasure is the good.19 A second irony is that while Hobbes supposes words

and reason have no foundations outside of conventional agreement, he presents his own

arguments as if they follow from nature, thereby tacitly affirming the possibility for nature

to speak authoritatively. From Aristotle’s perspective, we can think of Hobbes’s ironies in

the following ways. With respect to the first irony, although Hobbes wishes to claim nothing

aims at the good, he cannot make his logos trustworthy without some good in mind (i.e.,

self-preservation, pleasure). As for the insistence that all logos has no natural basis outside of

16Cf. 1153b4–6.
17Cf. Leviathan VI.7–9, as well as these arguments’ place among others in Section 2.2.1, “Felicity and Morality
Through Human Motion,” starting on pg. 31 above.
18Cf. XI.1–2.
19Cf. “A Review and Conclusion”.10, pg. 53 above, as well as the arguments in Sections 2.3–2.4 (“Hobbes’s
Moral Persuasion”–“Aristotle, Friendship, and Hobbes’s Evasion of the Good”), starting on pg. 48 above.
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agreements based upon common passions, Hobbes’s choice to begin his political philosophy

with a natural philosophy supposing all things are bodies in motion suggests he holds there

is a logos stronger than all things that helps them aim at their own good. Accordingly, we

should proceed into the remainder of Aristotle’s account of pleasure in Book X from the

following perspective: the trust we place in logos comes from our awareness of a natural end

superior to both pleasure and our own good.

7.2.2. Complete Pleasure and Activity

In Chapter Three of Book X, Aristotle refutes a number of arguments about pleasure

en route to elaborating upon Book VII’s conclusion that pleasure is an activity.20 To start,

Aristotle denies pleasure is a quality (poiotēs), the name of which implies it is something

made in oneself; the same argument applies to activities of virtue and happiness (1173a14–

15). Next, Aristotle rejects the arguments of those who, on account of thinking the good

is determinate, hold pleasure is indeterminate because it admits of degrees of more or less;

one consequence of this argument is virtues (such as justice, courage, and moderation)

are also indeterminate (1173a16–22).21 As for the cause (aitia) of pleasures appearing to

be indeterminate and admitting of degrees, Aristotle suggests it is because the pleasures

involved are either mixed or unmixed, then adds pleasure could be like health which has

a proportion that varies by degrees from one person to another (1173a23–27). Related to

these arguments about degrees, Aristotle denies pleasure is incomplete or without an end

and therefore more akin to motions (which move quickly or slowly) or coming-into-beings

(1173a28–1173b3). Additionally, it seems strange to assert pleasure is a coming-into-being

since whatever comes into being should perish by similar causes, whereas pleasure loosens or

breaks up with pain (1173b4–7). Thus, from these arguments so far, Aristotle holds pleasure

and pain are distinct things, though it appears pleasures are more strongly associated with

ends than pains.

Continuing his arguments, Aristotle draws upon a misunderstanding of pleasure that

follows from thinking about it only in relation to the body. Some argue “pain is a deficiency

20Cf. 1153a7–16.
21Interestingly, here Aristotle appeals to three of the four virtues of the city and the soul in Book IV of
Plato’s Republic, though wisdom is noticeably absent (427e–445e).
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[of the being according to nature] and that pleasure is a replenishment [or restoration] of it”

(1173b8).22 Because this argument takes its bearings from the body, it ignores the pleasures

of learning and sense-perception (which include smells, sounds, sights, memories, and hopes)

that are without pain and do not replenish any deficiency (1173b9–20). The implicit contrast

of this argument is between pleasures of the body and the soul, one that originates in Book

III’s account of moderation and helps shape the concluding arguments of Book VII that bring

forth the possibility of a motionless, divine pleasure.23 To understand pleasure properly, then,

one must account for the soul and its nature that lacks a need for replenishment, though it

does seem to need something determinate.

From the misunderstanding of thinking pleasures relate solely to the body, Aristotle

offers advice on how to determine if a pleasure is base in order to understand how to speak of it

as choiceworthy. The problem Aristotle draws on is the failure to notice how certain pleasures

appear to be disgraceful because of the character of the person pursuing them, not on account

of the pleasures themselves (1173b21–25). When speaking of pleasures as choiceworthy, one

ought to speak of the pleasures as such, but not when they come about in certain ways; for

example, one could say being wealthy is choiceworthy, but not when one becomes wealthy by

robbing others (1173b26–27). Alternatively, one could say pleasures differ in form (eidos),

as is the case with pleasures arising from the noble or the shameful things; for example,

it is not possible for the unjust person to feel the pleasures of the just, or the unmusical

person to feel the pleasures of the musical (1173b28–32). These arguments hearken back to

Book VII’s explanation of how human beings think bodily pleasures are choiceworthy as a

remedy to pain and excessive longing. This leads to a distinction between what is pleasant

incidentally and what is pleasant by nature, which sets up Aristotle’s presentation of the

simple, motionless pleasure of the god.24 Accordingly, the question of what makes pleasures

choiceworthy is twofold, for one must account not only for the ends they seek, but how the

means one chooses are in accordance with those ends.

22Here I amend Bartlett and Collins’s translation of the phrase τοῦ κατὰ φύσιν εἶναι as “in one’s natural
condition” in order to render the passage more literally.
23Cf. 1117b28–31 (pg. 194 above), 1147b23–1150a8–9 (discussed in Section 5.3.2, “Types of Pleasures,”
pg. 273 above), and 1153b26–1154b31 (pgs. 297–301 above).
24Cf. 1154a7–1154b31.
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To begin moving towards a more careful consideration of how pleasure is an activity,

Aristotle says pleasure seems either not to be good or differs in form on account of the

difference between a friend and a flatterer, “For the friend seems to keep our company with

a view to [the] good, the flatterer with a view to pleasure; and as the latter is blamed,

so people praise the former, on the grounds that each is keeping company with a view to

different things” (1173b33–1174a1). Back in Book VIII, in order to reveal loving (philein) is

the virtue of a friend, Aristotle begins by explaining how the many prefer to have flatterers

as company because they wish to be loved more than to love. In associating with flatterers,

those who choose such people generally do so for the sake of their own pleasure; conversely,

the flatterers provide pleasure to those who seek them out for the sake of their own monetary

gain, which often ends up being put to use for the sake of their own pleasure as well.25 The

friend, by contrast, is someone chosen for the sake of the good over the pleasant. Further,

whereas the flatterer is not good for oneself, the friend chosen for the sake of the good is good

for oneself. By the end of Book IX, what permits us to hold this is true is the emergence of

complete friendship as one where two friends hold the contemplation of the good in common;

because this activity depends on the intellect, those who form the best friendships balance

what is good for themselves with the good of another. Here we begin to understand why

Aristotle reconsiders pleasure after the inquiry into friendship, for by contemplating the

nature of friendship, we now know something to help us grasp how we could choose the good

over the pleasant.26

Turning to arguments for choosing the good over pleasure, Aristotle says human

beings would neither choose to live possessing the thinking (dianoia) of children even if they

take great pleasure in the same things as children, nor would they choose to take delight

in shameful things even if there were no pain (1174a2–5). Further, there are some things

human beings would take seriously even if they were without pleasure, namely, “seeing,

remembering, knowing, [and] possessing the virtues” (1174a6). Here Aristotle adds that

25Cf. 1159a14–21, 1108a26–31, and 1127a8–9, all discussed on pg. 317 above.
26For interpretations arguing the account of friendship in Books VIII and IX helps us understand the place
of pleasure in human nature, see Tessitore (1996, 73) and Pangle (2003, 180–181, 196). For a summary of
how Pangle sets friendship against the hedonistic outlook of Modern political philosophy, see pg. 19 above.
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although pleasures “necessarily” follow from the preceding four things, these things would

be chosen on account of themselves (1174a7). The first of these arguments about thinking

suggests there are some pleasures we must grow into, which hearkens back to the argument

in Book VI about how human beings naturally grow (sumphuō) into possessing logoi and

scientific knowledge as a hexis.27 With the second argument about things with pleasure

chosen on account of themselves, it appears these things are like hexeis, the activities of which

are presumably pleasant. Since these hexeis are ones we take seriously and are choiceworthy

in themselves, it seems they further demonstrate pleasure is not the good.

Although Aristotle does not refer to the preceding discussion as a “prelude” in the

same way as he does for Book I’s discussion of how to approach the good and the logoi of

the political art, Book X’s opening chapters function like one since he says those who take

up the matter of pleasure from the beginning (archē) will clearly see what sort of thing it

is (1174a14). This new beginning approaches pleasure by stating it is akin to seeing in the

sense that both things are complete (teleia) at any time, for they do not begin and take time

for their form to be completed (1174a15–18). To clarify this argument, Aristotle contrasts

pleasures with motions, which are incomplete but of some end (telos) at which they aim,

providing two examples: first, laying the foundations, stacking stones to make a column, and

adding a triglyph are all separate motions that are part of the whole that is the building of a

temple; second, walking, which differs in form depending upon the places it travels between

(i.e., walking on a racecourse is different than walking around the marketplace) (1174a19–

1174b7). It follows, then, that all pleasures have some end to which they look, and just as

seeing cannot be separated from the things seen, pleasures cannot be separated from things

to which they relate.

The nature of the activity of pleasure becomes clearer as Aristotle focuses on sense-

perception (aisthēsis), saying, “Every sense-perception is active (energeō) in relation to

the thing perceived, and it is active in a complete way when it is in a good condition (εὖ

διακειμένης, eu diakeimenēs) with a view to the noblest of the things subject to sense-

perception” (1174b14–15).28 By this account, the completeness of the activity of sense-

27Cf. 1147a10–23, pg. 270 above.
28The phrase for “good condition” is distinct from euexia, though Liddell and Scott’s Lexicon indicates eu
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perception requires looking towards the noblest things, and these things seem to be respon-

sible for the sense-perception being in a good condition. Bringing pleasure into the account,

Aristotle says, “For concerning every sense-perception there is pleasure, and likewise think-

ing and contemplation (theōria), and what is most pleasant is the most complete, and the

most complete [sense-perception is] of the one holding well towards the most serious of the

things subject to [sense-perception]: but the pleasure completes the activity” (1174b20–24).29

Pleasure, then, is part of the activity of sense-perception, and the completeness of pleasure

follows from sense-perception of the “most serious” of things. In the course of making this

argument, notice how Aristotle likens sense-perception to thinking and contemplation, an

analogy that calls to mind the intellect. Consequently, it appears the activity of the intellect

would be in a good condition and experience what is most pleasant if it looks to the noblest

or most serious things.

In order to clarify how pleasure completes activities, Aristotle makes a contrast with

hexis. Pleasure’s capacity to complete activities is distinct from the completeness that exists

between sense-perception and something perceptible when both of these things are serious,

for in this case there is always pleasure when these two things being their most excellent

come to be present to each other (1174b24–32). Nor does pleasure complete activities in the

same way as a hexis that has already come to be in oneself; rather, pleasure comes upon

an activity like some end, just as “the bloom of youth [comes upon] those in their prime of

life” (1174b32–34). According to the first argument, pleasure is bound to the relationship

between sense-perception and the perceptible things. With the second argument, there are

two parts: one concerning hexis, the other concerning pleasure. Taking up the hexis first,

its capacity to complete an activity seems to follow from it being in some way authoritative

over the activity. As for pleasure, it does not appear to exert the same authority over

activity; instead, pleasure seems to be an ornament (kosmon) to an activity that is part of

its nature.30 To clarify using Aristotle’s example about the “bloom of youth,” this seems

diakeimenēs is often used in the same way as echō.
29The translation of this passage is my own, with the primary departure from Bartlett and Collins’s being
my reading of the last clause of the quotation as a conclusion to the preceding argument in accord with the
syntax of Bywater’s manuscript, not the beginning of a new line of argument.
30Aristotle does not use kosmon in this discussion of pleasure, though its implicit nature becomes further
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to be an ornament to being young and therefore inseparable from youth. Pleasure, then,

will always be bound to particular activities. How hexis relates to these arguments becomes

clearer when Aristotle says, “For so long. . . as both the intelligible (noēton) or perceptible

thing and that which forms a judgment or contemplates are such as they ought to be, there

will be pleasure in the activity: for when both that which is acted on and that which acts [are

alike (homoios)] and [hold] the same relation (ton auton tropon echonton) to each other, the

same thing naturally arises” (1174b35–1175a3).31 Insofar as pleasure arises naturally because

sense-perception and the perceptible or intelligible thing hold in the same way towards one

another, it seems pleasure and the activity to which it is bound depend upon a hexis.

Before proceeding further into Book X’s discussion of pleasure, we should consider

how this discussion draws upon the account of friendship. The preceding argument about

the likeness between what acts and what acts upon this suggests there is something like

friendship between these two things.32 Such likeness is notable because in placing pleasure

in the activity that arises from this similarity, Aristotle provides a general understanding

of pleasure without yet considering when such likeness is good or bad. Further, notice how

pleasure seems to reside in the contemplation or judgment formed from sense-perception

acting on the sensible or intelligible thing.33 This association continues the earlier argument

about complete activities being those where one holds oneself in the best way towards the

noblest of things.34 The noblest of things, in turn, recall the statement in the beginning

of Book VIII about those in their prime being more capable of thinking (noeō) and acting

together when it comes to the noble actions.35 Thus, as we turn towards the remainder of

Aristotle’s discussion about pleasure, we ought to look for how he determines what pleasures

apparent in the subsequent discussion of virtue below.
31I have made a couple minor changes to Bartlett and Collin’s translation of this passage. First, I alter the
grammar of the second clause to match Bywater’s manuscript. Second, I render the phrase ὁμοίων γὰρ

ὄντων more literally in order to avoid reading the phrase as “remain what they are,” which incorrectly
suggests the presence of the verb μένω in this passage (both Sachs and Ostwald make this error as well
in their translations). The reason for this correction becomes evident in the next paragraph’s comparison
between the discussion of pleasure and the examination of friendship.
32Cf. 1155a32–1155b1 (pg. 306 above), 1156b18–20 (pg. 311 above), and 1159b3–7 (pg. 320).
33I infer this argument from the shared neuter endings between “contemplation” (θεωροῦν), “judgment”
(κρῖνον), and “the same thing” (ταὐτὸ); “pleasure” (ἡδονή), by contrast, has a feminine ending.
34Cf. 1174b14–15.
35Cf. 1155a14–15, pg. 305 above.
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are good by seeking the best activities in relation to the noblest things.

Continuing his inquiry into pleasure, Aristotle raises a question about its continuity in

order to consider how the longing for living may relate to pleasure. Wondering why pleasure

is not continuous (sunechōs), Aristotle compares pleasure to first seeing a novel thing, in

which case one’s thinking initially focuses on that thing for some time until its novelty

wears off and one turns towards something new (1175a4–11). Implied in this argument is

the question of whether or not human beings can fix their sight and thinking on something

that does not rely on novelty for their attention. This question seems to drive the next

discussion focusing on those who say all human beings long for pleasure since they aim at

living (1174a12). Connecting living and pleasure through activities, Aristotle says, “Living

is a certain activity, and each engages in activity concerned with and by means of those

things he is especially fond (agapaō) of,” which is evident in the way the musical person

is in activity with melodies while the lover of learning’s (philomathēs) thinking is active

towards things of contemplation (theorēmata); in each case, pleasure completes the activity

(1175a12–15). Notice how a key part of this argument is the relationship between pleasure

and the things one loves either in a brotherly or divine way (agapē) or a friendly way

(philia). From these considerations, Aristotle concludes pleasure completes both activities

and living, and since human beings long for each (the latter of which is choiceworthy), it

is with good reason (eulogōs) that they aim at pleasure (1175a16–17). What follows this

point is a perplexing conclusion, for while Aristotle rightly notes this raises the question of

whether human beings choose living on account of pleasure or pleasure on account of living,

he dismisses the question on the grounds that both are coupled to one another and cannot

be separated (1175a18–21). Now, given the earlier statement that pleasure completes like

some end, and further recalling the Ethics opens by questioning if all things aim at the good,

since the early chapters of Book X all serve to reveal pleasure is not the good, we should

treat Aristotle’s dismissal of the question of the end of living with much skepticism.36

With the ties between pleasure and activities firmly established, Aristotle revisits the

argument of pleasures differing in form to introduce a new distinction between pleasures.

36Cf. 1174b24–34 (pg. 390), 1094a1–2 (pg. 64 above), and 1172a–1174a7.
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Since the activities of thinking are different from those of sense-perception, it is clear plea-

sures differ in form (1175a25–28). Further, pleasures proper (oikeios) to activities not only

increase and complete them, but make human beings engaging in those activities better

judges of them and more precise in their work (1175a29–32). For example, the pleasure of

the activity of playing music encourages the person with philia for music to continue play-

ing it, leading him to become a better judge of music and more precise in his own playing

(1175a33–36). With this argument, Aristotle confirms Book I’s suggestion that while pain

may hinder activities, pleasure encourages them.37 Yet here in Book X, Aristotle focuses less

on pain and more on how pleasure could also hinder an activity, particularly in the case of

competing pleasures. As an example, Aristotle points to how someone who loves the aulos

(philaulos) will not hold his activity towards (prosechein) logoi upon hearing the sound of

an aulos; the same holds true in any case where two activities come into conflict with one an-

other and one is more pleasant than the other (1175b7–13). From these examples, Aristotle

divides pleasures into those that are either proper or alien (allotrios) to activities, noting the

former increases activities and makes them precise, while the latter acts like pain and ruins

activities (1175b14–24). Interestingly, the terms Aristotle uses for “proper” and “alien” can

also mean “one’s own” and “belonging to another,” which suggests pleasures are something

we can either possess for ourselves or acquire from something else.38

Now that it is clear pleasures either encourage or hinder an activity depending upon

whether they are proper or alien to the activity in question, the inquiry begins to move back

towards reconsidering the best human activity. Since activities are either decent or base,

the pleasure proper to the serious activity is decent, while the pleasure proper to the base

activity is corrupt (1175b25–28). Here Aristotle adds desires receive praise if they are for the

noble things, and blame if they are for the shameful things (1175b29). Seeming to progress

through the things of the soul, Aristotle next distinguishes longings from activities, noting

the former differ from the latter “in time and by nature,” whereas pleasures are so closely tied

to activities that the two things appear indistinct (1175b29–33). These arguments discussing

37Cf. 1100b27–29, pg. 122 above.
38The terms for “proper” and “alien” are also at work in the discussion of the virtue of liberality with respect
to the things with which one is liberal (Cf. 1119a20–1122a17).
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pleasures, activities, desires, and longings all indicate the need to understand them in relation

to ends: pleasures must be understood in relation to activities, and these must be understood

as either decent or base; similarly, desires must be understood in relation to either the noble

or the base things. As for longings, their distinction from activities suggests longings lead

to activities but may not necessarily be for activities.

After noting it would be strange to think pleasure is either thinking or sense-perception,

Aristotle adds some pleasures are more pure than others (for example, those of sight in

comparison to those of touch), and pleasures of thinking are different from the five senses

(1175b34–1176a3). While this observation initially appears out of place, the arguments fol-

lowing it serve as a prelude to the final discussion of happiness. To start, Aristotle reestab-

lishes activities are the works of living things, thereby recalling Book I’s discussion of hap-

piness as the human work (1176a4).39 Next, Aristotle reasserts pleasures differ in form, but

now adds human beings tend towards different pleasures, loving some and hating others in

relative ways; for example, human beings do not find the same things sweet, nor do those

who are healthy and holding well (euektikos) have the same understanding of what is warm

as the sick person (1176a7–15). This contrast between the healthy and the sick reminds

us of Book VII’s concluding arguments for the need to understand pleasure in relation to

a healthy nature.40 It appears to be on this basis that Aristotle asserts the serious person

would be the one to whom the distinctions between healthy and sick pleasures are apparent

(1176a16). Further, “If this is nobly stated, as indeed it seems to be, and [if] virtue and the

good human being, insofar as he is good, are the measure of each thing, then the pleasures

that appear to him would be pleasures in fact, and the pleasant things would be those in

which he delights” (1176a17–20). Insofar as the serious person, virtue, and a good person

are the measures by which we should understand pleasures, Aristotle brings us back to Book

I’s presentation of the serious person as one who exemplifies the activity of the virtue of the

soul capable of possessing and thinking about logos ; this standard carries over to the account

of the moral virtues, where he is also the measure of the pleasures belonging to each hexis.41

39Cf. 1097b25–1098a19, discussed in Section 3.3.3, “Happiness and the Human Work,” pg. 99 above.
40Cf. 1154b16–25, pg. 299 above.
41Cf. 1098a7–18 (101 above) & 1113a23–32 (186 above).
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Consequently, it seems the inquiry is set to revisit the nature of moral virtue.42

How the friendship chapters influence Aristotle’s approach to the nature of virtue

becomes apparent when we examine his questions about activities leading into Book X’s

discussion of happiness. Wondering what pleasures that seem to be decent should be said to

be of a human being (a phrasing which implies care for how to speak nobly about pleasure),

Aristotle suggests one should consider the activities of the “complete and blessed man,” for

the pleasures that complete these activities “could be said to be, [authoritatively (kuriōs)],

the pleasures belonging to a human being, the remaining pleasures being such only in a sec-

ondary or much lesser sense, as are also the respective activities” (1176a26–29). In Book IX,

the serious person and virtue part ways as measures for being good for the first time, leading

to the decent person emerging as the standard for what it means to be good through possess-

ing the proper love of self necessary for complete friendship by recognizing the authoritative

place of the intellect in the soul.43 The inquiry into friendship also supposes the decent

and blessed long for living, which for them is a single activity: having sense-perception of

the good and sharing the sense-perception of their being through holding logos and thought

(dianoia) in common with their friends.44 Accordingly, Aristotle’s questions leading us into

the final discussion of happiness prepare the way for understanding the authoritative plea-

sures for a human being reside in an activity of the soul best revealed by the virtue of the

contemplative life.

7.3. Happiness and the Contemplative Life

Given the meandering road on which the Ethics takes its readers, it is perplexing to

see Aristotle bring happiness back into the inquiry by saying it would seem to follow after

everything has been said about the virtues, friendships, and pleasures, for the inquiry posits

happiness is “the end (telos) of the human things” (1176a30–32). More curiously, Aristotle

42These lines of arguments seem to be why Tessitore concludes Book X’s discussion of pleasure is not from
the perspective of the political philosopher, but the life of moral virtue (1996, 97–98). That being said, there
seems to be more continuity in the arguments of Books VII and X than his interpretation suggests.
43Cf. 1166a10–13 (pg. 331 above) for the division of virtue and the serious person as standards, and 1166a1–
1169a16, which are examined in the discussion of the decent person in Section 6.3.3, “Virtue and the Love
of Self,” starting on pg. 330 above.
44Cf. 1169b2–1172a10, examined in Section 6.3.4, “Friendship and Happiness,” starting on pg. 341 above.
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says he will speak of happiness in outline (1176a30). In this respect, Book X circles back to

Book I’s fundamental questions about whether or not happiness—the human good—is the

same thing as the good.45

Insofar as Book X’s approach to happiness begins from the supposition that it is

“the end of the human things,” we ought to raise questions about Aristotle’s new approach

to the matter. While friendships and pleasures receive extended inquiries in Books VII–X

that offer a clearer understanding of their nature, the questions raised in the account of the

moral virtues, the brief suggestion at the end of Book VI that the intellect is authoritative

virtue, and Book VIII’s opening supposition that friendship is either a certain virtue or with

virtue all leave the status of “the virtues” on less firm footing.46 The lingering questions

about virtue are especially important since the inquiry has yet to deviate from its defini-

tion of happiness as an activity of the soul in accord with complete virtue.47 Accordingly,

Book X retains a number of the fundamental suppositions about happiness while adding

a few subtle but significant arguments. For one, as an activity, happiness is among those

“choiceworthy in themselves and not for the sake of something else” (1176b3–5). Further,

“happiness is in need of nothing but is self-sufficient (autarchēs),” and this is characteristic

of activities according to virtue, which seem to entail doing both the noble and the serious

things (1176b6–8). In Book I, Aristotle supposes ends are either works or activities; in Book

VII, he divides pleasures into the necessary and those choiceworthy in themselves, associ-

ating the former with the body while implying the latter relate to the soul and need to be

brought under the rule of correct logos.48 The question of the pleasures of the soul seems to

drive the final arguments of Book VII where Aristotle considers how the many choose bodily

pleasures to drive out the pain of longing, thereby depriving themselves of a simple, divine

pleasure.49 In light of the connections between these arguments—especially with regards to

45Cf. the introduction to Chapter 3, “The Good and the Political,” pg. 64 above. Additionally, Burger raises
a similar question, though she suggests Aristotle drops “the human good” altogether in favor of eudaimonia
in Book X (2008, 198).
46For the argument from Book VI, see 1144b1–3 (pg. 260 above); for the argument from Book VIII, see
1155a4–5 (pg. 304 above).
47Cf. 1098a7–18.
48Cf. 1094a3–4 (pg. 65 above) & 1147b20–1150a9 (discussed in Section 5.3.2, “Types of Pleasures,” starting
on pg. 273 above).
49Cf. 1154a28–1154b31, pgs. 298–301 above.
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how “choiceworthy” applies to both pleasures and activities—we see Aristotle’s forthcoming

examination of happiness should proceed with a better awareness of how closely pleasure is

bound to this choiceworthy activity of the soul.

With respect to how the friendship chapters bear on the discussion of happiness, we

should recall two arguments. First, since Book I, the pleasures of the soul have retained

their connection to philia.50 Second, in Book VIII, loving (philein) emerges as the apparent

virtue of friends, and this love in friendships of the good is possible only through the proper

love of self by which one gratifies and obeys the rule (peitharcheō) of the intellect.51 Thus,

given the suppositions Aristotle establishes for his last examination of happiness, it seems

we are about to learn the nature of complete virtue in relation to its first principle (archē)

of the good that is distinct from pleasure.

7.3.1. The Virtue of Happiness

In supposing happiness is an activity choiceworthy in itself, it may conflict with a set

of pleasures chosen in themselves, namely, those of play, something in which the many who

seem to be happy seek refuge (1176a9–12). This is most evident with tyrants, who pass their

time with and hold in high repute (eudokimeō) those who are changing or witty (eutrapeloi),

for such people furnish tyrants with that at which they aim and are therefore needed by them

(1176b13–15). On account of the example of tyrants, it thus seems the pleasures of play are

things characteristic of happiness (eudaimonika), though Aristotle quickly adds “people of

this sort are not proof of anything” (1176b16–17). Though this discussion introduces a new

form of pleasure to the inquiry, it also draws upon three prior arguments regarding happiness,

logos, and virtue. First, the language of the many seeking refuge in playful pleasures recalls

Book II’s criticism of those who suppose being serious and philosophizing requires taking

refuge in logos in the sense of merely talking about what it means to be good without doing

the things necessary to become good or listening to the logos by which their souls will hold

well.52 Second, the description of tyrants seeking the pleasures of play from those who are

50Cf. 1099a7–24, pgs. 106–108 above.
51For loving as the virtue of friends, see 1159a34, pg. 319 above; for the proper love of self and obeying the
rule of the intellect, see 1168b14–1169a16, pgs. 338–341 above.
52Cf. 1105b10–18, pg. 175 above.
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witty reminds us of the social virtue whose account not only advances the understanding of

the pleasures of logos, but alludes to this pleasure being part of human sense-perception.53

Finally, the dismissal of tyrants’ lives as evidence in favor of happiness being the life of

pleasure echoes Aristotle’s dismissal of this life as a candidate for the best life in Book I,

specifically with respect to his acknowledgment that people support this view of happiness

on account of the pleasures associated with the Assyrian King Sardanapallus.54 Given this

argument, it seems the forthcoming refinement of the nature of happiness will consider it as

sense-perception of logos and address whether or not the best human life is the tyrannical

life, one of the peaks of political power, albeit in a deviant form.

Bringing virtue and intellect back into the inquiry, Aristotle says these things from

which “the serious activities arise” do not reside in exercising authority (1176b18–19). Fur-

ther, because tyrants prefer bodily pleasures and have no taste of liberal (eleutherios) plea-

sures, one should not think the former pleasures are more choiceworthy than the latter, for

the difference between the choiceworthiness of these pleasures is akin to the difference be-

tween what decent and base human beings honor (1176b20–25). Here Aristotle brings back

the serious person as the standard for pleasure, saying, “What is honorable and pleasant to

the serious person is such in fact; for each person, the most choiceworthy activity is the one

that accords with the hexis proper to him, and for the serious person, of course, that activity

is the one that accords with virtue” (1176b25–27). To understand the importance of the

distinction drawn between bodily and liberal pleasures, we must begin by noticing how the

preceding statement about the serious person suggests the virtue and proper hexis to which

his activity belongs are the same thing. Note, however, that this sequence of arguments

begins by indicating virtue and the intellect are akin to one another, which also implies the

intellect is the hexis and virtue of the serious person. Consequently, the intellect comes forth

once again with the claim to “authoritative virtue,” but with a refined understanding of its

relation to pleasure. Recall how the introduction of the motionless pleasure of the god posits

a nature in need of change is defective, whereas a simple and decent nature is effectively

53Cf. 1127a33–1128b9, pgs. 220–221 above.
54Cf. 1095b20–22, pg. 92 above.
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motionless (i.e., not on its way to something else) and healthy.55 Since the serious person’s

activity accords with the intellect, it seems the tyrants who surround themselves with those

who provide an ever-changing logos do so because they lack intellect, and this lack seems

to be the reason why they have no liberal pleasures. Accordingly, it appears that in order

to engage the intellect properly and experience liberal pleasures outside of bodily pleasures,

one must seek a simple, unchanging logos.

The distinction Aristotle draws between bodily and liberal pleasures may become

clearer in light of Book VII’s characterization of human nature as not being “simple,” but

subject to destruction when the two natures within oneself are set against one another and

not equal.56 When this argument appears, however, it is not clear what these two natures

are, though Book VI suggests the archē that is a human being is a combination of intellect

and longing.57 Now, given prior arguments distinguishing longings from activities, as well

as the current developing arguments about the intellect, it seems Aristotle’s statement that

“the activity of the better part (morion) or better human being is always the more serious

one” ultimately provides a definitive answer on whether longing or intellect should be more

authoritative in a human being, siding with the intellect (1177a4–6).58

As Aristotle’s inquiry refines the intellect’s role in the best life, he provides a frame-

work that is about to bring back philosophy to help us reconsider the nature of happiness as

an activity of the soul in accord with virtue. Outlining the standards for happiness, Aristotle

supposes it is reasonable (eulogos) that the activity responsible for it accords with the “most

excellent” virtue, and that this virtue is of “the best thing” (1177a12–13).59 Further, this

virtue seems to rule (archein) according to nature, as well as command and “possess intelli-

gence (ennoian echein) of [noble things and divine things (kalōn kai theiōn)]” (1177a14–15).

It follows, then, that happiness is a contemplative activity (1177a18). Interestingly, be-

tween these two thoughts about the contemplative nature of happiness, Aristotle wonders

55Cf. 1154b26–28, pg. 300 above.
56Cf. 1154b16–25, pg. 299 above.
57Cf. 1139b5, pg. 248 above.
58Cf. 1175b25–33, pg. 393 above.
59Both Ostwald and Sachs read “the best” in this passage as referring to a “part” (presumably from 1177a4–
6); Bartlett and Collins, on the other hand, translate the phrase simply as “what is best.” In this respect,
my reading of “the best thing” is more in line with Bartlett and Collins’s translation.
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if the intellect is either “divine or the most divine of the things in us,” only to sidestep

the question by concluding the activity in question is “complete happiness” (1177a16–17).

In light of these standards—and “in agreement both with the points made before and the

truth”—the intellect’s activity is the most excellent because the intellect is both “the most

excellent of the things in us” and its concern is “of the most excellent things that can be

known” (1177a19–21). Before proceeding into Aristotle’s elaboration upon these points, we

should take notice of a subtle but significant change in the inquiry’s approach to happiness:

whereas Book I posits happiness is an activity of the soul in accord with “the best and most

complete” virtue, now the virtue necessary for happiness is “the most excellent” with “most

complete” dropping from its description.60

Why “complete virtue” drops from Aristotle’s definition of happiness becomes clear

with his arguments in favor of the philosophic life. Because contemplation is the “most

continuous” activity (for human beings have the capacity to contemplate more continuously

than they can physically do things), and since pleasure is bound to all activities, “the most

pleasant of the activities in accord with virtue is agreed to be the one that pertains to wis-

dom”; on account of this, philosophy—the philia of wisdom—possesses pleasures “wondrous

in purity and stability” (1177a22–27). While this sequence of arguments leads to the con-

clusion that the philosophic life is the most pleasant, its significance cannot be understood

without considering the influence of wisdom in the latter half of the Ethics. In Book VI,

Aristotle defines wisdom as science and intellect of the things most honorable by nature. But

because science makes demonstrations based upon first principles not admitting of demon-

stration, it depends upon intellect, the sense-perception of first principles.61 In this respect,

wisdom is a perplexing virtue, for it is science in the sense that it is capable of demonstra-

tion, yet dependent upon first principles that are indemonstrable.62 Consequently, if the

most pleasant activity of the soul relates to wisdom, the nature of happiness seems to be

elusive, for by its own nature wisdom cannot ever be ours completely.

60Cf. 1098a17–18.
61Cf. 1139b19–35 (pg. 249 above), as well as 1141a9–20 & 1141b3–4 (pg. 253 above).
62See also Book I’s assertion that the most one can do with first principles is “nobly” point them out rather
than provide demonstrations about them (1098a34–1098b5, pg. 85 above).
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Before moving into how the philosophic life can lay a claim to happiness, let us take

a minute to consider how Aristotle’s arguments about the love of wisdom also enable us to

come to terms with our unrealistic hopes for happiness and the essential characteristic of

our own nature on which it depends. On the philosophic side of things, we should remember

how Aristotle puts prudence and the political art in perspective in Book VI by pointing to

the cosmos being set together by something divine.63 With his introduction in Book X to

the virtue responsible for “complete happiness,” the “divine things” are one set of things to

which this virtue turns its attention.64 There is a likeness, then, between whatever sets the

cosmos together and the intellect, and on account of their likeness, each is the most enduring

characteristic of the beings of which they are a part, namely, the cosmos and the human

soul; it is also on the basis of their enduring nature that whatever sets the cosmos together

and the intellect have a claim to rule their respective beings. But what does this insight

hold for those of us who are not philosophers and have no desire to become philosophers?

To answer this question, recall that while wisdom does not contemplate anything by which

human beings will be happy, possessing wisdom as a hexis and being active in it does

make them happy; here Aristotle also describes wisdom as “part of the whole of virtue.”65

The argument for the contemplative nature of happiness in Book VI and Book X takes its

bearings from the following insight: of all the things in our nature (i.e., longings, desires,

spiritedness, the senses, and intellect), the one thing able to focus most on something and

hold its focus is the intellect. This is not to deny, however, that the other things in our nature

cannot focus on something for a significant period of time, for we are capable of looking at

the beauty of a natural landscape for a while, and we can spend hours listening to music.

What Aristotle’s emphasis on the intellect brings to our attention is the awareness that some

things can hold our attention for a longer period of time than others if we choose to look

to them. The sun must always set on a landscape, and an album must come to an end.

Contemplation, however, can reach the heights of the whole of nature, and the recognition

that all things we do and think about are part of this whole means we can always ascend to

63Cf. 1141a21–1141b2, pgs. 262–263 above.
64Cf. 1177a14–15.
65Cf. 1143b18–22 (pg. 258 above) & 1143b34–1144a9 (pg. 259 above).
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philosophic contemplation. But even contemplation of the whole of nature has a limit, for

we are not eternal, and the wisdom we seek could never be ours for eternity. Thus, despite

our longing for eternal happiness, the most we can hope for is holding on to the eternal

things in thought as long as we can throughout our lives. It is this eros for happiness—to

become what we cannot (i.e., eternal, like the cosmos)—that must find some moderation,

and philia for wisdom seems to be the best (but not the only) remedy, for just as the best

friends cannot become one another, they can still think and converse about the same thing

together and hold themselves and each other in relation to it as long as is humanly possible.

7.3.2. Self-Sufficiency

With the philosophic life in place as the model for the best life, the remainder of the

inquiry into happiness considers the self-sufficiency of this life. Interestingly, the discussion of

self-sufficiency begins by elevating the contemplative life of the wise person over practicing

the moral virtues, for if one grants the wise, just, moderate, and courageous persons are

all in need of the necessary things for life, those who live according to the moral virtues

still always need others in relation to whom they will practice the moral virtues, whereas

the wise person is most self-sufficient on account of being able to contemplate by himself,

though it may be better to work with another (sunergos) in this activity (1177a29–34).66 Of

the three moral virtues appearing in this argument, we should take special notice of justice,

which Aristotle introduces in Book V as the “most complete” virtue because it is the use

of complete virtue in relation to another. This is most evident in the case of the legislator,

on account of whom justice receives praise as the strongest or “most excellent” virtue more

“wondrous” than the sun and all the virtues taken together. Given this conception of justice,

Aristotle finds confirmation for Bias’s statement that “Archē will reveal the man.” Since

archē can mean both “ruling” and “first principle,” the entire inquiry into justice proceeds

under the open question of whether or not the good of another is the good.67 Here in Book

X, not only does Aristotle demote the status of moral virtue, but the language he uses earlier

in the examination of justice now applies to the intellect (the “most excellent” virtue) and

66Aristotle makes a similar point about the moral virtues at 1178a24–34.
67Cf. 1129b27–1130a6, pg. 232 above.
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philosophy (which provides “wondrous” pleasures).68 In this way, Book X’s arguments about

happiness seem to pick up an apparently lost thread from the discussion of justice, namely,

Book V’s concluding arguments alluding to Socrates’s account of justice as a hexis and

friendship of the things in the soul ordered by wisdom from Book IV of Plato’s Republic.69

Whereas Book V’s allusion to the things of the soul lacks detail about what these

things may be aside from Book I’s suppositions about the soul being both with and without

logos, Books VI–IX provide the characteristics of the soul and account of friendship necessary

to understand how wisdom could order the soul. Through these arguments, we discover two

limits to the account of justice. First, and much like the account of greatness of soul (the

first candidate for “complete virtue”), the account of justice does not show how this moral

virtue is pleasant, focusing instead on how justice limits the pleasure of gain.70 In Book X,

by contrast, we discover the most pleasant ordering of the soul through the activity of the

intellect in relation to wisdom. Second, on account of the self-sufficiency of the contemplative

life, the legislator is no longer the model for the person who lives according to virtue, for

Book X reveals legislating looks to political authority, offices, or honors, and because of this,

the activity of the legislator tries to obtain a happiness for himself or the city outside of the

political activity in which he works (1177b12–16). Back in Book I, when Aristotle posits

happiness must be self-sufficient like the “complete good,” he defines the self-sufficient “as

that which by itself makes life choiceworthy and in need of nothing.”71 Since justice needs

external goods, other human beings, and the city, and because the activity of legislating aims

at a happiness apart from itself, it is now evident why this virtue is incomplete and inferior

to the contemplative life where one chooses the intellect’s activity on account of itself.

Seeming to summarize the assorted characteristics of happiness as the activity of the

intellect (surpassing all things in seriousness, aiming at itself, possessing its proper pleasure,

being self-sufficient, and being leisurely but not tiresome), Aristotle adds this activity seems

to have all that belongs to a blessed person and constitutes “complete happiness” so long

68Cf. 1177a22–27, pg. 400 above.
69Cf. 1138b8–15, pg. 241 above.
70Cf. 1130a16–1130b5, pg. 234 above.
71Cf. 1097b15–16, pg. 96 above.
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as it also has a complete span of life, “for there is nothing incomplete in what belongs

to happiness” (1177b20–26). But just as quickly as happiness soars to such remarkable

heights, Aristotle adds this life is beyond what is human (1177b27). Purging happiness of our

unrealistic expectations of its nature, Aristotle reconsiders it in light of a new perspective on

human nature, for the person who is at work in the activity of the intellect does so because

something divine comes to be present in oneself, and this activity surpasses that of the

composite (literally “the established-together” thing, σύνθετος, sunthetos) (1177b27–30).

For the moment, let us briefly set aside the question of what is “composite” and focus on the

divine thing in oneself. Since the intellect and the contemplative life are more divine than

human beings, Aristotle says one should not take this as reason to think (or “be prudent

about,” phroneō) solely about human or mortal things, but to be immortal (or “deathless”)

as much as is possible by living in accord with the most excellent of the things in oneself

(1177b31–35). This exhortation to think about the immortal or deathless things draws upon

philosophy as the model for the contemplative life, for insofar as wisdom reveals human

beings are not the best thing in the cosmos, it compels them to contemplate the eternal

things that are not human and live according to them. Aristotle thus draws two conclusions.

First, although the divine thing in oneself is small in size, it very much exceeds all things in

both its capacity and honor (1178a1–2). Second, since it seems this divine thing is the being

of each person and the authoritative and better thing in oneself, no one would choose to live

as something else because the intellect seems to be proper to a human being, and since it

is most excellent and most pleasant, the life according to it is the happiest (1178a3–8). A

peculiar feature of this summary conclusion about the superiority of the contemplative life

is the way Aristotle keeps the argument heavily qualified, putting forth these conclusions

more in the spirit of questioning than providing definitive answers. In order for the inquiry

into happiness to come to its end, it must be held up against “the composite thing.”

In relation to the contemplative life, the life according to the other (i.e., moral) virtue

is the second happiest, for its concerns are more human since they require actions in relation

to other human beings, involve the passions, and in some cases, the body (1178a9–16).

It also seems prudence is bound to the virtues of one’s character if the first principles of
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prudence accord with the moral virtues and the correct thing of the moral virtues accords

with prudence (1178a17–19). Further, these virtues (and therefore prudence) seem to involve

the passions concerning the composite thing within human beings, which means these virtues

are human things whereas the intellect and its happiness are separate, though here Aristotle

notes he cannot be any more precise about this final point (1178a20–23). Despite Aristotle

speaking of the composite thing as if its nature is self-evident, this is a new characterization

of human nature in the Ethics. The argument most closely resembling this characterization

is Book VII’s concluding arguments about human nature not being simple and subject to

destruction when the two things in its nature are set against each other rather than made

equal by nature.72 While this earlier argument seems to pertain more to the relationship

between the intellect and longing, the present arguments seem to relate more to the body and

the soul. Although it appears appropriate to attempt to determine the divisions Aristotle

establishes between the body and the soul and those within the soul, we should instead ask

the following question: Can the intellect and its happiness be separated entirely from human

nature?73

Though the activity of the intellect is self-sufficient in the sense that it does not

require external goods to be active in contemplation, human nature lacks self-sufficiency in

the sense that the body needs nourishment in order to be healthy (1178b34–1179a1). While

there undoubtedly is need for external and bodily goods for the sake of preservation, this

does not mean one needs many external goods to be blessed, nor does one need to be a ruler

of the land and the sea in order to do the noble things (1179a1–4). This is further evident

in the way those who are private tend to be more decent than those who hold positions of

political power (1179a5–8). In support of this point, Aristotle cites opinions from Solon and

Anaxagoras, two men thought to be wise who are in agreement that doing the noblest things

and being happy requires a measured amount of external things (1179a9–15). The many,

72Cf. 1154b16–25, pg. 299 above.
73In line with her argument that the Nicomachean Ethics moves towards understanding human nature
primarily in relation to intellect, Burger suggests the ties Aristotle establishes between the moral virtue and
the passions of the body in Book X ultimately shows thinking of moral virtue “as a condition belonging to
the soul independent of the body and directed at an end that cannot be subordinated to any other” is a
“misunderstanding” (2008, 172–174, 202–202).
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however, tend to disagree with the this opinion, for they only sense-perceive (aisthanomai)

external things (1179a16–17). These arguments draw upon Book I’s distinction between

three goods (i.e., those of the soul, the body, and external goods) and maintain the most

authoritative of these goods are those of the soul.74 From the tension between those men

who are held to be wise and the many, Aristotle reveals there are two fundamental ways to

think about the three goods: either one uses external and bodily goods for the sake of the

goods of the soul, or one neglects the goods of the soul and incorrectly elevates the status

of external and bodily goods.

From the preceding arguments, the fundamental tension in human nature is between

the intellect—which is capable of contemplating the eternal, unchanging things—and the

body—which is mortal and subject to change. While this tension may lend itself to a

wish to draw a clear distinction between the soul and the body, we ought to remember that

Aristotle defines the intellect as sense-perception, which ultimately ties it closely to the body.

The close connection between the intellect and the body is further apparent in the way each

possesses pleasures in its activities, though it does seem true that the body feels pain in a

way the intellect does not. Nonetheless, insofar as human beings feel pleasures through the

activities of thinking and acting, because there are so many forms of pleasure, they must

find a way to choose more lasting pleasures that are not harmful to their nature. In other

words, human beings must attempt to harmonize their capacity for the eternal things with

their mortal natures.

With the tension between the intellect and the body brought forth, we can fully

understand why we must be content with happiness being directed by the “most excellent,”

not “most complete,” virtue. Because the intellect is part of our sense-perception and capable

of perceiving our bodies’ desires, pleasures, and, most importantly, needs, it cannot remain

fully focused on the most divine things. At some point, even the greatest philosophers must

eat, drink, and sleep. As for the desires and pleasures, though some can take hold of the virtue

of moderation and free themselves from the pain of not satisfying some pleasures, it remains

true no person starts this way. From the beginning, we are bombarded by conflicting forces

74Cf. 1098b13–16, pg. 102 above.
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within our nature, and what we must discover is a way to order our nature and hold onto

that order. While the tension between the body and the intellect may lack the sophistication

of an account of different parts of the soul, it provides a helpful starting point for those trying

to find a realistic basis for happiness: If we want to become happy and remain happy, will

we do so by satisfying what is most mutable or most changeless in our nature? This is not to

say, however, that the intellect is incapable of changing what it thinks about like the body’s

desires may change at any given time; rather, what the question points to is the intellect’s

enduring and undivided activity, for it cannot help but think about all the things subject to

our sense-perception, ranging all the way from the activity of touching the desk at which we

sit, to contemplating the good itself.

With the definition of happiness settled as the most pleasant activity of the soul in

accord with the intellect (i.e., virtue), we may wonder what happened to the idea of the good,

especially since Book X’s early chapters focus on distinguishing pleasure from the good. If

anything, it appears the nature of the good becomes more vague as Book X’s arguments

develop. To see how the good retains a more definite character than first appears in Book

X, let us start by recalling how the title of “greatest of the external goods” shifts from

honor in Book IV to friends in Book IX.75 The reason for this shift stems not only from the

lack of self-sufficiency associated with the life of honor since Book I, but the discovery of the

proper love of self that depends upon the intellect, the most honorable thing in human beings

because it has the capacity to contemplate the most honorable things by nature through the

love of wisdom. Because contemplation is an activity of the soul both friends share through

conversing with another (i.e., logos) and thinking, it is clear why friends are the “greatest of

the external goods”: unlike honor, the best friends truly reflect the activity of their souls.

What ultimately enables friends to share in the same activity is their perceiving-

together of the same end. Though both pleasure and happiness have each been entertained

as first principles throughout the Ethics, the presentation of each as activities suggests they

belong to a hexis or, more simply, a holding in relation to something. In Book X, we learn

the number of pleasures corresponds to the number of intelligible and sensible things to

75Cf. 1169b9–10, pg. 341 above.
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which we can hold ourselves; we also learn happiness requires us to look to the most divine

things, though it is possible to be happy in a secondary way by acting according to the

moral virtues.76 In each of these arguments, Aristotle gradually pushes us towards ordering

ourselves according to the most changeless things of which we can have sense-perception.

Granting these arguments are difficult, had they appeared in Book I, they would be nearly

incomprehensible to the reader. But with the serious examination of friendship, Aristotle

prepares us to think about the benefits of contemplating the changeless things by helping

us recognize something we all seek, hope will not change, and find pleasure in maintaining,

for no one takes pleasure in ending a friendship. By bringing this longing for our friends

to remain who they are to our attention and gently leading us to contemplating what this

requires, Aristotle helps us discover the good: the recognition of the order in all things,

ranging from the most unchanging and lasting things to the most variable and fleeting.

7.4. The Limits of the Political Art

After apparently settling upon the understanding of happiness as the activity of the

soul according to the intellect, Aristotle once again raises the question of trust in logos, noting

that while the preceding arguments seem to possess a certain trust, “the truth in matters of

action is judged from [works] and life, for it is in these that [the authoritative thing] resides”

(1179a18–19).77 Thus, in examining the preceding arguments, if they harmonize with works,

they ought to be accepted; but, if the arguments are discordant with works, one should

suppose they are merely logoi (1179a20–22).78 According to this standard for evaluating the

preceding arguments, logoi seem to be ineffectual in comparison to works. But insofar as

the authoritative thing in happiness is the intellect, we ought to wonder what works qualify

as trustworthy for revealing the truth of matters of action, especially since the Nicomachean

Ethics is both a work and a logos.79

76Cf. 1178a17–19, pg. 404 above.
77Here I diverge from Bartlett and Collins’s translation of erga as “deeds.” Additionally, I make a slight
change to their rendering of ton kurion as “what is authoritative.”
78Following Bartlett and Collins, Sachs, and Ostwald, I read logoi in a diminished way in accord with Liddell
and Scott’s lexicon, which notes there is an opposition between ergon and logos.
79At the conclusion of her work, Burger suggests there are two types of action in the Nicomachean Ethics:
one that separates contemplating and acting, and the other that proves “their inseparability in one activity,”
which is philosophy and is clearly at work in Aristotle’s writing (2008, 207–208).
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Taking stock of the preceding “outlines” concerning happiness, as well as those con-

cerning friendship and pleasure, Aristotle asks if one should suppose “the choice to possess

an end” (1179a33–35).80 By referring to the inquiry as a “choice,” Aristotle likens his own

work to an action, thereby blurring the lines between works and logoi. Conversely, if the

end in the things of action resides more in doing than contemplating, Aristotle wonders if

it is necessary to possess the virtues and use them, “unless we become good in some other

way” (1179b1–14). In asking this second question, Aristotle echoes his statement at the be-

ginning of Book II that the examination of virtue aims not at contemplation, but becoming

good through action.81 Whereas this statement in Book II serves as our point of entry into

the perplexities of the moral virtues that assumes they all accord with correct logos, it is

strange to see this statement repeated in Book X, especially since the happiness of the moral

virtues now appears to be second to the contemplative life.82 These paradoxical questions

ultimately lead us to the following question: What is the end of the Nicomachean Ethics?

In raising this question, Aristotle takes us back to his assertion in Book I that the inquiry

is a “sort of political [one],” which occurs after supposing the human good belongs to the

most authoritative art—the political art—which is capable of realizing the “greater” and

“more complete” good of the city as opposed to the good of a single human being.83 It

appears fitting, then, for the final discussion of the political art in the Ethics to proceed in

the context of the question concerning the end of Aristotle’s work.

7.4.1. Logos and Teaching Virtue

Given the question of whether the inquiry seeks a contemplative or practical end,

and supposing there is a distinction between logoi and works, Aristotle wonders if logoi are

self-sufficient for making people decent, for it seems logoi are capable of urging the young

who are free (eleutherios), well-born, and truly lovers of what is noble (philokalon) to be

possessed of virtue (1179b5–9).84 The many, by contrast, seem to be beyond the reach of

80The translation of the last part of this phrase is my own, meant to bring out Aristotle’s use of proairesis,
which can also mean a “purpose, plan, course of action,” or a “policy” in political terms.
81Cf. 1103b26–31, pg. 163 above.
82Cf. 1178a9–23, pg. 404 above.
83Cf. 1094a27–1094b11, pgs. 67–68 above.
84Here the term for “to be possessed of” is κατοκώχιμος, not ἔχω.
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logoi urging them to be noble and good (kalokagathian) since they neither are naturally

obedient to shame but fear, nor do they live according to anything other than the passions,

thereby leading them to pursue pleasure and avoid pain; more importantly, the many do

not possess the noble and what is truly pleasant in-intellect (ennoian echousin), for they

have not tasted such a thing (1179b10–16). The contrast between those who love what is

noble and the many echoes Book I’s comparison between these two groups of people that

follows immediately from the first association of pleasure with that for which one has philia.85

Further, the present arguments also recall Book I’s strange comment about how the inquiry

seems to apply only to those who have been raised “nobly” knowing the first principles of

the political things, namely, the noble things and the just things.86 While on the one hand

Aristotle seems again poised to dismiss the many from his inquiry, his remark about them

having never tasted the noble and what is truly pleasant suggests some good may come from

giving them a taste of this. This potential to introduce the many to something so great

leads Aristotle to concede that although “it is not possible, or not easy, to alter by means of

logos what has long been enforced by their characters,” it may be “a desirable enough thing

(agapēton) if, when everything which we are held to become decent [comes to be present

(huparchontōn)], we might have some share in virtue” (1179b16–19). In this respect, at the

same time as Aristotle recognizes the limits of logos in teaching virtue, he remains open to

doing what is possible in order to lead many to share in virtue in some way similar to those

who love what is noble.

Before proceeding, we ought to take further notice of how Aristotle’s introduction to

his final discussion of the political art draws upon Book I’s discussion of the good and the

political art. In speaking of “desirable things,” Aristotle recalls two important arguments

joined together by this term: in the first argument, he concedes that in relation to the nobler

and more divine good of the city, the good of “one alone” is desirable enough; in the second

argument, he says it is desirable enough to demonstrate the truth about the good things,

noble things, and just things “roughly and in outline.”87 Further, when Aristotle seems to

85Cf. 1099a7–24, pgs. 106–108 above.
86Cf. 1095a31–1096b8, pg. 140 above.
87Cf. 1094b7–10 (pg. 67 above) & 1094b20–22 (pg. 71 above).
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limit his inquiry solely to those who have been raised in the noble and the just things, he

says such human beings more easily “take hold” (lambanō) of these first principles, using

the same verb as he does for saying the political art “takes hold” (or perhaps “seizes”) the

human good.88 With these earlier arguments in mind, there are two conclusions we can draw

about the direction of Aristotle’s inquiry. First, given the limits of logos in reaching the

many, it appears either securing the good of “one alone” or a few is more preferable to the

grand goal of securing the good of the city, or the expectations of securing the good for the

many must confront their realistic limit. Second, in light of Book X’s conclusion that the

activity of the most excellent virtue of the intellect requires first principles, when one holds

Book I’s statements about taking hold of virtue next to Book X’s statement about having

a share (metalambanō) in virtue, it seems the forthcoming arguments should work to secure

the good for human beings in the city by closely tying virtue to the proper first principle.

In keeping with the inquiry’s presumed preference for becoming good, Aristotle turns

to the three ways this may be accomplished: nature, habit, and teaching (1179b20).89

Strangely, Aristotle dismisses nature as a cause of goodness on the grounds that such good-

ness does not come to be present because of us, but through “divine causes” for the “truly

fortunate” (1179b21–24). With respect to teaching, this seems akin to logos, in which case

the soul must be prepared by habits to experience delight and hatred nobly (1179b25–26).

Consequently, it appears human beings become good primarily through habit, for this pre-

pares their characters to comprehend (suniēmi) logos and is proper for virtue by making one

feel affection for the noble and disgust for the shameful (1127b27–32). The curious dismissal

of nature as a cause of goodness brings to mind two problematic arguments from the account

of the moral virtues. First, in a discussion of whether wish is for the good or the appar-

ent good, Aristotle suggests that if one assumes nature is the cause of one’s own confusion

about these goods, then the only remedy would be for nature to give one the capacity to see

what is truly good (1114a31–1114b25). Second, in Book V’s examination of justice, after

the first mention of the best regime as something that is by nature, Aristotle discusses how

ambidexterity can occur through habit as a remedy to the natural tendency to favor one

88Cf. 1095a31–1095b8 & 1094b7–10.
89A similar list appears in Book VII of the Politics, 1332a38–1332b11.
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hand.90 In this respect, the preference for becoming good through habituation rather than

by nature supposes what is “by nature” does not relate to aiming at an end that is the best,

but something predetermined by divine causes to which we are always subject.

To ensure one develops the proper habits to become good, it appears laws are neces-

sary to secure a correct upbringing towards virtue so human beings may live moderately and

enduringly in a way that may not be pleasant to the many, but will at least not be painful

through becoming familiar (sunēthē) with such a life (1179b33–36). This habituation, how-

ever, must not stop when the young become adults, but must extend throughout the whole

of life, for the many obey necessity more than logos and punishments more than the noble

(1180a1–5). Due to the need for laws and the difficulties the many face with respect to plea-

sures, it seems legislators should exhort those who have been habituated towards the noble

through logos, while the person who basely longs for pleasure should be chastised by pain,

and in particular, the pains most opposed to the pleasures of which they are fond (agapaō)

(1180a10–14). By this account, habituating citizens through law is an exercise in opposing

pleasures and pains. Here we should remember Book VII’s brief discussion of the difficulties

Speusippus encountered in trying to argue pleasure and pain correspond neatly with what

is good and bad.91 In light of this argument, it is clear legislating to help citizens become

good requires something beyond setting pleasures and pains against each other.

In order to help human beings become good, Aristotle says they must “live in ac-

cord with a certain intellect and a correct ordering (taxis), [possessing strength (or ‘force’)]”

(1180a15–18).92 The laws, then, are a type of intellect, and they are the work of the legisla-

tor’s intellect. As a result, if the intellect is most excellent when it looks to the best thing,

it would follow laws would also be most excellent if they looked to the best thing.93 Though

this insight would set up an inquiry into the nature of the best regime and the possibility

of its realization, Aristotle holds it off for the moment. Nevertheless, Aristotle now reveals

legislating and all laws are subject to one’s understanding of the best thing—of the good.

90Cf. 1134b25–1135a5, pg. 237 above. Additionally, a brief argument about nature, habit, and ambidexterity
also appears in Plato’s Laws, 794d–795d.
91Cf. 1153b4–6, pg. 294 above.
92The translation of the last part of this quotation is my own, intended to be more literal.
93Cf. 1177a12–21, pg. 399 above.
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7.4.2. The Question of the Legislator

Supposing laws are necessary for habituating human beings into being good, Aristotle

considers what makes the laws effective. In comparison to commands lacking strength or

constraining (or “necessary,” anankaion) force—such as those from either a father in the

household or a single person who is not king—law possesses this compulsory (anankastikē)

capacity when it is logos from prudence and intellect (1180a20–22). This argument for the

compulsory power of law following from prudence and intellect rejects the opinion of those

who think the only way to draw the many towards virtue is by means of punishing their

pleasures with pains. Developing the idea of law’s force residing in the intellect behind it,

Aristotle adds that while people who oppose one’s own impulses are hated, when the law

orders the decent, it is not burdensome (1180a23–24). To understand why the decent makes

law forceful but not hateful, recall Aristotle’s discussion of the proper love of self belonging to

the person who gratifies the intellect begins by noting all human beings attempt to befriend

themselves supposing (both correctly and incorrectly) they are decent.94 Thus, insofar as

law is logos, its compulsory capacity resides in the prudence and intellect that seems to bring

the human beings obedient to it towards the proper love of self.

With the law now clearly connected to the proper love of self, Aristotle begins to

broaden what it means to be a legislator. After stating a majority of Ancient Greek cities

tend not to care for the habits of their citizens (Sparta is a notable exception), Aristotle

says that while it would be most excellent if the common care for human beings in the city

is correct, if cities fails to take such care, “it would seem appropriate for each [person] to

contribute to the virtue of his own offspring and friends, or at least to make the choice to

do so” (1180a25–33). It appears, then, that the correct care for virtue in relation to one’s

own children and friends is necessary only when the laws of the city fail in this regard. But

regardless of whether the care extends throughout the whole city or only to one’s own family

and friends, it seems one ought to become a legislator to ensure “decent care through serious

laws” (1180a34–35). Further, irrespective of whether the laws are written or unwritten and

the number of people educated is one or many, there appears to be little difference between

94Cf. 1166a10–13, pg. 331 above.
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the care for virtue in the city and the household, for just as characters and laws are strong in

cities, fathers’ logoi and habits are strong in the household, but to a greater degree than the

laws because the good works of fathers happen within a family that already feels affection

(stergō) for him and is naturally obedient to or persuaded by him (1180b1–7).95 Here we

should remember Aristotle’s treatment of the family as a friendship where husbands, wives,

and children all naturally feel affection for one another since they all share their being in

some way, for when one reads the present remarks about the care for virtue in either the city

or the household with this in mind, it is evident that there is a more natural way to care for

virtue than relying upon the laws of the city 96

The advantages of care for virtue within the household are twofold. First, supposing

there is friendship between husband, wife, and children, there are no questions about ruling

and being ruled. Second, and more importantly, each member of the household will care

for the other in the appropriate way on account of the affection they feel for one another.

With respect to the father’s role as legislator, it is likely the love he feels for his children

will ensure the care he provides for their virtue will be more precise since the children are

his own (1180b12–13). On account of these considerations, the legislator faces significant

challenges in establishing the legitimacy of his laws and fully securing the human good, for

no matter how good his laws are, it is impossible for the legislator to care for every single

citizen in the city as well as each member of the household can care for themselves.97

Although the preceding discussion about the legislator and laws assumes each of

these things help human beings become good, Aristotle wonders in passing if laws (and

perhaps even fathers) make people good, then proceeds to consider what the legislator knows

(1180b23–25). To start, it does not seem possible for someone to care nobly for another

without knowing something (1180b26–27). Supposing the legislator knows something, the

next question concerns the source of this knowledge. While one could say those who practice

95Cf. Politics Book I, Chapter 13.
96Cf. 1161b11–31, pg. 368 above.
97In Book VII Plato’s Laws, the Athenian Stranger talks about the need to reinforce the written laws of
the city with unwritten laws that apply to the private things that escape the notice of the lawgiver (see
especially 788a–793d). Explaining the reason for this, the Athenian Stranger says, “Unless private homes
within cities are correctly regulated it is vain for someone to suppose the common things will stand on a
firm legal footing” (790b).
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the political art pass down their knowledge like practitioners of other arts, one would also

have to consider why the Sophists claim to teach the political art yet refrain from doing

political things (1180b31–1181a1). But as for those who do engage in the political things,

they do so through some capacity and experience, not thought (dianoia); additionally, these

people neither write nor speak about the political things, nor do they teach their children or

friends how to be politicians even if this would be reasonable (eulogon) (1181a2–6). Through

these considerations, Aristotle reveals there is much to learn about the political art, and in

most cases, it will not be enough to look at what has been written about it, either because

those who practice the art do not write about, or because those who have written about it

lack true knowledge of the art.

Though the question about the legislator’s knowledge serves to initiate the transition

from the Nicomachean Ethics to the Politics, it also prompts a short critique of the Sophists

that helps us understand the purpose of the Ethics. According to Aristotle, the Sophists

make two errors: the first is not knowing either the political art or its concerns, and the

second is thinking legislating is easy in the sense that it is simple to bring together well-

reputed (eudokimeō) laws as if there is no comprehension (sunesis) involved in making the

correct judgment of the best (ariston) laws (1181a13–19). While ignorance of the political

art is an egregious error, the second is more telling. In saying the laws the Sophists put forth

are “well-regarded” ones, Aristotle reminds us of Eudoxus and how his logos that pleasure is

the good fails to account for the intellect, the capacity capable of comprehension.98 Insofar

as all law is a logos from the intellect of the legislator, the Sophists are ignorant of the work

of the intellect and, more importantly, the end to which it looks in crafting the laws.

Further reinforcing his criticism of the Sophists’ ignorance about the end of the best

laws, Aristotle offers praise for those with experience of political things since “they compre-

hend through what or how the works are brought to completion (epiteleō) and what sorts of

things are in harmony with what” (1181a20–23). And for those who lack experience in the

political things, it is desirable (agapēton) for them to be able to look at laws like works of art

and be able to at least notice if the laws are well or badly made (1181a24–25). Accordingly,

98Cf. 1172b8–11, pg. 382 above.
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Aristotle suggests both those who know the political things and those who do not should

read treatises about laws, the former group because it may help them better contemplate

and apply the law, and the latter group because it may help with their comprehension of

such things (1181b1–3). Through reading such treatises, those with political experience can

advance their understanding of how the political things come to completion in accord with

certain ends, while those who lack experience could better develop their intellect’s activity

in relation to the political things.

Following his exhortation to read political treatises, Aristotle concludes the Nico-

machean Ethics by stating “the philosophy of human things” (ta anthrōpeia philosophia)

will be complete by taking up an examination of legislation and regimes, both of which have

not been discovered by those prior to him (1181b13–15). Given the two errors of the Sophists

to which he draws our attention, Aristotle’s conclusion of the Ethics serves to correct them,

for not only have we engaged in a serious consideration of the political art and its concerns,

but we are now poised to examine the nature of the regime and its laws in the Politics. By

joining together the Ethics and Politics as parts of “the philosophy of human things,” we

know that in approaching the Politics, it will follow the fundamental teaching of the Ethics :

the best life for a human being is one that holds to the good at which all things aim.

7.5. Conclusion: Friendship and Preserving The Good

The emphasis Aristotle places on law being logos in Book X should remind us of

his statement in Book V that the reason why logos rules in cities instead of human beings

is because the latter are prone to become tyrants by distributing to themselves more of

the simply good things and less of the simply bad things.99 In Book VIII’s digression into

regimes, Aristotle expands upon the problem of tyranny by explaining there is no friendship

in such a regime because it tends to neglect the soul and prevents anything from being held

in common that would enable law to be natural among those who are equal in ruling and

being ruled.100 Although Aristotle promises a more thorough engagement of legislation and

regimes in the Politics, these arguments in the Ethics suggest we at least know something

99Cf. 1134a35–1134b1, pg. 238 above.
100Cf. 1162b2–8 (discussed on pgs. 363–364 above), as well as 1161a30–1161b6 (pg. 367 above).
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about laws and regimes in relation to discerning how the good things may be good for us.

The common thread of Book X’s arguments is the intellect, for it is the virtue with

which the most pleasant activity of the soul accords, thereby producing happiness. Such

happiness and pleasure is possible, however, only when the intellect looks to the best thing

and holds itself in relation to this. Since both happiness and law are human works, it would

seem law would be at its best if it too looks to the best thing. But what is the best thing?

At the end of the Nicomachean Ethics, of all the potential first principles presented in Book

I—the good, the noble, the just, pleasure, and happiness—only one remains: the good.

Although the good persists as the only first principle according to which happiness is

possible, the precise nature of this end is difficult to state, but it seems to be the recognition

of the order in all things that holds them together, both as parts of the whole of nature,

and as their own beings. While such an account of the good is imprecise, it faces a more

pressing problem: Why would we look to something so impersonal expecting it to be good

for ourselves?

To answer the preceding question, we should remember the most persistent challenger

to the good’s claim to being the best end is pleasure. Of all the things examined in the

Nicomachean Ethics, pleasure is arguably the most significant since it is quickly dismissed

in Book I as a candidate for the life in which happiness resides only to emerge in Book X as

being closely bound to the contemplative activity of the soul in accord with virtue. Though

there are many considerations between these two disparate arguments about pleasure, by

far the most signifiant intermediary is the examination of friendship in Books VIII and IX

that begins by putting the good and the pleasant against each other as ends, then proceeds

to bring forth the intellect as the foundation for the best of friendships, thus providing the

framework for understanding how the most enduring pleasure is bound to the way human

beings hold themselves in relation to the good through contemplation.

In determining the contemplative life best aligns with philosophy, it is tempting to

reject Aristotle’s final judgment on happiness as a biased one. But if we consider Aristotle’s

judgment in light of the entire inquiry, it is perhaps the most sober conclusion at which one

could arrive. Back in Book I, the standard for evaluating happiness is that it is best, noblest,
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and most pleasant.101 In Book X, happiness appears to meet this standard, but in a qualified

way: though the activity of the soul according to intellect is most pleasant, the activity itself

is neither the best nor the noblest thing, but it does look to the best thing and the noblest

things.102 As for whether such happiness will come with the good-fortune of an abundance

of external goods and a long life, there is no guarantee such things will come to be. Thus,

well aware that human life is always subject to chance, Aristotle’s inquiry encourages us to

focus on the one thing over which we can have definitive authority: thinking. In this way,

for all that is variable in life—with respect to external circumstances and our own longings,

desires, and pleasures—by looking to the good, we can attempt to hold ourselves as ordered

as is humanly possible in accord with the most authoritative and enduring of all things.

It is at this point where one may object that even if we accept Aristotle’s argument

that happiness resides in the intellect’s contemplation of the good, his lack of clarity on the

nature of the good undermines his entire work. And if one concedes there are serious limits

to knowing the good itself, what keeps the Nicomachean Ethics from being nothing more

than an extended riddle? In Book VII, Aristotle describes the political philosopher as the

architect of the end in relation to which we judge what is simply good or bad.103 With the

opening sentence of the Ethics, Aristotle introduces his inquiry with the question of whether

or not the good is truly that at which all things aim.104 Later in Book I, when Aristotle

undertakes his brief discussion of the idea of the good, he begins by noting his hesitation in

challenging the arguments of his friends, but chooses to continue the inquiry since he thinks

philosophers should give more honor to the truth than to their friends when preserving the

truth is at stake.105 Consequently, if philosophers seek to preserve the truth above all things,

we must wonder how this work could be completed most effectively.

Throughout the Ethics, Aristotle either states his arguments are mere outlines, or, in

the case of first principles, admits he cannot be precise about such things. One could read

such limitations in one of two ways: either Aristotle’s inquiry is deficient, or the nature of

101Cf. 1099a25–26, pg. 108 above.
102Cf. 1174b14–24, pg. 389 above.
103Cf. 1152b1–8, pgs. 288–290 above.
104Cf. 1094a1–2, pg. 64 above.
105Cf. 1096a11–15, pg. 75 above.
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its ends truly limits it. Yet there seems to be a third possibility: Because the inquiry is,

like laws of the city, a form of logos, what would make the logos of the good trustworthy?

Recall that when Aristotle posits the good is something chosen on account of itself that gives

meaning to human longing, he asks if having knowledge of this good would help us hit on

what is needful like archers possessing a target.106 Now, while the opening statement of the

Ethics implicitly raises the question of the good, the preceding quotation about the necessity

of the good is the first explicit question of Aristotle’s work. Accordingly, it seems Aristotle’s

inquiry aims less at providing a definitive account of the nature of the good and more at

pointing to the necessity for the idea of the good in all human things, leaving the discovery

of the good to those perceptive enough to see it at work throughout the Ethics.

In reading Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics as a work attempting to preserve the truth

by pointing to the necessity of the good, it becomes clear why he postpones discussing the

good as an end until the examination of friendship. In all friendships, we must first determine

what good we seek, then whose good we will pursue (i.e., our own, or our friend’s). But once

a friendship forms, our questions about its good will not cease, for we do not continue to

remain friends with another if we no longer think the friend remains good for ourselves. Here

we find perhaps one of the greatest longings in all friendship, for we long for our friends to

remain who they are and for the friendship to endure as long as possible. Given this longing

and the inherent mutability of all human things, it seems friends cannot look to each other

as an end; instead, friends must look to something they can hold in common. While it is

not impossible to be friends on account of external or bodily goods—and even politics—such

things are also subject to change and perishable. As a result, the most lasting of things

friends could hold in common are logos and thought, which seem to be goods of the soul

and the most authoritative of goods because they relate to the most authoritative thing in

us: the intellect. Admittedly not every friendship will reach such completion, nor will we

have many friends even if we form complete friendships. Though important, the extent to

which we may form complete friendships is secondary to Aristotle’s reasons for dedicating

a majority of the Books in the Nicomachean Ethics to friendship. Of all the human things,

106Cf. 1094a23–25, pg. 69 above.
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the longing for friendship appears to be one of the most transcendent, bound not to the

circumstances and political regimes into which we are born, but our nature. Because every

friendship depends upon a judgment about what is good, it seems we naturally long for some

good to complete ourselves. Thus, as a philosopher who aims to preserve the truth—namely,

that all things aim at the good—Aristotle’s choice to emphasize friendship in his political

philosophy seems to follow from his recognition that it is the one human good that is most

open to wondering about the good of all things.
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