Nicomachean Ethics
Aristotle

Aristotle was an ancient Greek philosopher. He was bornin 384 BC at
Stagira, on the Greek coast. Thetitle of the work probably results from it
either being edited by or dedicated to Aristotle’ s son Nicomachus. The
heart of Aristotle’ s reflections on ethics concerns the natural end, or
purpose, of human life.
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Now such athing happiness, above al else, is held to be; for this we choose always for self and
never for the sake of something else, but honour, pleasure, reason, and every virtue we choose
indeed for themselves (for if nothing resulted from them we should still choose each of them),
but we choose them also for the sake of happiness, judging that by means of them we shall be
happy. Happiness, on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake of these, nor, in general, for
anything other than itself.

... [1]f we could first ascertain the function of man, ... human good turns out to be activity of
soul in accordance with virtue, and if there are more than one virtue, in accordance with the best
and most compl ete.

Happiness then is the best, noblest, and most pleasant thing in the world, and these attributes are
not severed asin the inscription at Delos-

Most nobleisthat which isjustest, and best is health;
But pleasantest isit to win what we love.

For all these properties belong to the best activities; and these, or one- the best- of these, we
identify with happiness.

... [H]appiness seems, however, even if it is not god-sent but comes as a result of virtue and
some process of learning or training, to be among the most godlike things; for that which isthe
prize and end of virtue seems to be the best thing in the world, and something godlike and
blessed.

The attribute in question, then, will belong to the happy man, and he will be happy throughout
hislife; for always, or by preference to everything else, he will be engaged in virtuous action and
contemplation, and he will bear the chances of life most nobly and altogether decoroudly, if heis
‘truly good' and ‘foursgquare beyond reproach'.



If activities are, aswe said, what gives life its character, no happy man can become miserable;
for he will never do the acts that are hateful and mean. For the man who is truly good and wise,
we think, bears all the chances of life becomingly and always makes the best of circumstances,
as agood general makes the best military use of the army at his command and a good shoemaker
makes the best shoes out of the hides that are given him; and so with al other craftsmen.

... [F]or we say that some of the virtues are intellectual and others moral, philosophic wisdom
and understanding and practical wisdom being intellectual, liberality and temperance moral. For
in speaking about a man's character we do not say that he is wise or has understanding but that he
is good-tempered or temperate; yet we praise the wise man also with respect to his state of mind;
and of states of mind we call those which merit praise virtues.

Book 11

That moral virtue is amean, then, and in what sense it is so, and that it is a mean between two
vices, the one involving excess, the other deficiency, and that it is such because its character isto
aim at what isintermediate in passions and in actions, has been sufficiently stated. Hence also it
IS no easy task to be good. For in everything it is no easy task to find the middle, e.g. to find the
middle of acircleisnot for every one but for him who knows; so, too, any one can get angry-
that is easy- or give or spend money; but to do thisto the right person, to the right extent, at the
right time, with the right motive, and in the right way, that is not for every one, nor isit easy;
wherefore goodness is both rare and laudable and noble.
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... [W]hat remainsisto discuss in outline the nature of happiness, since thisiswhat we state the
end of human nature to be.

If happinessis activity in accordance with virtue, it is reasonable that it should be in accordance
with the highest virtue; and thiswill be that of the best thing in us. Whether it be reason or
something else that is this element which is thought to be our natural ruler and guide and to take
thought of things noble and divine, whether it be itself also divine or only the most divine
element in us, the activity of thisin accordance with its proper virtue will be perfect happiness.

And what we said before will apply now; that which is proper to each thing is by nature best and
most pleasant for each thing; for man, therefore, the life according to reason is best and
pleasantest, since reason more than anything elseis man. Thislife therefore is also the happiest.

Therefore the activity of God, which surpasses all others in blessedness, must be contemplative;
and of human activities, therefore, that which is most akin to this must be most of the nature of
happiness.



