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Which Is Basic in Ethics: Happiness or Obligation?

19

Happiness Is Living
Virtuously

Aristotle (384-322 B.c.), son of a physician, studied in Plato’s Academy for
mwenty years before founding his own more empirical school, the Lyceum. He
tutored Alexander the Great. He wrote on logic, ethics, aesthetics, metaphysics,
biology, physics, psychology, and politics. Further, he had an enormous n-
fluence on medieval Hebrew, Arabic, and Christian philosophers, especially
on §t. Thomas Aquinas and his later Scholastic followers.

An individual deals with a problem in one of two ways: a solution based on prin-
ciple or a solution based on consequence. For example, one woman might avoid
ending a bad marriage because divorce conflicts with her religious beliefs or other
principles. However, another woman might decide to seek a divorce because of the
emotional pain she has suffered in her marriage and the consequent happiness
she might find alone or married to another person. The first woman would be fol-
lowing deontological rules to solve her problem, that is, making decisions based
on principles or sense of duty. This is Kant’s approach. The second woman, bas-
ing her decision on consequences, is following a teleological approach. This is the
position of Bentham, who sees good in terms of happiness.

If we are using teleological ethics, we must question whether we should
measure all action by consequence or whether there are some actions, such as
promise keeping, that should be decided on the basis of principle. On the other
hand, the deontologist must question whether his or her rules are adequate for
all situations.

From The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle, trans. 1. E. C. Weldon (London: Macmillan, 1892).
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A third position is represented by Aristotle, who contends that living prop-
erly, that is, to achieve the state of well-being, is to live virtuously within a suit-
able society. Ethics is a branch of politics.

ARISTOTELIAN VIRTUES AND VICES

Deficiency/Vice Mean/Virtue Excess/Vice
Cowardice Courage Foolhardiness
Anorexia Moderation Gluttony
Stinginess Generosity Profligacy
Standoffishness Friendliness Obsequiousness
Shyness Pride Vanity
Pessimism Realism Optimism
Celibacy Monogamy Promiscuity
Dullness Well-roundedness Wildness

The two kinds of virtue are intellectual and moral. To increase one’s intel-
lectual virtue one must develop one’s understanding of the universe and humans’
institutions. Moral virtues are learned through developing the right habits to en-
sure that one is courageous, temperate, just, and so on. One must seek the mean,
“the Golden Mean,” between the extremes, which is not the middle, but what is the
right way at the right time for the right cause.

To Study

1.  Why should we seek happiness rather than honor?

2. What is the good for humans?

3. What is Aristotle’s argument that the “good of man is an activity of the soul
in accordance with virtue”?

4. Define moral virtue. What is “the mean”? Discuss some “means.”

Explain the role of habit in the achievement of moral virtue.

6. What is the best method of hitting the mean?

i

We speak of that which is sought after for its own sake as more final than that
which is sought after as a means to something else; we speak of that which is
never desired as a means to something else as more final than the things which are
desired both in themselves and as means to something else; and we speak of a thing
as absolutely final if it is always desired in itself and never as a means to some-
thing else.
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It seems that happiness pre-eminently answers to this description, as we al-
ways desire happiness for its own sake and never as a means to something else,
whereas we desire honor, pleasure, intellect, and every virtue, partly for their own
sakes (for we should desire them independently of what might result from them)
put partly also as being means to happiness, because we suppose they will prove
the instruments of happiness. Happiness, on the other hand, nobody desires for the
sake of these things, nor indeed as a means to anything else at all. If we define
the function of Man as a kind of life, and this life as an activity of soul, or a course
of action in conformity with reason, if the function of a good man is such activity
or action of a good and noble kind, and if everything is successfully performed when
it is performed in accordance with its proper excellence, it follows that the good of
Man is an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue or, if there are more virtues
than one, in accordance with the best and most complete virtue. But it is necessary
to add the words “in a complete life.” For as one swallow or one day does not make
a spring, so one day or a short time does not make a fortunate or happy man.

Inasmuch as happiness is an activity of the soul in accordance with complete
or perfect virtue, it is necessary to consider virtue, as this will perhaps be the best
way of studying happiness. . . .

Virtue or excellence being twofold, partly intellectual and partly moral, in-
tellectual virtue is both originated and fostered mainly by teaching; it therefore
demands experience and time. Moral virtue, on the other hand, is the outcome of
habit, and accordingly its name is derived by a'slight deflexion from habit. From
this fact it is clear that no moral virtue is implanted in us by nature; a law of na-
ture cannot be altered by habituation. . . . It is neither by nature then nor in defi-
ance of nature that virtues are implanted in us. Nature gives us the capacity of
receiving them, and that capacity is perfected by habit. . . . But the virtues we ac-
quire by first exercising them, as is the case with all the arts, for it is by doing what
we ought to do when we have learnt the arts that we leamn the arts themselves; we
become, for example, builders by building and harpists by playing the harp. Sim-
ilarly it is by doing just acts that we become just, by doing temperate acts that we
become temperate, by doing courageous acts that we become courageous. . . . It
1s by acting in such transactions as take place between man and man that we be-
come either just or unjust. It is by acting in the face of danger and by habituating
ourselves to fear or courage that we become either cowardly or courageous. It is
much the same with our desires and angry passions. Some people become tem-
perate and gentle, others become licentious and passionate, according as they con-
duct themselves in one way or another way in particular circumstances. In a word
moral states are the results of activities corresponding to the moral states them-
selves. It is our duty therefore to give a certain character to the activities, as the
moral states depend upon the differences of the activities. Accordingly the dif-
ference between one training of the habits and another from early days is not a light
matter, but is serious or rather all-important. . . .
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But it may be asked what we mean by saying that people must become just
by doing what is just and temperate by doing what is temperate. For if they do what
is just and temperate, they are ipso facto proved, it will be said, to be just and
temperate in the same way as, if they practice grammar and music, they are proved
to be grammarians and musicians. . . .

But actions in accordance with virtue are not, for example, justly or tem-
perately performed [merely] because they are in themselves just or temperate. It
is necessary that the agent at the time of performing them should satisfy certain
conditions, that is, in the first place that he should know what he is doing, sec-
ondly that he should deliberately choose to do it and to do it for its own sake, and
thirdly that he should do it as an instance of a settled and immutable moral state.
If it be a question whether a person possesses any art, these conditions, except
indeed the condition of knowledge, are not taken into account; but if it be a ques-
tion of possessing the virtues, the mere knowledge is of little or no avail, and it is
the other conditions, which are the results of frequently performing just and tem-
perate actions, that are not of slight but of absolute importance. Accordingly deeds
are said to be just and temperate, when they are such as a just or temperate per-
son would do, and a just and temperate person is not merely one who does these
deeds but one who does them in the spirit of the just and the temperate. . . .

... [T}he virtues are neither emotions nor faculties [but] moral states. . . . But
it is not enough to state merely that virtue is a moral state, we must also describe
the character of that moral state.

It must be laid down then that every virtue or excellence has the effect of pro-
ducing a good condition of that of which it is a virtue or excellence, and of enabling
it to perform its function well. Thus, the excellence of the eye makes the eye good
and its function good, as it is by the excellence of the eye that we see well. Sim-
ilarly, the excellence of the horse makes a horse excellent and good at racing, at
carrying its rider and at facing the enemy.

If then this is universally true, the virtue or excellence of man will be such
a moral state as makes a man good and able to perform his proper function well.
We have already explained how this will be the case, but another way of making
it clear will be to study the nature or character of this virtue.

Now in everything, whether it be continuous or discrete, it is possible to
take a greater, a smaller, or an equal amount, and this either absolutely or in re-
lation to ourselves, the equal being a mean between excess and deficiency. By the
mean in respect of the thing itself, or the absolute mean, I understand that which
is equally distinct from both extremes; and this is one and the same thing for
everybody. By the mean considered relatively to ourselves I understand that which
is neither too much nor too little; but this is not one thing, nor is it the same for
everybody. Thus, if 10 be too much and 2 too little we take 6 as a mean in respect
of the thing itself; for 6 is as much greater than 2 as it is less than 10, and this is
a mean in arithmetical proportion. But the mean considered relatively to ourselves
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must not be ascertained in this way. It does not follow that if 10 pounds of meat
be too much and 2 be too little for a man to eat, a trainer will order him 6 pounds,
as this may itself be too much or too little for the person who is to take it; it will
be too little, for example, for Milo, but too much for a beginner in gymnastics. It
will be the same with running and wrestling; the right amount will vary with the
individual. This being so, everybody who understands his business avoids alike ex-
cess and deficiency; he seeks and chooses the mean, not the absolute mean, but
the mean considered relatively to ourselves.

Every science then performs its function well, if it regards the mean and
refers the works which it produces to the mean. This is the reason why it is usu-
ally said of successful works that it is impossible to take anything from them or to
add anything to them, which implies that excess or deficiency is fatal to excellence
but that the mean state ensures it. Good artists too, as we say, have an eye to the
mean in their works. But virtue, like Nature herself, is more accurate and better than
any art; virtue therefore will aim at the mean;—1I speak of moral virtue, as it is
moral virtue which is concerned with emotions and actions, and it is these which
admit of excess and deficiency and the mean. Thus, it is possible to go too far, or
not to go far enough, in respect of fear, courage, desire, anger, pity, and pleasure
and pain generally, and the excess and the deficiency are alike wrong; but to ex-
perience these emotions at the right times and on the right occasions and towards
the right persons and for the right causes and in the right manner is the mean or the
supreme good, which is characteristic of virtue. Similarly there may be excess, de-
ficiency, or the mean, in regard to actions. But virtue is concerned with emotions
and actions, and here excess is an error and deficiency a fault, whereas the mean
is successful and laudable, and success and merit are both characteristics of virtue.

It appears then that virtue is a mean state, so far at least as it aims at the mean.

Again, there are many different ways of going wrong; for evil is in its na-
ture infinite, to use the Pythagorean figure, but good is finite. But there is only one
possible way of going right. Accordingly, the former is easy and the latter diffi-
cult; it is easy to miss the mark but difficult to hit it. This again is a reason why

excess and deficiency are characteristics of vice and the mean state a character-
istic of virtue.

For good is simple, evil manifold.

. Virtue then is a state of deliberate moral purpose consisting in a mean that
is relative to ourselves, the mean being determined by reason, or as a prudent man
would determine it.' It is a mean state firstly as lying between two vices, the vice

1 . . .
o I'plat is, moralfvmue is a state of character consisting of a disposition to choose the mean relative
oneself in matters of action and feeling, the mean bein i i
: f R g determined by reason, or as a man of ;
wisdom would determine i1, [ED.] Y ’ practica
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of excess on the one hand, and the vice of deficiency on the other, and secondly
because, whereas the vices either fall short of or go beyond what is proper in the
emotions and actions, virtue not only discovers but embraces the mean.

Accordingly, virtue, if regarded in its essence or theoretical conception, is
a mean state, but, if regarded from the point of view of the highest good, or of ex-
cellence, it is an extreme.

But it is not every.action or every emotion that admits of a mean state. There
are some whose very name implies wickedness, as for example, malice, shame-
lessness, and envy, among emotions, or adultery, theft, and murder, among ac-
tions. All these, and others like them, are censured as being intrinsically wicked,
not merely the excesses or deficiencies of them. It is never possible then to be
right in respect of them; they are always sinful. Right or wrong in such actions as
adultery does not depend on our committing them with the right person, at the ri ght
time or in the right manner; on the contrary it is sinful to do anything of the kind
at all. It would be equally wrong then to suppose that there can be a mean state
or an excess or deficiency in unjust, cowardly or licentious conduct; for, if it were
s0, there would be a mean state of an excess or of a deficiency, an excess of an
excess and a deficiency of a deficiency. But as in temperance and courage there
can be no excess or deficiency because the mean is, in a sense, an extreme, so too
in these cases there cannot be a mean or an excess or deficiency, but, however the
acts may be done, they are wrong. For it is a general rule that an excess or defi-
ciency does not admit of a mean state, nor a mean state of an excess or deficiency.

But it is not enough to lay down this as a general rule; it is necessary to
apply it to particular cases, as in reasonings upon actions general statements, al-
though they are broader, are less exact than particular statements. For all action
refers to particulars, and it is essential that our theories should harmonize with the
particular cases to which they apply. We must take particular virtues then from
the catalogue of virtues.

In regard to feelings of fear and confidence, courage is a mean state. On the
side of excess, he whose fearlessness is excessive has no name, as often happens,
but he whose confidence is excessive is foolhardy, while he whose timidity is ex-
cessive and whose confidence is deficient is a coward.

In respect of pleasures and pains, although not indeed of all pleasures and
pains, and to a less extent in respect of pains than of pleasures, the mean state is
temperance, the excess is licentiousness. We never find people who are deficient
in regard to pleasures; accordingly such people again have not received a name,
but we may call them insensible.

As regards the giving and taking of money, the mean state is liberality, the
excess and deficiency are prodigality and illiberality. Here the excess and defi-
ciency take opposite forms; for while the prodigal man is excessive in spending
and deficient in taking, the illiberal man is excessive in taking and deficient
in spending. 4
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(For the present we are giving only a rough and summary account of the
virtues, and that is sufficient for our purpose; we will hereafter determine their
character more exactly.)

In respect of money there are other dispositions as well. There is the mean
state which is magnificence; for the magnificent man, has having to do with large
sums of money, differs from the liberal man who has to do only with small sums;
and the excess corresponding to it is bad taste or vul garity, the deficiency is mean-
ness. These are different from the excess and deficiency of liberality; what the
difference is will be explained hereafter.

In respect of honour and dishonour the mean state is highmindedness, the
excess is what is called vanity, the deficiency littlemindedness. Corresponding to
liberality, which, as we said, differs from magnificence as having to do not with
great but with small sums of money, there is a moral state which has to do with petty
honour and is related to highmindedness which has to do with great honour; for it
is possible to aspire to honour in the right way, or in a way which is excessive or
insufficient, and if a person’s aspirations are excessive, he is called ambitious, if
they are deficient, he is called unambitious, while if they are between the two, he
has no name. The dispositions too are nameless, except that the disposition of
the ambitious person is called ambition. The consequence is that the extremes lay
claim to the mean or intermediate place. We ourselves speak of one who observes
the mean sometimes as ambitious, and at other times as unambitious; we sometimes
praise an ambitious, and at other times an unambitious person. The reason for our
doing so will be stated in due course, but let us now discuss the other virtues in ac-
cordance with the method which we have followed hitherto.

Anger, like other emotions, has its excess, its deficiency, and its mean state.
It may be said that they have no names, but as we call one who observes the mean
gentle, we will call the mean state gentleness. Among the extremes, if a person errs
on the side of excess, he may be called passionate and his vice passionateness, if on
that of deficiency, he may be called impassive and his deficiency impassitivity. . . .

In the matter of truth then, he who observes the mean may be called truth-
ful, and the mean state truthfulness. Pretence, if it takes the form of exaggeration,
is boastfulness, and one who is guilty of pretence is a boaster; but if it takes the
form of depreciation it is irony, and he who is guilty of it is ironical.

As regards pleasantness in amusement, he who observes the mean is witty,
and his disposition wittiness; the excess is buffoonery, and he who is guilty of it
a buffoon, whereas he who is deficient in wit may be called a boor and his moral
state boorishness.

As to the other kind of pleasantness, viz. pleasantness in life, he who is
pleasant in a proper way is friendly, and his mean state friendliness; but he who
goes too far, if he has no ulterior object in view, is obsequious, while if his object
ts self interest, he is a flatterer, and he who does not go far enough and always
makes himself unpleasant is a quarrelsome and morose sort of person.
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There are also mean states in the emotions and in the expression of the emo-
tions. For although modesty is nota virtue, yet a modest person is praised as if he
were virtuous; for here too one person is said to observe the mean and another to
exceed it, as for example, the bashful man who is never anything but maodest,
whereas a person who has insufficient modesty or no modesty at all is called
shameless, and one who observes the mean modest.

Righteous indignation, again, is a mean state between envy and malice. They
are all concerned with the pain and pleasure which we feel at the fortunes of our
neighbours. A person who is righteously indignant is pained at the prosperity of
the undeserving; but the envious person goes further and is pained at anybody’s
prosperity, and the malicious person is so far from being pained that he actually
rejoices at misfortunes. . ..

It is in some cases the deficiency and in others the excess which is the more
opposed to the mean. Thus itis not foolhardiness the excess, but cowardice the de-
ficiency which is the more opposed to courage, nor is it insensibility the deficiency,
but licentiousness the excess which is the more opposed to temperance. There are
two reasons why this should be so. One lies in the nature of the thing itself; for as
one of the two extremes is the nearer and more similar to the mean, it is not this
extreme, but its opposite, that we chiefly set against the mean. For instance, as it
appears that foolhardiness is more similar and nearer to courage than cowardice,
it is cowardice that we chiefly set against courage; for things which are further re-
maved from the mean seem to be more opposite to it. This being one reason which
lies in the nature of the thing itself, there is a second which lies in our own nature.
It is the things to which we ourselves are naturally more inclined that appear more
opposed to the mean. Thus, we are ourselves naturally more inclined to pleasures
than to their opposites, and are more prone therefore to licentiousness than to deco-
rum. Accordingly, we speak of those things, in which we are more likely to run to
great lengths, as being more opposed to the mean. Hence it follows that licen-
tiousness which is an excess is more opposed to temperance than insensibility.

1t has now been sufficiently shown that moral virtue is a mean state, and in
what sense it is a mean state; if is a mean state as lying between two vices, a vice
of excess on the one side and a vice of deficiency on the other, and as aiming at
the mean in the emotions and actions.

That is the reason why it is so hard to be virtuous; for it is always hard work
to find the mean in anything, for example, it is not everybody, but only a man of
science, who can find the mean or centre of a circle. So too anybody can get angry—
that is an easy matter—and anybody can give or spend money, but to give it to the
right persons, to give the right amount of it and to give it at the right time and for
the right cause and in the right way, this is not what anybody can do, nor is it €asy:
That is the reason why it is rare and laudable and noble to do well. Accordingly one
who aims at the mean must begin by departing from that extreme which is the
more contrary to the mean; he must act in the spirit of Calypso’s advice,

hi
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Far from this smoke and swell keep thou thy bark,

for of the two extremes one is more sinful than the other. As it is difficult then to
hit the mean exactly, we must take the second best course, as the saying is, and
choose the lesser of two evils, and this we shall best do in the way that we have
described, that is, by steering clear of the evil which is further from the mean. We
must also observe the things to which we are ourselves particularly prone, as dif-
ferent natures have different inclinations, and we may ascertain what these are by
a consideration of our feelings of pleasure and pain. And then we must drag our-
selves in the direction opposite to them; for it is by removing ourselves as far as
possible from what is wrong that we shall arrive at the mean, as we do when we
pull a crooked stick straight.

But in all cases we must especially be on our guard against what is pleas-
ant and against pleasure, as we are not impartial judges of pleasure. Hence, our
attitude towards pleasure must be like that of the elders of the people in the lliad
towards Helen, and we must never be afraid of applying the words they use; for
if we dismiss pleasure as they dismissed Helen, we shall be less likely to go wrong.
It is by action of this kind, to put it summarily, that we shall best succeed in hit-
ting the mean.

It may be admitted that this is a difficult task, especially in particular cases. '
It is not easy to determine, for example, the right manner, objects, occasions, and
duration of anger. There are times when we ourselves praise people who are de-
ficient in anger, and call them gentle, and there are other times when we speak of
people who exhibit a savage temper as spirited. It is not Fowever one who devi-
ates a little from what is right, but one who deviates a great deal, whether on the
side of excéss or of deficiency, that is censured; for he is sure to be found out.
Again, it is not easy to decide theoretically how far and to what extent a man may
go before he becomes censurable, but neither is it easy to define theoretically any-
thing else within the region of perception . . .

So much then is plain, that the mean state is everywhere laudable, but that
we ought to incline at one time towards the excess and at another towards the de-
ficiency; for this will be our easiest manner of hitting the mean, or in other words
of attaining excellence.

To Think About

1. “The highest good for man is neither enjoyment nor passive contentment but
rather a dynamic power of growth and self-realization.” John Dewey

Friedrich Nietzsche
Ayn Rand

2. “Happiness is a pig's philosophy.”
3. “Selfishness is a virtue.”






