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Abstract 

Aristotle is one of the greatest ethical philosophers of human history. Moderation was the hallmark of his ethical philosophy. 
Plato was essentially a utopian ethical philosopher, in comparison to Aristotle. As against Plato, Aristotle’s ‘good’ is not too ideal to be 
possible of attainment. Plato’s ethical philosophy is immensely related to his World of Ideas. Aristotle’s ethical philosophy is intimately 
linked to facts and circumstances of this world. In this sense Aristotle’s approach to ethics is naturalistic and objective. 

The first question for ethics is the nature of the highest good. We desire one thing for the sake of a second; we desire that for 
the sake of a third. But if this series of means and ends goes on ad infinitum, then all desire and all action are futile and purposeless. 
There must be some one thing which we desire, not for the sake of anything else, but on its own account. What is this end in itself; this 
is summum bonum, at which all human activity ultimately aims? Aristotle says, everybody is agreed about the name of this end. It is 
happiness what all man seeks, what is the motive of all their actions, that which they desire for the sake of itself and nothing beyond, is 
happiness. But though all agree as to the name, beyond that there is no agreement. Philosophers, no less than common people differ as 
to what this word happiness means. Some says it is a life of pleasure, other says it consists in the renunciation of pleasures. 

Aristotle’s solution of this problem follows from the general principles of his philosophy. Throughout nature, every being has 
its proper end, and the attainment of this end is its special function. Hence the good for each being must be the adequate performance of 
its special function. The good for man will not consist in the pleasure of the senses. Sensation is the special function of animals, but not 
of man. Man’s special function is reason. Hence the proper activity of reason is the summum bonum, the good for man. 

 
Keywords: Moderation, Highest Good, Happiness, Sensation, Reason. 
 
Introduction 

Aristotle opens the first book of his Metaphysics, which will provide the foundational basis of his ethics and politics, with the 
sentence: ‘All men by nature desire to know’.1 In his Nichomachean Ethics and his Politics he understands likewise that there is the 
same innate desire in human nature for the goods of justice, friendship and community, as there is for the goods of knowledge. It is to 
the inbuilt human inclination for association with others that Aristotle attributes his description of man as a ‘social animal:’ given this 
claim, the strength and up-building of the polis or community must then rest on mutual cooperation. In a similar vein, the arête, 
excellences or virtues, the presence or absence of which decide whether or not the individual and the polis or community enjoy the 
moral and intellectual goods, arise from human nature. It should be noted, prior to the discussion of the goods of eudaimonia or leading 
a flourishing life, that, according to Aristotle, the conditions of possibility of the arête cannot depend solely on dispositions to act 
virtuously, but also on underlying factors, such as a certain measure of material prosperity, good health, and endowment. Though he 
himself never refers to these as ‘luck,’ he acknowledges the part chance plays, for example, regarding endowment: 
 

Aristotle is far from imagining that human nature provides us with readymade dispositions for morally appropriate behavior 
from the outset; he stresses the need for training and habituation from earliest childhood, if dispositions are to be developed, which will, 
in time, become spontaneous. He points out the overriding importance of such work: 

But the virtues we get by first exercising them, as also happen in the case of the arts as well. For the things we have to learn 
before we can do them, we learn by doing them, for example, men become builders by building and lyre players by playing the lyre: so, 
do we become just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts. This is confirmed by what happens 
in the State; for legislators make the citizens good by forming habits in them…. It makes no small difference…. whether we form habits 
of one kind or another from our very youth; it makes a very great difference, or rather all the difference.2 

 
According to Aristotle, the point and purpose of engaging in ethics, is to become good: 

For we are enquiring not in order to know what virtue is but in order to become good since otherwise our enquiry would be of 
no use. He first examines the way the most common ethical word ‘good’ is used and notices that every act aims at some good: 
 

Every art and every enquiry and similarly every action and every pursuit are thought to aim at some good and for this reason 
the good has rightly been declared to be that at which all things aim.3 
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Aristotle distinguishes early on between things which are good as means, that is, for the sake of something else, and things that 
are good as ends, that is, for their own sake only. Regarding human activity, he asks whether there is one final end for human beings. 
His argument leads to the following affirmative conclusion: 
 

If there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own sake (everything else being desired for the sake of this), 
and if we do not choose everything for the sake of something else (for at that rate the process would go to infinity so that our desire 
would be empty and vain), clearly this must be the good and the chief good. Will not the knowledge of it, then, have a great influence 
on life? Shall we not, like archers, who have a mark to aim at, be more likely to hit upon what is right? 4 

 

Virtue Ethics of Aristotle 
According to virtue theory, ethics is about what sort of person one should strive to become. The qualities that one should 

develop in oneself are called virtues (e.g., honesty, fairness, kindness, faithfulness, generosity, etc.). Aristotle calls his final end, where 
the means to end must stop, and for the sake of which everything is ultimately done, eudaimonia in Greek. This is most often translated 
into English by happiness, but does not equate with a sense of happiness as a state of euphoria. Various translations in English show the 
range of meanings of the Greek eudaimonia: a state of flourishing, fulfillment, well-being or contentment. 
 

Aristotle’s first argument for happiness as the final end of human beings is known as the ergon argument, that is, the argument 
from function. Human flourishing requires the activity of that part of human beings which is peculiar to them, and whose right function 
yields a particular outcome, the good life. Thus, the ergon of man is to lead a eudaemonist life, a life in which Aristotle emphasizes the 
activity of the soul or mind, as he puts forward in the following: 

For just as for a flute-player, a sculptor or any artist and in general for all things that have a function of activity (praxis), the 
good and the ‘well’ is thought to reside in the function, so it would seem to be for man, if he has a function. 

 
……What then can this be? Life seems to be common even to the plants, but we are seeking what is peculiar to man. Let us 

exclude therefore the life of nutrition and growth. Next there would be a life of perception but it also seems to be common even to the 
horse, the ox and every animal. There remains then an active life of the element that has a rational principle…. human good turns out to 
be the activity of soul in accordance with virtue, and if there is more than one virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete. 
But we must add ‘in a complete life.’5 

 
With regard to the goal ‘of a complete life,’ in Book X, chapter 7, of the Nichomachean Ethics Aristotle concludes that 

eudaimonia is most perfectly attained in a life of activity in accordance with its highest virtue, that is, the exercise of reason in 
contemplation (theoria).6 Aristotle argues that the highest good consists in contemplation or intellectual speculation, but it is only 
possible to agree with his conclusion, if we accept that eudaimonia consists of a dominant good and that, in practice, the intellectual 
virtue of contemplation is attainable by a minority of educated individuals. Aristotle’s conception of speculative reflection as the summit 
of happiness accords with his belief that the ultimate goal is to understand the world. Moreover, it fits his view of contemplation as 
exclusive to human beings. Indeed, to show the distinctiveness of the cognitive in human nature, he describes it as a good we share with 
the gods – what the gods and human beings have in common is the power to make the potential actual. Aristotle maintains that we all 
have dispositions to act in accordance with virtue and that it is the exercise of virtue, both moral and intellectual, which leads to theoria 
or intellectual contemplation. 
 

The notion of eudaimonia as inclusive is more convincing, with its conclusion that it is a complex of goods, ranging from many 
varieties of human flourishing – artistic, athletic, intellectual – to family and friendship, justice, the interconnectedness of the moral and 
intellectual virtues, than that of eudaimonia as the dominant good outlined above. Under an inclusive conception the position of reason 
remains central. Whilst reason may always be an end in itself, reason can also be considered as part of the good for human beings, but 
on a level of means rather than final end. McCoy emphasizes the instrumental nature of Aristotelian reason underlined elsewhere in the 
Ethics: 

Happiness and fulfillment will always involve the life of reason: that is, controlling and directing one’s desires and emotions, 
thinking about what to do, trying to understand one’s activities, making moral judgments, foreseeing the consequences of one’s actions, 
differentiating between various subordinate ends, while keeping one’s eye on the ultimate end. [McCoy, 2004, p. 111] 

 
Aristotle points to just such an interpretation in Book X, chapter 8, where he begins by talking about ‘a life lived in accordance 

with the other arête.’ Here the ‘other’ excellence is the intellectual virtue of phronesis, the highest skill or virtue of the mind when 
applied to all one’s actions, including thinking. It is the virtue of practical reason or intelligence, which knows how to apply general 
principles in particular situations. It is not sophia or the ability to formulate principles intellectually, nor is it the ability to make a logical 
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deduction as to what ought to be done. It is the ability to act so that principle will take concrete form. Phronesis is not only itself a virtue, 
it is the keystone of all virtue and cannot be exercised in the absence of the other virtues. Aristotle points out that to conduct one’s 
practical living well is just what one might hope a ‘composite being’ would do.7 Of course, one need not be famous to qualify as an 
exemplar of the Aristotelian ‘good man;’ participating with a fair degree of thought in one’s society is sufficient. 
 

Central to Aristotle’s conception of human well-being is a secular moral framework. His claim is ‘by doing certain things one 
becomes a certain kind of person.’8 Its goal is the development of arête, human virtues or excellences, as shapers of human character 
and, therefore, of human action and behavior. More generally, the Greek term arête, used of an object, refers to that characteristic of it 
which makes it a good example of its kind; a knife is a good, even excellent, knife, if it cuts well. When used of virtue, arête refers to 
excellence in general, mainly concerning the purpose of actions. The term aretaic is used of all virtue ethics which have excellence as 
their aim, for example, Kantian virtue ethics are aretaic in respect of duty. Other forms of virtue ethics, for example, those which draw 
on a consequentialist model founded on results of an action, are non-aretaic. All references to virtue ethics are understood as Aristotelian 
aretaic virtue ethics, founded on the excellences of character. 
 

Moreover, Aristotle’s ethics is teleological; he sees the good as consisting in some natural purpose for human beings, that is, 
the exercise of virtue. The virtues are exactly those things apt to promote the well-being and flourishing of human beings qua human 
beings. 

 
Aristotle is most insistent about human nature, that the good life is one lived in harmonious and co-operative relations with our 

fellow human beings. Moreover, as well as being social animals, he considers us also rational animals: 
So, our fulfillment will partly consist in the exercise of our rational faculties, both for practical and instrumental purposes, and 

for its own sake. Thus, for Aristotle, there are the moral virtues, which fit us for successful social relations within a civilized society; 
and the intellectual virtues, which enable a successful engagement in rational enterprises. [McCoy, 2004, p. 112] 
 

Aristotle highlights the interconnectedness of all the virtues in his emphasis on the intellectual virtue of phronesis which, he 
says, controls and directs desire and feelings: one cannot be morally good without practical wisdom, nor have practical wisdom without 
possessing the moral virtues.9 

Phronesis and sophia or intellectual wisdom are interrelated. Phronesis needs sophia, but sophia does not imply phronesis. 
Phronesis leads to moral goodness but only when accompanied by the moral virtues. Phronesis and the moral virtues will entail moral 
goodness; if moral goodness is not present, this is due to the absence of one or the other, or both. 

 
McCoy contrasts Plato and Aristotle in respect of virtue. Of Plato he says: 

Virtue is largely self-control and subjugation to the point of near extinction of the emotions as disturbances of the soul. [McCoy, 
2004, p.12] 
 

Aristotle agrees that virtue is shown in rational control of the passions and appetites but, unlike Plato, he does not regard the 
passions, emotions, and appetites as intrinsically bad, or inconsistent with the moral life. In Aristotle’s view, if someone were to lack 
certain passions and emotional responses, we would consider such a person a deficient human being. 

 
Conclusion 

The most important characteristic of the moral virtues for Aristotle is that they involve a particular pattern of emotional response 
to situations, for example, to criticise someone for being spiteful is to say something about a regular pattern of feeling and response 
which that person exhibits rather than a single responsive action on any particular occasion. The person who is virtuous has had to 
practice both reflection as well as the application of her practical wisdom and at the same time take rapid account of every new situation 
as it arises, if she is to develop disciplined control of her emotional responses. 
 

It is rationality which is central to Aristotle’s account of human nature, and hence of his ethics. One’s agency and reason shape 
one’s world, a world which, for Aristotle, is founded on his dualist conception of ‘Self’ and ‘Other.’ He views human beings as 
individual, separate, substantial entities. The virtues consist of the moral virtues, which equip us for successful social relations within a 
civilized society, and of the intellectual virtues, which enable our successful engagement in rational enterprises. Aristotle compares the 
virtues to skills acquired through practice and habituation. They are dispositions, arising from settled states of character, acquired largely 
by a process of practical and reflective training; the aim is to acquire a morally ordered, yet dynamic and changing engagement with the 
world. 
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