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Aristotle 
 
Aristotle is Plato’s most famous student, but equals him in terms of his 
philosophical significance and influence. Aristotle spent about 16 years in the 
Academy until Plato’s death in 347 BCE. He then travelled, returned to Athens 
in 335 BCE and set up his school, the Lyceum. Aristotle left Athens in 323 for 
Chalcis, where he died a year later. 
 
From the Nicomachean Ethics, Book I and X 
 
The Nicomachean Ethics (NE) is most likely a collection of lecture notes. It as 
later named after Aristotle’s son, Nicomachus. (This is also the name of his 
father.) It is the oldest (and perhaps first) systematic treatment of ethical matters 
that has survived antiquity. In the Politics, Aristotle refers to it, together with 
the Eudemian Ethics, simply as the ones about character: τὰ ἥθικα, ta ēthika.  
 
Note. Feel free to skip I.6 and I.10–2 if you are short of time. 
 
1. Aristotle makes a distinction between ends: activities and products. Explain 

and illustrate this difference. (I.1) 
2. Why must there be a chief good? (I.2) 
3. When Aristotle suggests that we should not expect too much precision in 

ethical matters: what is his reason for that? (I.3) 
4. Why is ethics the domain of the more mature? (I.3, but recall the points 

about politics in I.2) 
5. Identify the highest good that Aristotle thinks we can achieve by action. (I.4) 
6. Why is there a dispute about this? (I.4, see 1095a20) 
7. Sketch the three lives that Aristotle suggests in I.5. 
8. What does it mean for the final (or complete) good to be ‘self-sufficient’? 

(1097b8) (I.7, see also X.6) 
9.* What does Aristotle mean by the idea of the function of man (or human 

beings)— τὸ ἔργον τοῦ ἀνθρώπου, to ergon tou anthrōpou—at 1097b24–5? 
(I.7, see also X.6) 

10.* What is the function of this function—what does it show with regard to the 
good? (I.7) 

11. For Aristotle, is the good a disposition or an activity? (I.8, 1098b30–1099a6, 
see also X.6) 

12. Why is the life of good people ‘in itself pleasant’? (I.8, 1099a6–30) 
13. Do you agree that the good life needs ‘external goods’ too? (I.8, 1099a30–b5, 

see also X.8) 
14. Is happiness learned, acquired by habituation, a divine gift, or merely a 

matter of chance? (I.9) 
15. Why does Aristotle discuss the soul, and parts of the soul, in I.13? And what 

do you regard as the main point? 
16.* How does Aristotle support the distinction between intellectual and moral 

excellence (or virtue)? (I.13) 
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17. With a view to I.7 (see Question 7), which is the happiest life, and why? 
(X.7–8) 

 
Background Information. (a) The contemplative life in I.5 could also be called 
the ‘reflective life’ or the ‘theoretical life’, since the Greek term is ho theoretikos 
(ὁ θεωρητικός, 1095b19). Theōreō means to observe, perceive, contemplate or 
consider something. (b) At 1099b11, Aristotle mentions the opinion that virtue 
or happiness is a divine gift: this is an echo to the final passages of Plato’s 
Meno, where it is discussed in relation to learning and habituation too. (c) The 
passage shortly afterwards (1099b15–8) too is an echo of Plato, who in the 
middle of the Theaetetus has Socrates express the idea that those who become 
maximally virtuous (or good) also become as nearly as possible god-like (176b). 
(d) For Aristotle the soul (psychē) is the principle of life, or the form of a body 
that has the potential for life (cf. De Anima 412a20). There is a psychic 
hierarchy: (i) plants have a vegetative soul (threptikon) that enables replication 
and self-maintenance; (ii) animals have in addition a sensitive soul (aisthetikon) 
that enables sensation and appetite, and the kinetikon, which enables them to 
move around; (iii) humans then also have a rational soul or mind (noētikon) 
that grounds reason and the other intellectual powers (e.g., will, imagination). 
(e) At the beginning of Book II of NE, Aristotle that moral virtue or excellence 
has its source in habituation, which is also the etymological root of the word 
‘ethics’: ēthos (character trait) derives from ethos (habituation)—the sole 
difference is that between an eta (η) and and epsilon (ε). 


