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1. Some Distinctions 
 
There has been renewed interest in ancient moral philosophy since the 1980s, 
that could coincide with the re-emergence of virtue ethics. 

One key difference between virtue ethics and other version of normative 
ethics (e.g., duty theory [deontology] and utilitarianism or consequentialism) is 
its focus on the agent, rather than the action. Agents are objects to moral 
evaluation, not deeds. This holds true of ancient ethics. 

Some familiar terms of our current ethical discourse, such as duty, right, 
obligation, altruism, or benevolence have no equivalent in ancient theory. (Only 
the Stoics have something that Cicero later translated as ‘duty’.) 

Here is a list of key terms that we will use throughout the course: 
 
agathon ἀγαθόν good — often with a connotation with utility and 

advantage (for the agent), i.e. ‘good for’ 
kakon κακόν bad 

kalon καλόν admirable, noble, beautiful 

aischron αἰσχρόν shameful, base, ugly 

dikaion δίκαιον just 

adikon ἄδικον unjust 

eudaimon εὐδαίμον happy, blessed by the gods 
aretē ἀρετή virtue, excellence, perfection (derived from aristos, 

which is the superlative of agathos) 
 

These notions subtly differ, as a passage from Gorgias (474c) reveals: Polus 
claims that doing wrong (adikein) is more shameful (aischron) than being 
wronged (or having a wrong done to oneself), being wronged (or suffering an 
injustice) is worse (i.e. more kakon) than doing wrong. So: it is more shameful 
to break a promise, yet more bad (worse) to be the victim of a broken promise. 
This is because, as Socrates helpfully points out, Polus (who in this dialogue 
represents a largely unreflected quotidian morality) holds that kalon ≠ agathon, 
and kakon ≠ aischron. 

In the same dialogue (470d), Polus also suggests that doing wrong often goes 
together with eudaimonia—that criminals are often happy. We will read a lot 
about eudaimonia. It means something like ‘well-spirited’ or ‘well looked after 
the gods’; instead of ‘happiness’, we can say ‘flourishing’. A eudaimon life is one 
that is well lived. 

We can think of a virtue as a stable trait, or a disposition to act in certain 
ways—it is an excellence of character, perhaps. But aretē is not limited to 
persons: chairs and dogs can be ‘virtuous’ insofar as they are perfect instances. 
The virtues are relevant for living well, i.e. for eudaimonia. 
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2. Some Dates and Places 
 
Name Dates (rough and ready) Origin 
Heraclitus 540–480 Ephesus 
Gorgias 480–376 Leontini (Sicily) 
Protagoras 480–410 Abdera (Thrace) 
Antiphon 480–410  
Socrates 469–399 Alopeke, Athens 
Democritus 460–370 Abdera 
Antisthenes 445–365 Athens 
Plato 427–347 Athens 
Diogenes 412–324 Sinope (Turkey) 
Aristotle 384–322 Stagira (Macedonia) 
Pyrrho 365–270 Elis (Peloponnese) 
Epicurus 341–270 Samos 
Zeno 334–262 Citium (Cyprus) 
Chrysippus 280–206 Soli (Turkey) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. The Resources 
 
– course website: https://open.conted.ox.ac.uk/series/good-ancient-philosophy  
– Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy; for a start see http://plato.stanford.edu/ 

entries/ethics-ancient/ 
– Rewley House library: copies of the key texts (e.g., Aristotle’s Nicomachean 

Ethics), collections (e.g. Long and Sedley’s The Hellenistic Philosophers), and 
secondary literature (e.g. guides and companions) 

– ask me for more specialist literature (e.g., journal articles) 


