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Notes on Aristotle and the Cynics 
 
1. Dikaiosune 
 
This derives from dikaios (δίκαιος), which can mean loyal, equal, well-balanced, 
fair, right, or just, of course. The suffix -sunē turns the adjective into a noun, 
just as -ia turns eudaimon into eudaimonia. So we get justice or rightness. 
Remember: the goddess Dikē holds balances and a sword and is blind-folded. 
 
2. Aristotle: ‘Happy-ing’ 
 
1. Eudaimonia is not instrumental: if it were, we would seek happiness in order 
to achieve something else, a further goal (see, e.g., NE I.7). But there is none. So, 
eudaimonia is not a means to a further end, it is The End. If we were constantly 
on the way to something else, we would miss the eudaimon moment. 

2. Contrast. For Plato, the Good (as such, unqualified) is super-categorical—
the end of the line, the top Idea. So, the ideal is to become good, or perfect or 
‘bestest’ (as Lola would have it); and that good is absolute also in the sense that 
it is not relative to human concerns. For Aristotle, when we become good, we 
become good or perfect exemplars of the human kind—ideally the best possible 
instances of humanity. 

3. Function. The good is the end (aim) of all action. The highest good (i.e. the 
ariston) is self-sufficient (autarkes) and final (teleion), and so the (super-)end of 
action (tōn praktōn ousa telos; NE I.7 1097b20). Everything has a function 
(ergon) associated with the good. (A ‘good’ painter is one that paints well—so 
fulfils her function well, or better than others, or just best.) We live our lives 
best insofar as we perform the human function well or ‘bestly’. By exclusion, the 
human function is reasoning: an activity of soul that follows reason (ergon 
anthrōpon psuchēs energeia kata logon). Virtue is excellence—bestness. So, 
insofar as humans perform their function well, they are excellent. Since the 
human function is a mental activity, the human good (agathon) is excellent (i.e. 
virtuous) rational activity (NE I. 7 1098a16–7): rational virtuous lived activity, 
or thinking excellence in action. 

4. Energeia. The key is to understand eudaimonia not as a state, but as 
activity—a flourish-ing. Something like a continuous, life-long exercise or 
actualisation of the virtuous rational soul. This is why the distinction in NE I.1 
between products and activities becomes obsolete: the good could never be a 
product or result. 

5. Telos. A difficult term that can mean ‘final’, ‘perfect’, or ‘complete’. The 
‘perfect’ life is also the ‘complete’ life—a life that does not lack anything. And 
so we could say, it is also the ‘complet-ed’ life, a life that has come to an end. 

6. External Goods. While eudaimonia is a mental activity, it does depend on 
external goods, such as health and wealth. But a healthy or fit body does not 
suffice for distinctly human flourishing—many animals are much fitter than we 
are. 
 



 

 
 

This work is licensed by the University of Oxford under a Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 UK: England & Wales Licence  

3. Cynics: ‘Socrates gone mad’ 
 
1. No School. Cynicism is more akin to a movement. There is no dogma, no 
theory of the (human) end (but see 4), no vision of intellectual culture—apart 
from the idea that the proper philosophical study ought to concern humanity. 
Philosophy is for everyone insofar it is upon all of us to ‘deface’ (de-face) the 
norm (see 5 and 6). 

2. Back to Nature. Something like a battle cry, revived in Romanticism: we 
need to return to our true human roots. Nature provides ethical norms. 

3. Simplicity. We can achieve eudaimonia through discipline and practice: 
askēsis (ἄσκησις)—through deeds, not words. There is little else that we truly 
need. Wisdom is to realise that. 

4. Freedom. The best, noblest, or most beautiful thing is frankness of speech 
(παρρησία, parrēsia, see VI. 69). The Alexander examples illustrate this well 
(VI.60): when offered a favour, Diogenes tells the most powerful man in the 
world just to step aside for the sun (Cicero, Tusc. 5.92). To flourish, we need to 
liberate ourselves from the shackles of conventional morality. We ought to de-
clutter our lives; become self-sufficient: autarkos, which also means to be free 
from depending on others. 

5. Contrast. Hence the Cynic naturalism is quite different from the one we 
saw earlier in Callicles: the Cynic is utterly uninterested in ruling or dominating 
others—power relations make us unfree. 

6. Hypocrisy. Contemporary moral norms are at odds with nature. The 
current values are counter-productive: prevent eudaimonia. So: ‘deface the 
currency’—paracharattein to noumisma. Philosophy is a subversive endeavour 
that aims to expose inconsistencies and incongruencies by parody, satire, and 
sarcasm. 

7. Shamelessness. Part of that endeavour is to induce shame in others—what 
is regarded as shameless behaviour is not as such—naturally—shameless: it is so 
only under a certain moral convention (e.g. masturbate in public, urinate on 
people, cf. VI.46). Shame is a powerful motor for inducing change. (This is one 
the lessons in the Gorgias.) Transcending shame and feelings of (false) guilt) is 
liberating. 

8. Price. Is the price for a happy life to turn the human good into the dog’s 
good? To embrace happiness is to live as an animal? — A fine line: when does 
Cynic probing turn into a mere provocative stunt? This ambivalence is perhaps 
part of the enduring appeal of Cynicism. 


