Aristotle, Virtue, and Responsibility

Good and Evil: Spring 2007

I. Eudaimonia and Virtue

II. Account of Virtue 

A. Human Beings and Virtue

B. Virtue and Action

C. Doctrine of the Mean

D. Habituation

III. Preconditions of Virtue

IV. Freedom and Responsibility

I. Eudaimonia and Virtue

Human function = Activity of the soul in accord with reason. 

Human good 
= Eudaimonia

Human good is achieved when the human function is performed well.

Human function is performed well by being performed in accord with virtue.

Therefore,

Eudaimonia 
=
Activity of the soul in accord with virtue. 

Eudaimonia is activity of the soul in accord with virtue. 

Consequence: Eudaimonia is in part constituted by virtue.

Virtue is an internal good.

Internal vs. External Goods

Internal

· partly definitive of activity

· not comprehensible independent of activity

Example: a perfect game in baseball.




External
· contingently attached to activity

· can be separated from the activity

Example: the gate revenue from a game of baseball.

IIA. Human Beings and Virtue
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IIB. Virtue and Action.
Both actions and states of character can be virtuous.

For S’s action to be virtuous:

· the action must accord with virtue,

· S must know that the action is virtuous,

· S must decide to act “for itself,” and

· S must act from a “firm and unchanging state”

IIC. Aristotle’s Doctrine of the Mean

Every virtue concerns a particular feeling or kind of activity.

Within its scope, the virtue is the state of the soul that is the mean between two extremes — vices. 

Mean is defined “relative to us” — not the exact middle between the extremes. 

The mean is defined by how “the prudent person would define it.”

The Chart of Character Virtues

	Scope
	Vice (deficient)
	Virtue — Mean
	Vice (excess)

	Fear
	Cowardice
	Courage
	Rashness

	Pleasure & pain
	Insensible
	Temperance
	Intemperance

	Small giving (small)
	Ungenerosity
	Generosity
	Wastefulness

	Large giving 
	Stinginess
	Magnificence
	Profligacy

	Large honor 
	Pusillanimity
	Magnanimity
	Vanity

	Small honor
	Indifference
	(no name)
	Honor-loving

	Anger
	Inirascibility
	Mildness
	Irascibility

	Truth telling
	Self-deprecation
	Truthfulness
	Boastfulness

	Amusements
	Boorishness
	Wittiness
	Buffoonery

	Daily life
	Ill-temper
	Friendliness
	Ingratiation

	??
	
	Justice
	


IID. Habituation, or

Aristotelian Target Practice

We become virtuous by performing virtuous actions. 
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How do you improve your aim?

How to Become Virtuous in Three Difficult Steps
1) Aim away from the worse vice.

Generally, one vice is worse than the other. 

2) Correct for your own natural tendencies toward one or the other vice.

We have to know ourselves and correct for our natural drift towards a vice.

3) Avoid the natural human bias towards pleasure.

Our bias towards what is pleasurable will lead us into vice unless we correct for it. 

III. Preconditions of Virtue:

More Aristotelian Distinctions!
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IV. Freedom and Determinism

Aristotle: “Virtue is up to us, and so also, in the same way, is vice.”

Is it? 

A Contrary View:

We are not free, since … 

(pick one)

… we are governed by deterministic laws of nature

… our behavior is predictable by social science (or would be perfectly predictable by an ideal social science)

… we are causal organic mechanisms, just like all the other critters.

Internal vs. External Views of Humans

Internal View:

· Aristotle: what is “known to us” (p. 4)

· What each of us presupposes about ourselves as we go about our daily lives

· What each of us presupposes about each other as we respond to each other as persons

· Practical — concerns action

External View:

· Aristotle: what is “known without qualification” 

· What we judge to be true through science — that is, through the construction of a systematic ordering of perceptions of the world, structured by the best theory available

· Theoretical — concerns observation

The Internal View presupposes freedom and responsibility.

The External View supports causal determinism or probabilistic causal regularity.
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The Internal View presupposes freedom and responsibility.

The External View supports causal determinism or probabilistic causal regularity.
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