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15. The Golden Mean

Aristotle

Every art and every scientific inquiry, and similarly every action and purpose, may be said
to aim at some good. Hence the good has been well defined as that of which all things aim. But
it is clear that there is a difference in the ends; for the ends are sometimes activities, and sometimes
results beyond the mere activities. Also, where there are certain ends beyond the actions, the
results are naturally superior to the activities.

As there are various actions, arts, and sciences, it follows that the ends are also various. Thus
health is the end of medicine, a vessel of shipbuilding, victory of strategy, and wealth of domestic
economy. It often happens that there are a number of such arts or sciences which fall under a
single faculty, as the art of making bridles, and all such other arts as make the instruments of
horsemanship, under horsemanship, and this again as well as every military action under strategy,
and in the same way other arts or sciences under other faculties. But in all these cases the ends
of the architectonic arts or sciences, whatever they may be, are more desirable than those of the
subordinate arts or sciences, as it is for the sake of the former the latter are themselves sought
after. It makes no difference to the argument whether the activities themselves are the ends of
actions, or something else beyond the activities as in the above mentioned sciences.

If it is true that in the sphere of action there is an end which we wish for its own sake, and
for the sake of which we wish everything else, and that we do not desire all things for the sake
of something else (for, if that is so, the process will go on ad infinitzum, and our desire will be idie
and futile) it is clear that this will be the good or the supreme good. Does it not follow then that
the knowledge of this supreme good is of great importance for the conduct of life, and that, if we
know it, we shall be like archers who have a mark at which to aim, we shall have a better chance
of attaining what we want?

Virtue or excellence again, admits of a distinction which depends on this difference. For we
speak of some virtues as intellectual and of others as moral, wisdom, intelligence and prudence,
being intellectual, liberality and temperance being moral, virtues. For when we describe a person’s
character, we do not say that he is wise or intelligent but that he is gentle or temperate. Yet we
praise a wise man too in respect of his mental state, and such mental states as deserve to be
praised we call virtuous.Virtue or excellence being twofold, partly intellectual and partly moral,
intellectual virtue is both originated and fostered mainly by teaching; it therefore demands ex-
perience and time. Moral virtue on the other hand is the outcome of habit, and accordingly its
name is derived by a slight deflexion from habit. From this fact it is clear that no moral virtue
is implanted in us by nature; a law of nature cannot be altered by habituation. Thus a stone
naturally tends to fall downwards, and it cannot be habituated or trained to rise upwards, even
if we were to habituate it by throwing it upwards ten thousand times; nor again can fire be trained
to sink downwards, nor anything else that follows one natural law be habituated or trained to
follow another. It is neither by nature then nor in defiance of nature that virtues are implanted
in us. Nature gives us the capacity of receiving them, and that capacity is perfected by habit.

From The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle, Books I and 11, translated by J.E. Welldon (New York: Macmillan and Co.,
1892).
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Again, if we take the various natural powers which cﬁozm to us, we first acquire the proper
culties and afterwards display the activities. It is clearly so with n.wa senses. f. was not by seeing
iy ntly or hearing frequently that we acquired the senses of seeing or hearing: on the contrary
m._.opcncowmsmn we possessed the senses that we made use of them, not by making use of .:_n_.a that
: iwnﬂmmmmn them. But the virtues we acquire by first exercising them, as is the case with all the
iy for it is by a.oim what we ought to do when we have learnt the arts that we _n.m_d the arts
m_”Mrmn?om. we become e.g., builders by building and harpists by playing the harp. Similarly it is
ww doing .:._.ﬂ acts that we become just, by doing temperate mmﬁm that we _oonwan ﬂmzﬁnsmwn.ﬁ MM
doing courageous acts that we become nocnmm.oocm. The experience of .ﬁmﬁm _m‘%_ wil =Mww o this
truth, for it is by training the habits that legislators make the citizens goo ﬁ I _...,.%w the M -
which all legislators have at heart; if a _nmw_ﬁm_. aﬁ_umm MMM mMﬂMMM -__M it, he fails of his purpose,
i i distinction between a good polity . o
e _WMM—“”_”MWMMMMQ and means by which any iﬂ:m is ancmna and by which it Hw aomﬂmownm
are the same; and it is equally so with any m_.ﬂ for it is by playing :..n :E._.u Eﬁ.woﬁ mo.w wmm”
pad harpists are produced and the case of builders w:.a. .m: other artisans is mmﬂm mw. Mmc”p m_aﬁw
building well that they will be good builders and by building badly ﬂ._.:: they ,,\_“.._ _A_u cm } oul oom
If it were not so, there would be no need of »n._w_uoa« to teach 32.5. they wou a A ¢ oMonm
or bad in their several trades. The case of the virtues 1s E.o same. [tis by acting in mﬂo r.wsmm. ons
as take place between man and man that we become either just or unjust. It s y Mn ing ,“.Ma_
face of danger and by habituating ourselves to ?mn or courage that we caMuBn eit o_._oodnno:_w
or courageous. It is much the same with our desires E._.a angry passions. om_o vmom nQ zcome
temperate and gentle, others become licentious E:.u passionate, according Mm t 3\_ oﬂzﬁz  them
selves in one way or another way in particular circumstances. In a wor :._onm:m mmnm re the
results of activities corresponding to the moral states themselves. It is our duty t qu o_.oﬂ.o.w._
a certain character to the activities, as the moral states anug.a upon the differences o ” M ac EM :.‘Mm
Accordingly the difference between one ﬂm.:::mﬁoﬁ “rn habits and another from early days is n
i is serious or rather all-important. .
: :mﬂ:ﬂwﬁﬁnrww M__.”wmr to state merely that virtue is a moral state, we must also describe the
state. .
nr»qﬂmﬂ_ﬂcmﬂ Mwm”mﬁomwﬂan then that every virtue or excellence has z.ﬁ o.mnﬁ of E‘oacmu:mm a mmoa
condition of that of which it is a virtue or excellence, and of o_.SEEm it to perform its. =.Mo %:
well. Thus the excellence of the eye makes the eye good and its function good, ”m it is w__ _”
excellence of the eye that we see well. mmazmh_w, ﬂ%o wxoawﬂonon%nﬁ w_.a horse makes a horse excelle
i carrying its rider and at facing the .
o mmwﬂm.“ “.MM:_.mm ,_Hﬂfnamur«m::o. the virtue or nxon__n.:no of man will be such a 39.& ,ﬁwﬂm ﬂ
makes a man good and able to perform his proper ?:oco:.io:. We have already oxn_m_”o w '
this will be the case, but another way of making it clear will be to study the nature or characte
o E%Mﬂ.ﬁ_ﬂ.ﬁ.o&;w:m. whether it be continuous or &mo.ﬂoﬁ. :.mm possible to take a mqnw”ﬂ... a
smaller, or an equal amount, and this either absolutely or in relation to o..:.mm..._ém. the wncmc Nzﬂm
a mean between excess and deficiency. By the mean and respect of the thing :mn_.h or the a mM ::n
mean, | understand that which is equally distinct m,o:_g both extremes; and this 1s o_._w~ an :ﬁ. m
same thing for everybody. By the mean considered H&mw:ﬁw to .oc.an?nm I understand t Ma i,m _Nn
is neither too much nor too little; but this is not one thing, nor is it the same for everybody. Thus
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if 10 be too much and 2 too little we take 6 as a mean and respect of the thing itself; for 6 is as
much greater than 2 as it less than 10, and this is a mean in arithmetical proportion. But the
mean considered relatively to ourselves must not be ascertained in this way. It does not follow
that if 10 pounds of meat be too much and 2 be too little for a man to eat, a trainer will order
him 6 pounds, as this may itself by too much or too little for the person who is to take it; it will
be too little e.g., for Milo,' but too much for a beginner in gymnastics. It will be the same with
running and wrestling; the right amount will vary with the individual. This being so, everybody
who understands his business avoids alike excess and deficiency; he seeks and chooses the mean,
not the absolute mean, but the mean considered relatively to ourselves,

Every science then performs its function well, if it regards the mean and refers the works
which it produces to the mean. This is the reason why it is usually said of successful works that
it is impossible to take anything from them or to add anything to them, which implies that excess
or deficiency is fatal to excellence but that the mean state ensures it. Good artists too, as we say,
have an eye to the mean in their works. But virtue, like Nature herseif, is more accurate and
better than any art; virtue therefore will aim at the mean;—1I speak of moral virtue, as it is moral
virtue which is concerned with emotions and actions, and it is these which admit of excess and
deficiency and the mean. Thus it is possible to go too far, or not to go far enough, in respect of
fear, courage, desire, anger, pity, and pleasure and pain generally, and the excess and the deficiency
are alike wrong; but to experience these emotions at the right times and on the right occasions
and towards the right persons and for the right causes and in the right manner is the mean or the
supreme good, which is characteristic of virtue, Similarly there may be excess, deficiency, or the
mean, in regard to actions. But virtue is concerned with emotions and actions, and here excess is
an error and deficiency a fault, whereas the mean is successful and laudable, and success and
merit are both characteristics of virtue.

It appears then that virtue is a mean state, so far at least as it aims at the mean.

Again, there are many different ways of going wrong; for evil is in its nature infinite, to use
the Pythagorean figure, but good is finite. But there is only one possible way of going right.
Accordingly the former is easy and the Jatter difficult; it is easy to miss the mark but difficult to
hit it. This again is a reason why excess and deficiency are characteristics of vice and the mean
state of characteristic of virtue,

“For good is simple, evil manifold.”

Virtue then is a state of deliberate moral purpose consisting in a mean that is relative to
ourselves, the mean being determined by reason, or as a prudent man would determine it.

It is a mean state firstly as laying between two vices, the vice of excess on the one hand, and
the vice of deficiency on the other, and secondly because, whereas the vices either fall short of or
go beyond what is proper in the emotions and actions, virtue not only discovers but embraces the
mean.

Accordingly, virtue, if regarded in its essence or theoretical conception, is a mean state, but,
if regarded from the point of view of the highest good, or of excellence, it is an extreme.

But it is not every action or every emotion that admits of a mean state. There are some whose
very name implies wickedness, as e.g., malice, shamelessness, and envy, among emotions, or

|. The famous Crotoniate wrestler.
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dultery, theft, and murder, among actions. All these, and others like Enm:. are onnmcwoa as being
B ins .m: imowna not merely the excesses or deficiencies of them. It is never possible then to
E:_.nmm Eﬁomvonﬁ M:. them; they are always sinful. Right or wrong in such actions as adultery
Waowm:oﬁ depend on our committing them with the right person, at the right time or in the right
_Mms:n_.. on the contrary it is sinful to do anything of the kind at m=” It EA.EE @a equally wrong
hen to .mcﬁnoﬁ that there can be a mean state or an excess or deficiency in unjust, noimnn.:« or
Wnoozmoam conduct: for, if it were so, there would vo a mean state of an excess or %m a aomnﬂmmmwm
an excess of an excess and a deficiency of a aamo._nnmw. But as in temperance an mo_ﬁwmma there
can c,o no excess or deficiency because the meu is, in a sense, an ¢xtreme, so "aoo a:_ omwn ses
there cannot be a mean or an excess or deficiency, g.:, however the mnﬂm wa e oam. i wo_. ¢
wrong. For it is a general rule that an excess or deficiency does not admit of a mean state,
or deficiency. . .
Bnmswww MM Mm:ﬂ_ MMMHM. to lay aoiﬂw this as a general rule; it is necessary to apply it to wmncnchwm
cases, as in reasonings upon actions general statements, although a._aM are ,czwmw“w are o”w Mwlom
than particular statements. For all action refers to particulars, and it is essential that our
should harmonize with the particular cases to which they apply. .
We must take particular virtues then from the nmﬁ_o.m:o of virtues. e of excess
In regard to feelings of fear and confidence, courage is a mean state. On wrn side Maozon ﬁ.
he whose fearlessness is excessive has no name, as ommu happens, but vnai ose Mo_w .nE ° s
excessive is foolhardy, while he whose timidity is excessive and whose confidence is deficie
ooimﬂwﬂ__n are then three dispositions, two being vices, viz. one the vice of excess and Em_ _9.&9
that of deficiency, and one virtue, which is the mean state between them; m%a “wnwzmnmrmo ! _M__M
sense mutually opposed. For the extremes are ovvomoa.coﬂ: to the mean mu_ to eac o:un _“.x: ”
the mean is opposed to the extremes. For as the equal if ooaumama with En. ess is m.qomm et ut
compared with the greater is less, so the mean states, whether in .Eo emotions or in ¢ momma
compared with the deficiencies, are excessive, but if noavm_.nm with the ox,w.‘mﬂam are nn& mm.
Thus the courageous man appears foolhardy as compared with z:.” coward, ut ooimna ﬂ. s
compared with the foolhardy. Similarly, the .85?...38 man appears _._ooszocm as compar od e
the insensible but insensible as compared with the licentious, and the Eu.e.m_ BN: mvvﬂmﬁm wrwﬂ nmrm
as compared with the illiberal, but illiberal as compared with the prodigal. The _.omm_ JM that the
extremes mutually repel and reject the BnME the moﬁﬂﬂ_d %ﬂ% MMM M%E.mmoo:m man foolhardy,
lls him cowardly, and so on 1n the . .
the mwo“wﬂMWaﬁMMnmwm this mutual oﬂWomEon between mrn extremes and the mean, :..om.n is rm_.amﬁw
opposition between the two extremes than between either extreme and the Baﬂr M_. W ey HMM:
further removed from each other than from the mean, as the great D.oq_ mra sma .M:_ i n.w 2
from the great than both from the equal. Again, 5&:0 some extremes nx_._&:.aono or less m_a_mﬂ,_w _M
to the mean, as foolhardiness to courage and E.o&m.m:«w to liberality, there is the manmﬁmﬂ Mu%on ole
dissimilarity between the ¢xtremes. But things which are furthest _.oBo.a.onw from owm ownﬁinnn
defined to be opposites; hence the further things are removed, the greater is the opposition
Hwoau.ﬁ is in some cases the deficiency and in others the excess which is .Eo more Oﬁmom,om to the
mean. Thus it is not foolhardiness the excess, c_”: ooima_mo Em deficiency which pmr_... M .BM__.M
opposed to courage, nor is it insensibility the deficiency, but licentiousness the excess which 18
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more oEu.oMoﬁ.m to temperance. There are two reasons why this should be so. One lies in the nature
E the ::.zm itself; for as one of the two extremes is the nearer and more similar to the mean, it
is not this extreme, but its opposite, that we chiefly set against the mean. For instance mm. it
appears z_.”: foolhardiness is more similar and nearer to courage than cowardice, it is ooi.mn&no
that we Q:nmx set against courage; for things which are further removed from E.o mean seem to
be more opposite to it. This being one reason which lies in the nature of the thing itself, there is
a ua.noza which lies in our own nature. It is the things to which we ourselves are E:E.m.:w more
inclined that appear more opposed to the mean. Thus we are ourselves naturally more inclined to
Enmw_:.mm than to their opposites, and are more prone thercfore to licentiousness than to decorum
>.mno_.a_=m_< we speak of those things, in which we are more likely to run to great lengths mm.
being more opposed to the mean. Hence it follows that licentiousness which is an excess is E.o..a
opposed to temperance than insensibility.

It has now _“..ons sufficiently shown that moral virtue is a mean state, and in what sense it is
a mean state; it is a mean state as lying between two vices, a vice of excess on the one side and
a vice of n.nmo_onnw on the other, and as aiming at the mean in the emotions and actions
. .;u.” is the reason why it is so hard to be virtuous; for it is always hard work to find :.5 mean
in m:ys_.::m. €.g., it is not everybody, but only a man of science, who can find the mean or centre
of a circle. So too m.:uco& can get angry that is an easy matter—and anybody can give or spend
money, but to give it to the right persons, to give the right amount of it and to give it at the right
time wn& for the right cause and in the right way, this is not what anybody can do, nor is it eas
That is the reason why it is rare and laudable and noble to do well. Accordingly omo who aims Mﬂ
the mean must begin by departing from that extreme which is the more contrary to the mean; he
must act in the spirit of Calypso’s advice, .

“Far from this smoke and swell keep thou thy bark,”

for of the two extremes one is more sinful than the other. As it is difficult then to hit the mean
oxmnﬁ_x. we must take the second best course, as the saying is, and choose the lesser of two evils
m_a. ::.m.. we shall best do in the way that we have described, i.e., by steering clear of the NS.M
x;:a.m is further from the mean. We must also observe the things to which we are ourselves
particulariy prone, as different natures have different inclinations, and we may ascertain what
mrnmo are by a consideration of our feelings of pleasure and pain. And then we must drag ourselves
in the direction opposite to them; for it is by removing ourselves as far as possible from what is
wrong Ew.; we shall arrive at the mean, as we do when we pull a crooked stick straight.

But in all cases we must especially be on our guard against what is pleasant and against
Eoﬁm:no. as we are not impartial judges of pleasure. Hence our attitude towards pleasure must
be like @_mﬁ of the elders of the people in the fliad towards Helen, and we must never be afraid
%m mwﬁ_ﬂ_w__:m the words Eo.w use; for if we dismiss pleasure as they dismissed Helen, we shall be
mwmw : M:M mv. %nm“ﬂ MMM.@. It is by action of this kind, to put it summarily, that we shall best succeed

It may be admitted that this is a difficult task, especially in particular cases. It is not easy
to determine e.g., the right manner, objects, occasions, and duration of anger. There are times
when we ourselves praise people who are deficient in anger, and call them gentle, and there are
other times é..o: we speak of people who exhibit a savage temper as spirited. It is not however
one who deviates a little from what is right, but one who deviates a great deal, whether on the
side of excess or of deficiency, that is censured; for he is sure to be found out. Again, it is not easy
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10 decide theoretically how far and to what extent a man may go before he becomes censurable,
but neither is it easy to define theoretically anything else within the region of perception; such
things fall under the head of particulars, and our judgment of them depends upon our perception.

So much then is plain, that the mean state is everywhere laudable, but that we ought to
incline at one time towards the excess and at another towards the deficiency; for this will be our
casiest manner of hitting the mean, or in other words of attaining excellence.

16. Duty as the Foundation of Morals

Immanuel Kant

Ancient Greek Philosophy was divided into three sciences: Physics, Ethics, and Logic. This
division is perfectly suitable to the nature of the thing, and the only improvement that can be
made in it is to add the principle on which it is based, so that we may both satisfy ourselves of
its completeness, and also be able to determine correctly the necessary subdivisions.

All rational knowledge is either material or formal: the former considers some object, the
latter is concerned only with the form of the understanding and of the reason itself, and with the
universal laws of thought in general without distinction of its objects. Formal philosophy is called
Logic. Material philosophy, however, which has to do with determinate objects and the laws to
which they are subject, is again two-fold; for these laws are cither laws of nature or of freedom.
The science of the former is Physics, that of the latter, Ethics; they are also called natural
philosophy and moral philosophy respectively.

Logic cannot have any empirical part; that is, a part in which the universal and necessary
laws of thought should rest on grounds taken from experience: otherwise it would not be logic,
i.e., a canon for the understanding or the reason, valid for all thought, and capable of demon-
stration, Natural and moral philosophy, on the contrary, can each have their empirical part, since
the former has to determine the laws of nature as an object of experience; the latter the laws of
the human will, so far as it is affected by nature: the former, however, being laws according to
which everything does happen; the latter, laws according to which everything ought to happen.
Ethics, however, must also consider the conditions under which what ought to happen frequently
does not.

We may call all philosophy empirical, so far as it is based on grounds of experience: on the
other hand, that which delivers its doctrines from & priori principles alone we may call pure
philosophy. When the latter is merely formal it is Jogic; if it is restricted to definite objects of the
understanding it is metaphysic.

In this way there arises the idea of a two-fold metaphysic-——a metaphysic of nature and a
metaphysic of morals. Physics will thus have an empirical and also a rational part. It is the same

From Fundamenial Principles of the Metaphysics of Ethics, rranslated by Thomas K. Abbott (London: Longmans, Green,

[ Y. T, V2N
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other dimensions of his existence as a self? Is the criminal to be dealt with as a self who can
anticipate reactions to his actions and so be acted upon as a potentially responsive person, of is
the social reaction to him to be confined to his antisocial physical body only and he be regarded
as a being that cannot learn to respond with interpretation and anticipation? Is education, psy-
chiatry, or only incarceration the fitting response?

This third element in responsibility—the anticipation of reaction to our reaction—has brought
us within view of what at least for the present secms to be its fourth and final significant component,
namely social solidarity. Qur action is responsible, it appears, when it is response to action upon
us in a continuing discourse or interaction among beings forming a continuing society. A series
of responses to disconnected actions guided by disconnected interpretations would scarcely be the
action of a self but only of a series of states of mind somehow connected with the same body—
though the sameness of the body would be apparent only to an external point of view. Personal
responsibility implies the continuity of a self with a relatively consistent scheme of interpretations
of what it is reacting to. By the same token it implies continuity in the community of agents to
which response is being made. . . .

The idea or pattern of responsibility, then, may summarily and abstractly be defined as the
idea of an agent's action as response to an action upon him in accordance with his interpretation
of the latter action and with his expectation of response o his response; and all of this is in a
continuing community of agents.

Questions for Discussion

A. Questions on the Selections

Stace
1. What are the different senses of wsiandard” for the ethical absolutist, in contrast to its

meaning for the relativist?

2. How does Stace respond to the argument in favor of relativity which relies on the great vanety
of standards found in the world?

3. What are the solutions that relativists generally offer to the problem of what the foundations
of morality are?

4. Why does Stace believe that ethical relativity is disastrous in its consequences for moral

theory?
5. What is Stace’s diagnosis of society’s current conditions?

Aristotle
1. How is it that Aristotle’s ethical theory is empirical and teleological?
2. What are the two kinds of virtue and examples of each, according to Aristotle?
3. What is the nature of his “golden mean™?
4. What are the essential elements of moral virtue?
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5. Uo.nm ?.58:0 think that a person who did not know what it was right to do in a given
situation could work it out by utilizing his analysis of the “‘mean”? If so, how?
6. For Aristotle “happiness” is the highest good; what do you suppose he means by “happiness™?

Kant

1. Why does Kant think there must be a pure moral philosophy completely independent of
anything empirical?

2. What does Kant mean by will and by the claim that only a good will is “good without
qualification™?

3. What is the nature of an imperative and what is the difference between 2 hypothetical
imperative and a categorical imperative?

4. How does the categorical imperative relate to duties regarding suicide and the keeping of
promises?

5. What is the basis for the practical imperative of treating humanity “always as an end and
never as a means only”?

Mill

1. Why does Mill believe that after more than 2,000 years so little progress has been made
concerning moral issues in contrast to those in the sciences?

2. When is an act right or wrong, according to Mill?

3. What is meant by saying that one pleasure is greater in quantity than another?

4. What is Mill’s response to the charge that to make pleasure the highest end is “a doctrine
worthy only of swine™?

5. What does Mill mean by a difference of quality in pleasures regarding humans?

6. What is his admonition to young people about their “capacity for the nobler feelings”?

Dewey

1. What have been the various answers given by the traditional views which have nevertheless
maintained that there is one final and ultimate basis for morality?

2. Just how does Dewey's approach to ethical theory differ from those taken by previous moral
philosophers?

3. Why is Dewey opposed to a sharp distinction between intrinsic and instrumental values?

4. What is his view of the realtionship of morals to the rest of life?

5. What are the four general considerations that Dewey stresses?

Niebuhr

1. How have the symbols of man-the-maker and man-the-citizen been variously construed?

2. What is the relationship of the new symbolism of responsibility to these traditional images?

3. What are some examples of considerations given previously to individuals as responsive beings,
both in philosophical theory and in practical life?

4. What roles do accountability and social solidarity occupy in forming the image of man-the-
answerer? _

5. How does Niebuhr finally define the concept of responsibility?



