nicomachean ethics 2 chapter 6

Nicomachean Ethics 2 Chapter 6 is a pivotal segment of Aristotle's ethical framework,
where he delves into the nature of virtue, particularly focusing on the concept of moral
virtue as a mean between extremes. This chapter is part of Aristotle's larger work, the
Nicomachean Ethics, which seeks to understand the essence of human good and the path
to achieving a fulfilling life. In this chapter, Aristotle emphasizes the importance of
developing moral virtues through practice and habituation, arguing that virtues are not
innate but cultivated through consistent action.

Understanding Moral Virtue

In Chapter 6, Aristotle begins by defining moral virtue as a state of character that allows
individuals to act in accordance with reason. He posits that virtues are not merely feelings
or passions; rather, they are dispositions that guide our actions toward the good. The
foundation of Aristotle's ethical theory rests on the idea that each virtue lies between two
vices: one of excess and one of deficiency. For instance, courage is the virtue that lies
between the extremes of recklessness (excess) and cowardice (deficiency).

The Doctrine of the Mean

Aristotle's doctrine of the mean is central to understanding moral virtue. He explains that:

1. Virtue as a Mean: Every moral virtue is a mean relative to us, meaning that it is
determined by rational thought and varies from person to person. What is virtuous for one
individual may not be for another, depending on various factors such as context, situation,
and personal circumstances.

2. Examples of Virtues and Their Corresponding Vices:

- Courage: The mean between recklessness and cowardice.

- Temperance: The mean between self-indulgence and insensibility.

- Generosity: The mean between prodigality (excessive generosity) and stinginess
(deficiency).

This framework highlights the importance of balance in ethical behavior, encouraging
individuals to seek moderation in their actions and emotions.

The Role of Habituation in Developing Virtue

One of the key arguments Aristotle makes in Chapter 6 is that moral virtues are developed
through habituation. Unlike intellectual virtues, which can be attained through teaching and
learning, moral virtues require consistent practice and experience. Aristotle asserts that we
become virtuous by performing virtuous acts. This process of habituation involves:



1. Practice: Engaging in virtuous actions repeatedly until they become second nature.

2. Repetition: The more we act in a certain way, the more we shape our character. This is
why Aristotle emphasizes the importance of starting this practice early in life.

3. Moral Education: Society plays a crucial role in educating individuals about virtues.
Parents, teachers, and community leaders are responsible for modeling virtuous behavior
and guiding the young to develop their ethical character.

Challenges in Achieving the Mean

While Aristotle provides a clear framework for understanding moral virtue, he acknowledges
that achieving the mean is often challenging. Several factors can complicate this process:

1. Subjectivity of the Mean: The mean is not a fixed point; it is subjective and may differ
based on individual circumstances. Therefore, identifying the mean requires personal
reflection and wisdom.

2. Influence of Emotions: Emotions can cloud judgment and lead individuals to act out of
proportion. For instance, fear can lead one to become cowardly, while excessive confidence
can push someone toward recklessness.

3. Cultural Variations: Different cultures may have varying interpretations of what
constitutes virtue, making it essential to consider cultural context when applying Aristotle's
doctrine of the mean.

The Importance of Practical Wisdom (Phronesis)

Aristotle introduces the concept of practical wisdom, or phronesis, as a vital component in
achieving moral virtue. Practical wisdom is the ability to deliberate well about what is good
and beneficial for oneself and others. It involves not only knowing the right actions but also
understanding when and how to perform them.

Characteristics of Practical Wisdom

Aristotle delineates several key characteristics of practical wisdom:

1. Deliberative Skill: The ability to analyze and assess different courses of action to
determine the most virtuous path.

2. Moral Insight: A deep understanding of moral principles and how they apply to real-life
situations.

3. Experience: Practical wisdom is cultivated through experience and reflection on past
actions, allowing individuals to learn from their successes and failures.

4. Integration of Virtues: Practical wisdom integrates various virtues, helping individuals
navigate complex moral dilemmas by balancing competing values.

By emphasizing practical wisdom, Aristotle underscores that moral virtue is not merely
about following rules but involves a nuanced understanding of human behavior and ethical
principles.



Conclusion: The Path to Eudaimonia

In Nicomachean Ethics 2 Chapter 6, Aristotle presents a comprehensive view of moral virtue
as a mean between extremes, emphasizing the significance of habituation and practical
wisdom in cultivating a virtuous character. He argues that moral virtues are essential for
achieving eudaimonia, often translated as "flourishing" or "the good life."

To summarize the key points from this chapter:

- Moral virtues are states of character that enable individuals to act in accordance with
reason.

- Each virtue lies between two vices: one of excess and one of deficiency.

- Habituation is crucial in developing moral virtues; they are cultivated through consistent
practice.

- Practical wisdom is necessary for identifying and achieving the mean in various situations.
- The ultimate goal of cultivating virtues is to attain eudaimonia, a state of flourishing that
encompasses both moral and intellectual fulfillment.

Aristotle's exploration of moral virtue in this chapter remains relevant today, offering
timeless insights into the nature of ethical behavior and the pursuit of a meaningful life. By
understanding and applying these principles, individuals can strive toward becoming
virtuous, achieving balance in their actions, and ultimately leading a life of fulfillment.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main focus of Nicomachean Ethics, Book 2,
Chapter 6?

The main focus of this chapter is the concept of virtue and how it is achieved through
practice and habituation. Aristotle emphasizes that moral virtues are not innate but
developed through repeated actions.

How does Aristotle differentiate between moral and
intellectual virtues in Chapter 6?

Aristotle explains that moral virtues arise from our habits and actions, while intellectual
virtues are developed through teaching and require experience and time. This distinction
highlights the role of practice in achieving moral excellence.

What role does habituation play in developing virtue
according to Aristotle?

Habituation is crucial in developing virtue, as Aristotle argues that by consistently
performing virtuous actions, individuals cultivate the right character traits and ultimately
become virtuous.



Does Aristotle believe that everyone can achieve
virtue? Why or why not?

Yes, Aristotle believes that everyone has the potential to achieve virtue through the right
education and habits. However, he acknowledges that not everyone will pursue this path or
have the same opportunities for moral development.

What is the significance of the 'mean’ in the context of
virtue discussed in Chapter 6?

The 'mean' refers to the desirable middle ground between excess and deficiency in
behaviors and emotions. Aristotle asserts that virtue is about finding this balance, making it
essential for moral development and ethical living.
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