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Written in the tradition of Aristotle’s teacher, Plato—and of Plato’s teacher, Socrates—the Nicomachean 
Ethics addresses the question, “What is the best life for man?” An extended reflection on virtue, happi-
ness, and friendship, it helped to inform the moral and political thought of America’s Founders. There are 
echoes of it, for instance, in President George Washington’s First Inaugural Address, when he states “that 
there exists in the economy and course of nature, an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness.”

c. 350 b.c.

...But perhaps to say that the highest good is happiness is obviously something undisputed, while it 
still begs to be said in a more clear and distinct way what happiness is. Now this might come about 
readily if one were to grasp the work of a human being. For just as with a flute player or sculptor 
or any artisan, and generally with those to whom some work or action belongs, the good and the 
doing it well seem to be in the work, so too it would seem to be the case with a human being, if 
indeed there is some work that belongs to one. But is there some sort of work for a carpenter or a 
leather worker, while for a human being there is none? Is a human being by nature idle? Or, just 
as for an eye or a hand or a foot or generally for each of the parts, there seems to be some sort 
of work, ought one also to set down some work beyond all these for the human being? But then 
what in the world would this be? For living seems to be something shared in even by plants, but 
something peculiarly human is being sought. Therefore, one must divide off the life that consists 
in nutrition and growth. Following this would be some sort of life that consists in perceiving, but 
this seems to be shared in by a horse and a cow and by every animal. So what remains is some sort 
of life that puts into action that in us that has articulate speech; of this capacity, one aspect is what 
is able to be persuaded by reason, while the other is what has reason and thinks things through. 
And since this is still meant in two ways, one must set it down as a life in a state of being-at-work, 
since this seems to be the more governing meaning.

And if the work of a human being is a being-at-work of the soul in accordance with reason, or not 
without reason, while we say that the work of a certain sort of person is the same in kind as that of 
a serious person of that sort, as in the case of a harpist and of a serious harpist, and this is simply 
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because in all cases the superiority in excellence is attached to the work, since the work of a harpist 
is to play the harp and the work of a serious harpist is to play the harp well—if this is so and we set 
down that the work of a human being is a certain sort of life, while this life consists of a being-at-
work of the soul and actions that go along with reason, and it belongs to a man of serious stature to 
do these things well and beautifully, while each thing is accomplished well as a result of the virtue 
appropriate to it—if this is so, the human good comes to be disclosed as a being-at-work of the soul 
in accordance with virtue, and if the virtues are more than one, in accordance with the best and most 
complete virtue. But also, this must be in a complete life, for one swallow does not make a Spring, 
nor one day, and in the same way one day or a short time does not make a person blessed and happy.

So let the good have been sketched in outline in this way, for presumably one needs to rough it in 
first and then inscribe the details later. And it would seem to be in the power of anyone to carry 
forward and articulate things that are in good shape in the outline, and that time is a good discov-
erer of such things, or makes the work easier; in fact the advances in the arts have come from this, 
since it is in anyone’s power to add what is left out. But it behooves one to remember the things 
that were said before, and not to look for precision in the same way in all things, but in accordance 
with the underlying material in each case, and to the extent that it is appropriate to that course of 
inquiry. For both a carpenter and a geometrician look for a right angle, but in different ways, for 
the one seeks it to the extent that it is useful to the work, while the other seeks for what it is or 
what it is a property of, since he is someone who beholds the truth. So one ought to do the same 
in other things, so that side issues do not become greater than the work being done.

And one ought not to demand a reason in all things alike, either, but it is sufficient in some cases 
for it to be shown beautifully that something is so, in particular such things as concern first prin-
ciples; that something is so comes first and is a first principle. And of first principles, some are 
beheld by way of examples, others by sense perception, others by becoming experienced in some 
habit, and others in other ways. So one must try to go after each of them by the means that belong 
to its nature, and be serious about distinguishing them rightly, since this has great weight in what 
follows. For the beginning seems to be more than half of the whole, and many of the things that 
are inquired after become illuminated along with it.
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