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Book II 
   
1  
Virtue, then, being of two kinds, intellectual and moral, intellectual virtue in the main owes both its 
birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires experience and time), while moral virtue 
comes about as a result of habit, whence also its name (ethike) is one that is formed by a slight variation 
from the word ethos (habit). From this it is also plain that none of the moral virtues arises in us by 
nature; for nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary to its nature. For instance the stone 
which by nature moves downwards cannot be habituated to move upwards, not even if one tries to 
train it by throwing it up ten thousand times; nor can fire be habituated to move downwards, nor can 
anything else that by nature behaves in one way be trained to behave in another. Neither by nature, 
then, nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us; rather we are adapted by nature to receive them, 
and are made perfect by habit. Again, of all the things that come to us by nature we first acquire the 
potentiality and later exhibit the activity; but the virtues we get by first exercising them, as also happens 
in the case of the arts as well. For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing 
them, e.g. men become builders by building and lyre players by playing the lyre; so too we become just 
by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts. Again, it is from the 
same causes and by the same means that every virtue is both produced and destroyed, and similarly 
every art; for it is from playing the lyre that both good and bad lyre-players are produced. Thus, in one 
word, states of character arise out of like activities. This is why the activities we exhibit must be of a 
certain kind; it is because the states of character correspond to the differences between these. It makes 
no small difference, then, whether we form habits of one kind or of another from our very youth; it 
makes a very great difference, or rather all the difference.  
 
2  
Now, that we must act according to right reason is a common principle and must be assumed-it will be 
discussed later, i.e. both what right reason is, and how it is related to the other virtues. First, then, let us 
consider this, that it is the nature of such things to be destroyed by defect and excess, as we see in the 
case of strength and of health (for to gain light on things imperceptible we must use the evidence of 
sensible things); both excessive and defective exercise destroys the strength, and similarly drink or food 
which is above or below a certain amount destroys the health, while that which is proportionate both 
produces and increases and preserves it. So too is it, then, in the case of temperance and courage and 
the other virtues. For the man who flies from and fears everything and does not stand his ground 
against anything becomes a coward, and the man who fears nothing at all but goes to meet every 
danger becomes rash; and similarly the man who indulges in every pleasure and abstains from none 
becomes self-indulgent, while the man who shuns every pleasure, as boors do, becomes in a way 
insensible; temperance and courage, then, are destroyed by excess and defect, and preserved by the 
mean. But not only are the sources and causes of their origination and growth the same as those of their 
destruction, but also the sphere of their actualization will be the same; by abstaining from pleasures we 
become temperate, and it is when we have become so that we are most able to abstain from them; and 
similarly too in the case of courage; for by being habituated to despise things that are terrible and to 



stand our ground against them we become brave, and it is when we have become so that we shall be 
most able to stand our ground against them.  
 
6  
Virtue, then, is a habit of choice, lying in a mean, i.e. the mean relative to us, this being determined by 
right reason, and by that by which the man of practical wisdom would determine it. Now it is a mean 
between two vices, that which depends on excess and that which depends on defect; and again it is a 
mean because the vices respectively fall short of or exceed what is right in both passions and actions, 
while virtue both finds and chooses that which is intermediate. But not every action nor every passion 
admits of a mean; for some have names that already imply badness, e.g. spite, shamelessness, envy, and 
in the case of actions adultery, theft, murder; it is not possible, then, ever to be right with regard to 
them.  
 
7  
With regard to feelings of fear and confidence courage is the mean; of the people who exceed, he who 
exceeds in fearlessness has no name (many of the states have no name), while the man who exceeds in 
confidence is rash, and he who exceeds in fear and falls short in confidence is a coward. With regard to 
pleasures and pains- not all of them, and not so much with regard to the pains- the mean is temperance, 
the excess self-indulgence. Persons deficient with regard to the pleasures are not often found; hence 
such persons also have received no name. But let us call them 'insensible'. With regard to giving and 
taking of money the mean is liberality, the excess and the defect prodigality and meanness. In these 
actions people exceed and fall short in contrary ways; the prodigal exceeds in spending and falls short in 
taking, while the mean man exceeds in taking and falls short in spending. (At present we are giving a 
mere outline or summary, and are satisfied with this; later these states will be more exactly 
determined.) With regard to money there are also other dispositions- a mean, magnificence (for the 
magnificent man differs from the liberal man; the former deals with large sums, the latter with small 
ones), an excess, tastelessness and vulgarity, and a deficiency, niggardliness; these differ from the states 
opposed to liberality, and the mode of their difference will be stated later. With regard to honor and 
dishonor the mean is proper pride, the excess is known as a sort of 'empty vanity', and the deficiency is 
undue humility; and as we said liberality was related to magnificence, differing from it by dealing with 
small sums, so there is a state similarly related to proper pride, being concerned with small honors while 
that is concerned with great. With regard to anger also there is an excess, a deficiency, and a mean. 
Although they can scarcely be said to have names, yet since we call the intermediate person good-
tempered let us call the mean good temper; of the persons at the extremes let the one who exceeds be 
called irascible, and his vice irascibility, and the man who falls short a passive sort of person, the 
deficiency incapacity for anger. There are also three other virtues, all concerned with intercourse in 
words and actions, but differ in that one is concerned with truth in this sphere, the other two with 
pleasantness; and of this one kind is exhibited in giving amusement, the other in all the circumstances of 
life.  
 
9  
That moral virtue is a mean, then, and in what sense it is so, and that it is a mean between two vices, the 
one involving excess, the other deficiency, and that it is such because its character is to aim at what is 
intermediate in passions and in actions, has been sufficiently stated. Hence also it is no easy task to be 
good. For in everything it is no easy task to find the middle, e.g. to find the middle of a circle is not for 
everyone but for him who knows; so, too, anyone can get angry- that is easy- or give or spend money; 
but to do this to the right person, to the right extent, at the right time, with the right motive, and in the 
right way, that is not for everyone, nor is it easy; wherefore goodness is both rare and laudable and 



noble. For of the extremes one is more erroneous, one less so; therefore, since to hit the mean is hard in 
the extreme, we must as a second best, as people say, take the least of the evils. We must drag 
ourselves away to the contrary extreme; for we shall get into the intermediate state by drawing well 
away from error, as people do in straightening sticks that are bent.  

   

Book III 
 

1  
Since virtue is concerned with passions and actions, to distinguish the voluntary and the involuntary is 
presumably necessary for those who are studying the nature of virtue. Those things, then, are thought-
involuntary, which take place under compulsion or owing to ignorance; and that is compulsory of which 
the moving principle is outside, being a principle in which nothing is contributed by the person who is 
acting or is feeling the passion, e.g. if he were to be carried somewhere by a wind, or by men who had 
him in their power. What sort of acts, then, should be called compulsory? But if someone were to say 
that pleasant and noble objects have a compelling power, forcing us from without, all acts would be for 
him compulsory; for it is for these objects that all men do everything they do. Acting by reason of 
ignorance seems also to be different from acting in ignorance; for the man who is drunk or in a rage is 
thought to act as a result not of ignorance but of one of the causes mentioned, yet not knowingly but in 
ignorance. Now every wicked man is ignorant of what he ought to do and what he ought to abstain 
from, and it is by reason of error of this kind that men become unjust and in general bad; but the term 
'involuntary' tends to be used not if a man is ignorant of what is to his advantage- for it is not mistaken 
purpose that causes involuntary action (it leads rather to wickedness), nor ignorance of the universal 
(for that men are blamed), but ignorance of particulars, i.e. of the circumstances of the action and the 
objects with which it is concerned. For it is on these that both pity and pardon depend, since the person 
who is ignorant of any of these acts involuntarily.  
 
2  
Both the voluntary and the involuntary having been delimited, we must next discuss choice; for it is 
thought to be most closely bound up with virtue and to discriminate characters better than actions do. 
Choice, then, seems to be what has been decided on by previous deliberation, and is done as an 
expression of one’s own values.  
 
5  
The end, then, being what we wish for, the means what we deliberate about and choose, actions 
concerning means must be according to choice and voluntary. Now the exercise of the virtues is 
concerned with means. Therefore virtue also is in our own power, and so too vice. For where it is in our 
power to act it is also in our power not to act, and vice versa; so that, if to act, where this is noble, is in 
our power, not to act, which will be base, will also be in our power, and if not to act, where this is noble, 
is in our power, to act, which will be base, will also be in our power. Now if it is in our power to do noble 
or base acts, and likewise in our power not to do them, and this was what being good or bad meant, 
then it is in our power to be virtuous or vicious.  
 
The saying that 'no one is voluntarily wicked nor involuntarily happy' seems to be partly false and partly 
true; for no one is involuntarily happy, but wickedness is voluntary. Or else we shall have to dispute 
what has just been said, at any rate, and deny that man is a moving principle or begetter of his actions 
as of children. But if these facts are evident and we cannot refer actions to moving principles other than 



those in ourselves, the acts whose moving principles are in us must themselves also be in our power and 
voluntary.  
 
Witness seems to be borne to this both by individuals in their private capacity and by legislators 
themselves; for these punish and take vengeance on those who do wicked acts (unless they have acted 
under compulsion or as a result of ignorance for which they are not themselves responsible), while they 
honour those who do noble acts, as though they meant to encourage the latter and deter the former. 
But no one is encouraged to do the things that are neither in our power nor voluntary; it is assumed that 
there is no gain in being persuaded not to be hot or in pain or hungry or the like, since we shall 
experience these feelings none the less. Indeed, we punish a man for his very ignorance, if he is thought 
responsible for the ignorance, as when penalties are doubled in the case of drunkenness; for the moving 
principle is in the man himself, since he had the power of not getting drunk and his getting drunk was 
the cause of his ignorance. And we punish those who are ignorant of anything in the laws that they 
ought to know and that is not difficult, and so too in the case of anything else that they are thought to 
be ignorant of through carelessness; we assume that it is in their power not to be ignorant, since they 
have the power of taking care.  
 
But perhaps a man is the kind of man not to take care. Still they are themselves by their slack lives 
responsible for becoming men of that kind, and men make themselves responsible for being unjust or 
self-indulgent, in the one case by cheating and in the other by spending their time in drinking bouts and 
the like; for it is activities exercised on particular objects that make the corresponding character. This is 
plain from the case of people training for any contest or action; they practise the activity the whole 
time. Now not to know that it is from the exercise of activities on particular objects that states of 
character are produced is the mark of a thoroughly senseless person. Again, it is irrational to suppose 
that a man who acts unjustly does not wish to be unjust or a man who acts self-indulgently to be self-
indulgent. But if without being ignorant a man does the things which will make him unjust, he will be 
unjust voluntarily. Yet it does not follow that if he wishes he will cease to be unjust and will be just. For 
neither does the man who is ill become well on those terms. We may suppose a case in which he is ill 
voluntarily, through living incontinently and disobeying his doctors. In that case it was then open to him 
not to be ill, but not now, when he has thrown away his chance, just as when you have let a stone go it 
is too late to recover it; but yet it was in your power to throw it, since the moving principle was in you. 
So, too, to the unjust and to the self-indulgent man it was open at the beginning not to become men of 
this kind, and so they are unjust and selfindulgent voluntarily; but now that they have become so it is 
not possible for them not to be so.  
 
But not only are the vices of the soul voluntary, but those of the body also for some men, whom we 
accordingly blame; while no one blames those who are ugly by nature, we blame those who are so 
owing to want of exercise and care. So it is, too, with respect to weakness and infirmity; no one would 
reproach a man blind from birth or by disease or from a blow, but rather pity him, while every one 
would blame a man who was blind from drunkenness or some other form of self-indulgence. Of vices of 
the body, then, those in our own power are blamed, those not in our power are not. And if this be so, in 
the other cases also the vices that are blamed must be in our own power.  
 
Now some one may say that all men desire the apparent good, but have no control over the 
appearance, but the end appears to each man in a form answering to his character. We reply that if each 
man is somehow responsible for his state of mind, he will also be himself somehow responsible for the 
appearance; but if not, no one is responsible for his own evildoing, but every one does evil acts through 
ignorance of the end, thinking that by these he will get what is best, and the aiming at the end is not 



self-chosen but one must be born with an eye, as it were, by which to judge rightly and choose what is 
truly good, and he is well endowed by nature who is well endowed with this. For it is what is greatest 
and most noble, and what we cannot get or learn from another, but must have just such as it was when 
given us at birth, and to be well and nobly endowed with this will be perfect and true excellence of 
natural endowment. If this is true, then, how will virtue be more voluntary than vice? To both men alike, 
the good and the bad, the end appears and is fixed by nature or however it may be, and it is by referring 
everything else to this that men do whatever they do.  
 
Whether, then, it is not by nature that the end appears to each man such as it does appear, but 
something also depends on him, or the end is natural but because the good man adopts the means 
voluntarily virtue is voluntary, vice also will be none the less voluntary; for in the case of the bad man 
there is equally present that which depends on himself in his actions even if not in his end. If, then, as is 
asserted, the virtues are voluntary (for we are ourselves somehow partly responsible for our states of 
character, and it is by being persons of a certain kind that we assume the end to be so and so), the vices 
also will be voluntary; for the same is true of them.  
 
With regard to the virtues in general we have stated their genus in outline, viz. that they are means and 
that they are states of character, and that they tend, and by their own nature, to the doing of the acts by 
which they are produced, and that they are in our power and voluntary, and act as the right rule 
prescribes. But actions and states of character are not voluntary in the same way; for we are masters of 
our actions from the beginning right to the end, if we know the particular facts, but though we control 
the beginning of our states of character the gradual progress is not obvious any more than it is in 
illnesses; because it was in our power, however, to act in this way or not in this way, therefore the states 
are voluntary. 


