Lecture Nine: Aristotle on the Good and Virtue
The Good

‘Every art and investigation, and similarly every action and pursuit, is considered to aim at some good. Hence the Good has rightly been defined as ‘that which all things aim’… If, then, our activities have some end which we want for its own sake, and for the sake of which we want all the other ends – if we do not choose everyth for the sake of someth else (for this will involve an infinite progression, so that our aim will be pointless and ineffectual) – it is clear that this must be the Good, that is the supreme Good. Does it not follow, then, that a knowledge of the Good is of great importance to us for the conduct of our lives? Are we not more likely to achieve our aim if we have a target? If this is so, we must try to describe at least in outline what the Good really is’ (NE, 1094a1-22, p.63).
Three characteristics of the Good: 
1. It is desirable for itself.

2. It is not desirable for the sake of some other good.

3. All other goods are desirable for its sake.

The Good then is to be seen as a nonderivative good; it is desirable for its own sake. The Good is the ultimate end or object of human life: ‘Let us now turn back again to the good… and ask what it can possibly be… it is the end, since it is for the sake of this that everything else is done’ (NE, 1097a15-b2, p.73)
Eudaemonia
Aristotle puts forward ‘eudaemonia’ (happiness or human flourishing) as the highest good. He enquires into its content and uses an argument from functions to supply an answer: ‘to say that happiness is the supreme good seems a platitude, and some more distinctive account of it is required. This might perhaps be achieved by grasping what is the function of man’ (NE, 1087b22-1098a8, p.75). Aristotle asks what the function (ergon) of a human being is, and the answer is found in reason. Eudaemonia is held centrally to consist in performing this function well (in both fields of theory and practice) in accordance with virtue (arête)
‘Now, if the function of man is an activity of the soul in accordance with, or implying, a rational principle… and if we assume that the function of man is a kind of life, viz., an activity or series of actions of the soul, implying a rational principle; and if the function of a good man is to perform these well and rightly; and if every function is performed well when performed in accordance with its proper excellence: if all this is so, the conclusion is that the good man is an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue’ (NE, 1098a8-27, p.76).
Virtue

Moral virtues are acquired by habit, and include, for e.g., courage, generosity, modesty and sympathy. The virtues are dispositions which are exercised in accordance with reason. Virtue is a mean between two extremes. For example, courage is a mean between rashness and cowardice. To act virtuously involves embodying the right kind of action or amount of passion in behaviour. 
The intellectual virtues include: scientific knowledge (episteme), artistic or technical knowledge (techne), intuitive reason (nous), practical wisdom (phronesis), and philosophic wisdom (sophia). These virtues are acquired through instruction and experience.  
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The following works are useful introductory overviews which you may wish to consult:
- Jonathan Barnes, Aristotle: a very short introduction (Oxford: OUP, 2000).

- John M. Cooper, ‘Aristotle’, in The Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Philosophy, ed. David Sedley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 

- Timothy A. Robinson, Aristotle in Outline (Hackett, 1995), esp. chs. 2 and 3 on Aristotle’s political thought and its relation to his ethics. 

The secondary literature on Aristotle’s ethics is vast. The above is a selection of works, but if you need to you should also search out further material yourself. 
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