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BIOGRAPHY

Aristotle was born in 384 B.C. in Stagirus, located in Chalcidice. His father, Nicomachus, 
was a respected physician who practiced at Pella, the Macedonian court of Philip and, later, 
Alexander. When his father died, Aristotle moved to Asia Minor, where he was raised by 
relatives. At seventeen, he moved again, this time to Athens to study at Plato’s Academy 
under the tutelage of Eudoxus of Cnidus. 

After Plato’s death, Aristotle left Athens, sometime in 348/47 B.C. Settling in Atarneus, he 
opened a school at Assos but left two or three years later to found a school in Mytilene on 
the island of Lesbos.

Approximately two years into the Mytilene venture, Aristotle was commissioned by Philip of 
Macedon to tutor his son Alexander. Moving to Pella, Aristotle remained Alexander’s tutor

The School of Athens by Raphael



 

2 ©2019 Cana Academy®

for approximately three years until the young man took up political matters at the age of 
sixteen. Aristotle then returned to his birthplace, Stagirus, which had been rebuilt by Philip 
and Alexander in honor of Aristotle. In 335/34 B.C. he returned to Athens, began his own 
research academy (the Lyceum), and remained there until 323 when the death of Alexander 
provoked an Athenian revolt. Because of his prior association with Macedon, he was accused 
of impiety and was forced to flee to Chalcis with his family. It has been said that upon leaving 
Athens, Aristotle remarked that he would not permit Athens to sin against philosophy twice. 
He died in Chalcis soon after in November of 322 B.C. at the age of sixty-two.

The Nicomachean Ethics was probably named in honor of Aristotle’s son and father, both 
named Nicomachus.

INTRODUCTION

Aristotle was one of the world’s greatest philosophers, and he was responsible for the 
formation of an enormous body of philosophical inquiry that extended well beyond his own 
time. All students should have the opportunity to study his writings. However, sometimes 
teachers and their students hesitate to engage his work for fear of its technical requirements. 
This guide is written for teachers and students embarking on their first reading of Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics. The Ethics trains students in careful reading and in the precise 
articulation of complicated principles; it thus provides a wonderful entrance into a study of 
Aristotle’s larger body of work. 

The Ethics is a good example of what reason can achieve when properly trained. Aristotle 
carefully assembles a psychology of the human person that resonates with our own experiences. 
He is not trying to convince someone who is amoral or immoral to live a life with an eye to 
one’s proper end; rather, for the student who has been brought up well, Aristotle provides a 
preparation to living the good life. The roles of friendship, the polis, and one’s prior training 
at home are integral elements of the overall picture Aristotle provides for individuals who 
seek to hit the target in their choices more frequently and with greater ease: “The purpose of 
the present study is not, as it is in other inquiries, the attainment of theoretical knowledge: 
we are not conducting this inquiry in order to know what virtue is, but in order to become 
good, else there would be no advantage in studying it. For that reason, it becomes necessary 
to examine the problem of actions, and to ask how they are to be performed” (1103b30).

A brief outline of Aristotle’s work will help students see just how expansive the philosopher’s 
mind was. It is widely believed that he produced over two hundred treatises, approximately 
thirty-one of which survive. Furthermore, as the introduction to this edition states, “What 
we do have of his writings are summaries of the lectures he delivered at various times on 
subjects ranging from rhetoric to metaphysics, biology to politics, poetry to psychology.”1

1 See Martin Ostwald’s Introduction, xii.
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Teachers will need to inform the students that what we have before us are revised summaries 
that are most likely not in their original forms.2

This guide includes the following:

• Some important Aristotelian terms explained

• A plan for studying this text with students

• Introductory remarks and questions prefacing each book to orient the teacher to 
Aristotle’s methodology and important points of interest

• Discussion questions for each division, according to book and chapter

• Larger questions embedded in the individual chapters (in bold) to help the students 
grasp the overall organization of the entire Ethics, which can be used for smaller 
writing assignments

• Broader questions suitable for closing discussions and larger essay assignments

• A short bibliography 

2 Ibid., xii-xiii.
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SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Book I

Students read Chapters 1-5, 7, 9 and 10. 

Chapter 6 will be helpful to those students who have read Plato.
Chapter 13 may be helpful but is not strictly necessary for this discussion.

Book I sets the stage for a discussion of the entire Ethics by defining the final good (i.e., that 
good for which all aim) as happiness. In addition, Aristotle defines several key terms and the 
relationship of each to the others.

Teachers may want to pose a scenario for the students that will help them understand the 
language of ends and means and subordinate ends. For example, the teacher could ask 
students a simple question: Why did you attend school today? Why didn’t you finish your 
homework last night? With each answer, the teacher could push further: But why was being 
in class important to you? Why did you want to take the test today? Why do you want to go to 
school at all? Why do you want to do well and graduate to a good college or university? Why 
do you want a good job? Why do you want money? The point of all this questioning is to 
provide a convincing argument for Aristotle’s claim regarding the final cause. Furthermore, 
students could begin to see the connection between subordinate ends and the final cause and 
the role that the final cause plays at the beginning of our choices.

Finally, teachers may want to lead the students in a general discussion of happiness with an 
eye to helping them see the relationship between means and ends and function.

1. Read again and put into your own words the first sentence of Chapter 1. 

2. Using the Glossary to help you, define the two different kinds of ends Aristotle mentions. 
Why is the end “superior to the activity” when the end “lies beyond the action”?

3. What is the relationship between master sciences and subordinate sciences? Aristotle gives 
an example. Explain his example using a Venn diagram, and then provide an example of your 
own.

4. What is the “master science of the good”? Why does Aristotle make this claim? What is 
the relationship of politics to ethics? Read footnote #8 or the Glossary definition of politike. 
Articulate as clearly as you can what he means by politics. How is what he is talking about 
different from our modern understanding or experience of politics?

5. Look up arete in the Glossary. Is this understanding of virtue different from that with 
which we are most familiar? If so, how is it different?

6. Aristotle employs the metaphor of an archer shooting at a target. Unpack this metaphor. 
How does it relate to the subject under consideration? What is the student of ethics aiming 
for? Keep this metaphor in mind for the remainder of the reading.
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7. In Chapter 6 Aristotle issues an important proviso. What is it? Why is this the case? 
From whom might we acquire a “rough and general sketch” for our choices and actions? 
Why is a young man not well-equipped to be this man? What does he mean by “young”? 
Is the study of ethics more like mathematics or oratory? Explain.

8. Who will benefit most from this study of ethics? Why? Begin to put together a picture of 
the person who will most benefit from this study.

9. What are the various views of happiness and the highest good Aristotle addresses in 
Chapters 4 and 5?

10. What do you notice about his method of proceeding? See, for example, 1059b1 - 10 and 
also 1098b1 - 5 in Chapter 7.

11. According to Aristotle, why must the good for man be something final and self-sufficient? 
Relate this to his initial discussion of ends and means in Chapter 1. What fits this description, 
i.e., what is final and self-sufficient and therefore the highest end toward which human 
choice aims?

12. How does Aristotle define happiness? To what is happiness connected? It is helpful to 
memorize the following: “The proper function of man, then, consists in an activity of the soul 
in conformity with a rational principle or, at least, not without it” (1098a5). Discuss.

13. To whom should we look for guidance? Using Aristotle’s definition as a starting point, 
describe this person. Read footnote #30 or refer to the Glossary for a definition of spoudaios. 
Keep track of references to the spoudaios.

14. At the beginning of Chapter 9, Aristotle provides several possibilities for how virtue 
might be acquired. What are each of these? Explain how they could be considered by anyone 
as a means of acquiring virtue.

15. Discuss the following: “For, in the realm of nature, things are naturally arranged in 
the best way possible—and the same is also true of the products of art and of any kind of 
causation, especially the highest” (1099b20). What does he mean? What does he mean by the 
products of art?

16. Why are human beings, alone of all creatures, capable of happiness?

17. What are essential characteristics of virtue? What are essential characteristics of 
happiness? How are the two related?

18. Try using the following in two sentences, summarizing the relationship of each to the 
others: reason or rational principle, function, happiness, the good, virtue or excellence, 
nature, means, ends. The following is a good example: By nature, human beings are 
equipped with a rational principle with which they may determine the means to the 
appropriately human end of happiness. Happiness is the highest good, and he that
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attains it has done so by leading a life of excellence, i.e., one that is in accordance with 
his human nature.

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics is available for 
$15 on our website: https://www.canaacademy.org/shop/leading-a-seminar-on-aristotles-
nicomachean-ethics


