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51. Aristotle: The Ethics of Virtue 
 

Summary 

In this selection Aristotle first discusses the nature of ethics and its relationship to human 

existence. He next turns to the nature of virtue, which he characterizes as traits that enable 

individuals to live well in communities. To achieve a state of well-being (eudaimonia, 

happiness), proper social institutions are necessary. Thus the moral person cannot really exist 

apart from a flourishing political setting that enables the individual to develop the requisite 

virtues for the good life. For this reason Aristotle considers ethics to be a branch of politics. 

After locating ethics as a part of politics, Aristotle explains that the moral virtues are different 

from the intellectual ones. Although the intellectual virtues can be taught directly, the moral ones 

must be lived to be learned. By living well, we acquire the right habits. These habits are in fact 

the virtues. The virtues are to be sought as the best guarantee to the happy life. But, again, 

happiness requires that one be lucky enough to live in a flourishing state. The morally virtuous 

life consists in living in moderation, according to the “Golden Mean.” 

 

Test Questions 

According to Aristotle… 

1. We always desire happiness  

a. as a means to something else. 

*b. for its own sake. 

c. for the sake of honor. 

d. for the sake of pleasure. 

 

2. The function of man is 

 a. to be alive. 

 b. activity of the senses. 

 c. activity of the soul in accordance with God’s law. 

 *d. activity of the soul in accordance with reason. 

 

3. Moral virtues can best be acquired through 

 a. study. 

 *b. practice and habit. 

 c. physical exertion. 

 d. great teachers. 

 

4. Virtues are 

 *a. moral states. 

 b. emotions. 

 c. faculties.  



 d. physical conditions. 

 

5. Aristotle thinks that the highest good is an instrumental good (good for the sake of something 

else). 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

6. Aristotle says that virtue is a mean lying between two vices.  

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

7. Aristotle believes that simply studying philosophy will make one virtuous. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

8. Aristotle thinks that it is easy to be good because it is easy to find the mean in anything. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

52. Immanuel Kant: The Moral Law 
 

Summary 

In this reading Kant rejects ethical theories in which morality is contingent and hypothetical. The 

moral sentiment view is contingent in that it is based on human nature and, in particular, on our 

feelings or sentiments. Had we been created differently, we would have a different nature and, 

hence, different moral duties. Moral duties or imperatives are hypothetical in that they depend on 

our desires for their realization. For example, we should obey the law because we want a 

peaceful, orderly society. Kant argues that ethics is not contingent but absolute, and its duties or 

imperatives are not hypothetical but categorical (unconditional). Ethics is based not on feeling 

but on reason. Because we are rational beings, we are valuable and capable of discovering moral 

laws binding on all persons at all times. As such, our moral duties are not dependent on feelings 

but on reason. They are unconditional, universally valid, and necessary, regardless of the 

possible consequences or opposition to our inclinations. 

Kant’s first formulation of his categorical imperative is, “Act only on that maxim 

whereby thou canst at the same time will that it would become a universal law.” This imperative 

is given as the criterion by which to judge all other principles. If we could consistently will that 

everyone would do some type of action, then there is an application of the categorical imperative 

enjoining that type of action. If we cannot consistently will that everyone would do some type of 

action, then that type of action is morally wrong. Kant argues, for example, that we cannot 

consistently will that everyone make lying promises, for the very institution of promising entails 

or depends on general adherence to keeping the promise or having an intention to do so. 

Kant offers a second formulation of the categorical imperative: “So act as to treat 

humanity, whether in your own person or in that of any other, in every case as an end and never 

as merely a means only.” Each person by virtue of his or her reason has dignity and profound 

worth, which entails that he or she must never be exploited or manipulated or used merely as a 

means to the general good. 



Test Questions 

 

According to Kant… 

1. Nothing can be called good without qualification except  

a. right action. 

b. good consequences. 

c. happiness. 

*d. a good will. 

 

2. If an action is to have moral worth, it must be done 

 a. from a sense of kindness. 

 *b. from a sense of duty. 

 c. according to custom. 

 d. with an eye to one’s purpose. 

 

3. When trying to decide whether an action is morally permissible, we must ask if we can 

consistently will that the maxim of our action should become 

 a. a rule for maximizing happiness. 

 b. a contingent law. 

 *c. a universal law. 

 d. a rule of thumb. 

 

4. Making a lying promise would be wrong because  

 a. lying to people can cause them harm. 

 b. lying to people harms society. 

 *c. you could not consistently will that everyone should make lying promises. 

 d. most people condemn the practice. 

 

5. Kant declares that we should never in any circumstances treat people as a means. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

6. Kant says that rational beings are called persons.  

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

7. Kant believes that we should not treat persons merely as a means except when society’s 

welfare is at stake. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

8. Kant argues that the moral law is conditional. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

 



53. John Stuart Mill: Utilitarianism  
Summary 

In this selection Mill argues for utilitarianism, the teleological view that “actions are right in 

proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of 

happiness.” He equates happiness with pleasure, just as Jeremy Bentham, the doctrine’s early 

architect, did. But addressing a common criticism of Bentham’s version, Mill maintains that 

pleasures can vary not only in quantity as Bentham thought, but also in quality—from lower 

pleasures (such as eating and having sex) to higher ones (such as pursuing knowledge and 

creating art).  

 

Test Questions 

According to Mill… 

1. To determine whether one pleasure is more valuable than another, we must  

a. determine which one is objectively most pleasurable.  

*b. determine which pleasure most experienced people prefer. 

c. consult philosophers of the past. 

d. consult science.  

 

2. The ultimate end of utilitarianism is an existence as free of pain as possible and as rich as 

possible in 

 a. lower pleasures. 

 b. spiritual attainment. 

 c. social achievement. 

 *d. enjoyments. 

 

3. The Greatest Happiness Principle is 

 a. one of several principles of morality. 

 *b. the standard of morality. 

 c. endorsed by all the major religions. 

 d. embodied in the Ten Commandments.  

 

4. Utilitarianism says that right actions are those that produce the greatest happiness for  

 a. each individual. 

 b. one’s own family. 

 *c. all concerned. 

 d. those who deserve it. 

 

5. Mill thinks that some kinds of pleasures are more valuable than others. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

6. Mill believes that the moral worth of an action depends on one’s motives. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

7. Mill asserts that happiness is the sole end of human action. 



 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

8. For Mill, a beast’s pleasures can satisfy a human being’s conception of happiness. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

60. John Rawls: The Contemporary Liberal Answer 
 

Summary 

In this excerpt from A Theory of Justice, Rawls sets forth a contract theory in which the 

hypothetical bargainers go behind a “veil of ignorance” to devise a set of fundamental 

agreements that will govern society. No one knows his or her place in society, class position or 

social status, fortune in the distribution of natural assets and abilities, or even intelligence. Rawls 

calls this situation the “original position.” In it, each rational person—that is, one who is 

normally self-interested but who does not know his or her place in society—can judge 

impartially. By denying individuals knowledge of their natural assets and social position, Rawls 

prevents them from exploiting their advantages, thus transforming a decision under risk (where 

probabilities of outcomes are known) to a decision under uncertainty (where probabilities are not 

known). To the question, “Why should the individual acknowledge the principles chosen in the 

original position as morally binding?” Rawls answers, “We should abide by these principles 

because we all would choose them under fair conditions.” That is, the rules and rights chosen by 

fair procedures are themselves fair because these procedures take full account of our moral 

nature as equally capable of “doing justice.”  

 

Test Questions 

According to Rawls… 

1. Behind the veil of ignorance, the principles of justice are  

a. the result of coercion.  

*b. the result of a fair agreement or bargain. 

c. chosen arbitrarily.  

d. impractical. 

 

2. The term “justice as fairness” conveys the idea that the principles of justice are agreed to in an 

initial position that is 

 a. rational. 

 b. artificial. 

 c. constitutional. 

 *d. fair. 

 

3. Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with 

 a. social utility. 

 *b. a similar liberty for others. 

 c. traditional morality. 

 d. economic stability. 

 



4. All social values (opportunity, liberty, income, wealth, etc.) are to be distributed equally 

unless an unequal distribution is 

 *a. to everyone’s advantage. 

 b. beneficial to the majority. 

 c. consistent with utility. 

 d. deserved. 

 

5. Rawls thinks that the principle of utility is incompatible with the conception of social 

cooperation among equals for mutual advantage. 

 *a. True 

 b. False 

 

6. Rawls thinks that institutions in society can be justified on the grounds that the hardships of 

some people would be offset by the greater good of society as a whole.  

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

7. Rawls says that some people deserve their more favorable starting place in society.  

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

8. The original position is an actual historical state of affairs. 

 a. True 

 *b. False 

 

 


