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Avristotle presents the concept of virtue in both epistemological and
ontological layers. His primary concern is the ontology of virtue, or in other
words, the formation of virtue and the process of becoming virtuous.
However, this does not mean that the epistemological layer, which involves
defining and understanding the nature of virtue, is neglected. According to
Aristotle, virtue is a disposition that leads to choice, and this choice is
composed of both desire and reflection. This study aims to analytically
examine the nature of choice and discuss the relationship between desire and
reflection in terms of priority and causality. Furthermore, the concept of virtue
is closely tied to the doctrine of the mean, which has been critiqued from
various perspectives. This research seeks to defend the doctrine of the mean
by offering an interpretation that not only addresses criticisms regarding its
metaphorical and practical shortcomings but also reconciles the quantitative
and qualitative interpretations of the theory.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Aristotle’s moral philosophy is one of the most influential ethical systems in the history of Western
thought—one in which the question of “how to live” holds a central place. In contrast to views that reduce
ethics either to hedonism or mere obedience to rules, Aristotle seeks to explain morality within a framework
of inwardness and the flourishing of the human soul. From this perspective, the ultimate aim of Aristotelian
ethics is achieving eudaimonia, or happiness—not as a psychological state, but as the full actualization of
human virtues in everyday life. At the center of this system stands the concept of moral virtue, which
Aristotle describes not merely as an inclination or habit, but as a deliberate disposition—a disposition that
has both rational and motivational dimensions.

According to Aristotle, virtue cannot be understood without the doctrine of the mean. The mean plays a
pivotal role in defining virtue, for it shows that virtue is a state between excess and deficiency. However,
Aristotle’s mean is not quantitative or calculative; rather, it is a mean “relative to us,” determined by the
judgment of practical reason. Yet, throughout the history of Aristotelian interpretation, this doctrine has
faced serious criticisms: some argue that it fails to offer practical guidance, while others accuse it of
conceptual simplification or ambiguity in application.

The aim of this study is to re-examine Aristotle’s ethical system by focusing on the definition of virtue, the
doctrine of the mean, and the foundations of moral action, in order to clarify the internal coherence of his
ethical framework. This re-examination will show that Aristotle’s view—contrary to scattered
interpretations—creates a dynamic and integrated system linking virtue theory, practical reason, and human
motivation.

Discussion

In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle defines virtue as follows: “a disposition concerned with choice, lying
in a mean, the mean relative to us, determined by reason and as the wise person would determine it.” From
this definition, three fundamental components emerge: first, virtue is a disposition—a stable state of
character that shapes behavior, not a momentary impulse. Second, virtue is always connected to choice,
because it proceeds only from a rational agent. Third, virtue lies in a mean between excess and deficiency,
and practical reason must determine this mean in each situation.

Misinterpretations of the doctrine of the mean usually arise from reading it as a numerical middle point,
whereas Aristotle repeatedly emphasizes the relativity of the mean: what is virtuous for one person or
situation is not necessarily so for another. Thus, the mean is not a fixed point but a rational proportion
between the person, circumstances, and the goal. For example, courage is the mean between fear and
recklessness, yet the appropriate degree of fear and boldness varies with individuals and conditions.

The most significant criticism of the doctrine of the mean is that it seems not to guide action: knowing that
one must avoid excess and deficiency does not tell us what exactly to do in a given situation. Aristotle’s
answer to this lies in the concept of practical reason. Practical reason is the ability to discern the correct
act in changing circumstances; its concern is human actions that are neither necessary nor accidental, but
dependent on human deliberation and choice. Therefore, the doctrine of the mean gains practical
significance only through practical reason. Without practical reason, the mean is merely a formal criterion;
practical reason brings it to life in concrete situations.

For Aristotle, moral virtue is a synthesis of cognition and desire. Right action occurs only when a person’s
desires harmonize with rational judgment. This harmony is achieved through choice. Aristotle maintains
that virtue concerns choice: the virtuous person acts not through blind habit but through awareness, rational
evaluation, and rightly ordered desire. Understanding Aristotle’s notion of choice is thus the key to
understanding his ethics.

To clarify the meaning of choice, Aristotle first distinguishes it from other faculties: choice is not the same
as desire, since desire exists in animals as well; choice belongs only to rational humans. It is also not the
same as belief, since belief is judged by truth and falsity, whereas choice is judged by good and bad.
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Moreover, the object of choice is not the end itself, but the means to achieving that end. The ultimate goal
of life is something desirable, but the ways to reach it must be determined by right choice.

Positively, Aristotle considers choice the result of the union between rational deliberation (bouleusis) and
desire. A person first deliberates on the possible ways to attain a goal, then selects one and forms a desire
for it. Thus, choice may be understood as “deliberate desire”—desire shaped by reasoning. Hence, neither
reason alone is sufficient—since merely knowing the good does not produce action—nor desire alone,
because desire without rational direction is blind. Only the combination of the two results in moral action.
From here Aristotle arrives at another distinction: that between theoretical truth and practical truth. In
theoretical sciences, truth concerns the correspondence between thought and reality; in practice, truth
concerns the harmony between rational judgment and desire. When practical reason judges truly, and desire
aligns with that judgment, right action comes about. This is what Aristotle calls “the realization of virtue.”
Thus, virtue guarantees practical truth, because in the virtuous person, desires have been trained by reason
and naturally tend toward the true good.

Analyzing the foundations of virtuous action shows that Aristotle’s ethics is neither rigid rationalism nor
pure sentimentalism. He charts a middle path: reason determines the direction of action, but its realization
requires refined desire; desire must be educated to align with rational discernment. This reciprocal
relationship between reason and desire forms the internal coherence of Aristotelian ethics.

Conclusion

Aristotle’s ethical system is a precise synthesis of psychology, epistemology, and the philosophy of action.
His definition of virtue, the doctrine of the mean, and his analysis of the foundations of moral action are all
interconnected links in a single chain aimed at explaining the possibility of living well. The doctrine of the
mean, emphasizing avoidance of excess and deficiency, offers a general criterion for right action, while
practical reason applies this criterion to concrete situations. Choice, as the connecting point of reason and
desire, plays a causal role in the realization of virtuous action. The harmony of these three elements—
practical reason, refined desire, and deliberate choice—is what Aristotle sees as the true nature of virtue
and the condition for human flourishing.

From this viewpoint, Aristotelian ethics is not merely an instructional or prescriptive system but a plan for
the full development of human capacities. The virtuous person is one whose theoretical reason, practical
reason, desire, and action are in harmony. Such a person, acting not by compulsion but naturally and with
desire aligned with reason, chooses good actions. Thus, Aristotle presents a picture of the human being in
which “being good” aligns with “being oneself”—ethics as an internal actualization of human nature for
living rationally. Through a careful re-reading of the doctrine of the mean, the definition of virtue, and the
analysis of the foundations of moral action, one can discern the internal conceptual coherence of Aristotle’s
ethical system, which ultimately answers his fundamental question: how should we live in order to be truly
human?
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