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Introducing Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics to undergraduates, which is the explicit goal of Michael Pakaluk’s volume, is both easy and difficult.  On one level, Aristotle’s text takes a common-sense view of human goodness and the qualities productive of it, a view which resonates with students when they reflect upon the general question of what they seek in life or whom they admire.  Topics such as friendship, recognition (a.k.a., ‘honor’), self-improvement, and well-being are part of every student’s lived-experience and Aristotle’s discussion of such topics reaches students ‘where they live’, as it were.  And yet, on another level, as any student or teacher of the Nicomachean Ethics has discovered, Aristotle’s text presents numerous philosophical, exegetical, and editorial difficulties.  For instance, Aristotle’s discussion of whether friendship is necessary for happiness (EN ix 9) is eminently practical and its conclusion almost trivially commonsensical; and yet Aristotle’s argument in support of the claim that friendship is necessary for happiness contains one of the most impenetrable discussions in the Ethics, namely the account of the apparently reflexive perceptions which only two friends can share (1170a13-b17), a phenomenon that goes to the very question of whether Aristotle possesses a notion of self-consciousness.  
An introductory guide to Aristotle’s Ethics needs both to provoke in students the curiosity and interest which Aristotle’s text naturally invites and to support that curiosity with elucidation when the commonsensical appears to rely upon the extraordinary. Pakaluk’s introduction succeeds masterfully on both levels.  Indeed, his sustained analysis often presents clear but penetrating overviews of traditional scholarly problems in the text which would be useful to graduate students and his own proposed resolutions to some of those problems invite the scrutiny of scholars of the Ethics.  Like the Ethics itself, Pakaluk’s introduction speaks to readers on several different levels. Although Pakaluk’s lessons are tailored primarily to introductory readers, his book is by no means only ‘introductory’.  Let me discuss some of the different lessons Pakaluk offers.

Pakaluk’s volume is especially tailored to students reading the Ethics for the first time in a number of ways.  The book begins with an introductory chapter entitled ‘Readings Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics’ and the subsequent ten chapters touch upon all of the major topics within the Ethics.  The introductory chapter lays out the basic structure of the Ethics, articulates five major problems that run throughout the work (for instance, whether the highest good consists in a single kind of activity or a collection of virtuous activities and goods), and presents historical, biographical, and methodological background information about Aristotle and his writings.  Perhaps the most intriguing subsection within the first chapter is entitled “Practical Advice for Reading the Ethics” (38-44), in which Pakaluk first enumerates specific challenges of Aristotle’s style (for instance, the ways in which his arguments are compressed or the textual markers he uses to indicate premises and conclusions) and then provides a two page divisio (or identification of the principal parts of the argument) for EN i 12, the discussion of whether eudaimonia should be praised.  Pakaluk’s divisio of i 12 is the perfect model of clarity—one which a student asked to write a paper on the Ethics could follow and imitate.  All eleven chapters end with a one or two page section concerning further reading which concisely notes the landmarks in Anglophone scholarship for the topics discussed in the chapters; after the first introductory chapter, each subsequent chapter begins with a restatement or summary of the place of the material analyzed within the overall argument of the Ethics.  
Within each chapter Pakaluk uses numerous forms of analysis to bring out the argument in Aristotle’s text.  At times he provides extended analyses of individual terms (for instance, in his examination of the criteria of goodness in EN i 7 (67-74)); sometimes he articulates the individual premises and conclusions of more compressed arguments (for instance, in his examination of the argument about reflective perception in EN ix 9 (283-85); and over and over again, he steps back from his analysis to articulate and respond to philosophical objections that a student should consider about Aristotle’s text, for instance whether it is plausible to think that human beings have a function (76-77) or whether Aristotle’s analysis of courage (and its emphasis on the field of combat) still has relevance for modern readers (162-66).  Although Pakaluk is committed not only to the greatness of Aristotle’s text but also many of its conclusions, the book is hardly Aristotle worship.  As noted, Pakaluk underscores from the beginning that the Ethics has its own internal problems, and the book concludes with a fair and judicious evaluation of the extent to which close scrutiny of Aristotle’s text can resolve such problems (328-30).  For instance, Pakaluk (building, albeit critically, on G.E.L. Owen’s ‘Aristotelian Pleasures’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 72 [1971/72] 334-46) provides a spirited defense of the coherence and even editorial judiciousness of the two separate accounts of pleasure in the Ethics (313-14).  But elsewhere he takes Aristotle to task for restricting the notion of akrasia too narrowly (254-56) and he expresses disappointment and even puzzlement about Aristotle’s solution to the question of what is the highest good in EN x, a conclusion which he thinks Aristotle settles “without argument” (316, 329).  The introductory student is left with a model of how to engage a classical philosophical text sympathetically, argumentatively, and critically. 
Although Pakaluk’s text is primarily oriented towards the introductory reader, many of his points of emphasis invite the scrutiny of scholars of the Aristotle’s Ethics.  One controversial thesis which he defends throughout the volume concerns the overall editorial and argumentative coherence of the Ethics.  At one point, Pakaluk writes

The text of the Ethics, for the most part, is written with extraordinary care, in the sense that every word has a function; every word seems to be chosen over alternatives for just that particular function it can perform; and the meaning of the text (when one finally succeeds in construing it, which may be difficult) is extremely clear and precise.  It seems written with as much care as any fine poem and, consequently, it has great power and force. (38)

Elsewhere, Pakaluk characterizes this view as a ‘working hypothesis’ which he holds because ‘surely we will not discover what order the work actually has unless we persevere in looking for it’ (xiii). 

The defense of such a hypothesis consists in the richness of the interpretation it furnishes and the interconnections and cross references which Pakaluk adduces throughout his volume make for a very rich reading of the Ethics.  Although Pakaluk is committed to his working hypothesis at the level of individual passages (and perhaps even individual words and phrases), I found it most compelling in his view of the order of the major “chunks” or individual books within the Ethics.  For example, Pakaluk devotes two chapters to the particular ethical virtues (one chapter takes up courage, self-mastery (Pakaluk’s translation of sôphrosunê), generosity (eleutheriotês), magnificence and magnanimity, and another focuses only on justice) and he takes seriously the questions of why Aristotle begins his analysis with courage and whether there is any order in the analysis of the other virtues.  Among the answers he suggests for the first question is the reason that courage ‘displays well the connections among wish, deliberation, and action…In contrast, there are few clear tests of other virtues.  It would be difficult, for instance, to draw inferences about an agent’s generosity from some particular use of money by him’ (159).  As for the latter question, Pakaluk finds in the treatment of the individual virtues an implicit ranking of goods: courage and self-mastery deal with the protection and sustenance of life, generosity and magnificence deal with possessions, magnanimity deals with honor, and wittiness, amiability, and truthfulness are integrally connected to the goods of family and friends (179). 

Another intriguing discovery of Pakaluk’s working hypothesis concerns the ordering of the two different accounts of pleasure.  As noted above, Pakaluk defends the claim that the two different accounts of pleasure in the Ethics are consistent.  What I found especially intriguing was his defense of why Aristotle (or his editors) would want to include two different accounts.  Although his arguments are too detailed to examine, Pakaluk’s main thesis is that the account of pleasure provided in vii 11-14 (the so-called ‘A discussion’) is defensive and negative and meant to show that ‘nothing that has been said in the immediately preceding discussion of akrasia counts against Aristotle’s views, already set out, that pleasure is good, and that the chief good is something pleasant by nature’ (299).  By contrast, the account of pleasure in x 1-5 (the so-called ‘B discussion’), Pakaluk claims, is concerned primarily with arriving at a functional definition of pleasure so as to encourage people to seek the right pleasures deliberately.  In sum, ‘A argues that pleasure is not bad; B argues that pleasure is a good which we should aim at directly and deliberately.  Discussion A aims to clear pleasure of charges against it; discussion B aims, in a sense, to argue for hedonism (of a certain sort)’ (306).  Pakaluk concedes that Aristotle (or his editors) could have provided a slightly more clear introduction to the two discussions, but he concludes that the placement of the two discussions ‘is expert and even required by the argument of the treatise’ (314).

Although on the whole I found the application of Pakaluk’s working hypothesis fruitful (both in its application to small passages and the organization of major parts of the Ethics), I was not persuaded by one of Pakaluk’s claims about the overall structure of the Ethics.  In EN i 5, Aristotle introduces the trope of ‘three different ways of life’ in order to review the reasoned opinions that different people hold about the good (i 4.1095a28-30).  The ‘competition’ between concerning which life is best—the life of pleasure, the life of honor, or the life of theoria—largely drops out of the Ethics after i 5 until the closing chapters, in which Aristotle first argues against the claim that the life of pleasure is best (x 6), and then the claim that the life of honor or practical virtue is best (x 7-8).  Pakaluk argues that it is implausible, though, to view EN x 6-8 as rendering a judgment about the best way of life.  Such an interpretation, Pakaluk claims, ignores that the competing alternatives are largely refuted back in EN i 5 whereas the alternatives in x 6-8 are modified and improved versions of the original depictions (320-21).  Further, the division of practical and theoretical lives implies a mutually exclusive separation of practical and theoretical reason according to which the contemplative life may be immoral and the practical life seems to be pointless (322).

Although I found the questions which Pakaluk raises about the traditional interpretation of the place of the “competition of lives” trope within the Ethics intriguing, his interpretation does not do justice to what I take is a significant commitment on Aristotle’s part to the reasoned disagreement people have about the best way of life.  Aristotle notes in i 4 that although everyone agrees about the name of the highest good, viz., that it is eudaimonia, what happiness is is a matter of dispute (1095a21-22).  Dispute about the best way of life is, I believe, a phenomenon that Aristotle wants to account for even if he wants to dissolve the dispute by the conclusion of his treatise, and the competition of lives trope accomplishes just that point.  Furthermore, the resolution of that competition is in effect the argument Aristotle advances in support of contemplation as the best way of life.  Pakaluk is right to note that Aristotle’s initial statement about the best way of life (e.g., EN x 7 1177a12-18) appears to be an assertion without argument, but the overall force of the competition of lives provides the argument itself.  That solution may raise problems elsewhere, but it is misleading to say that Aristotle settles the question of the highest good with argument.  But although in this one instance I am not persuaded by Pakaluk, in no way does that detract from the fineness of this volume, which is by far the best introductory work devoted to the Ethics available today. 
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