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Aristotle’s Ethics, Syllabus 
  

Instructor: Jacob Stump • Contact: jacob.stump@mail.utoronto.ca 
Class: T 3-6pm, TF #103 • Office hours: W 4-5:30pm, or by appointment, in JHB #433 

 

Overview 
 
“… our first concern is to investigate what constitutes a good life, and how it is to be attained.” 
So begins Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics. In this course we will conduct a careful, detailed, 
advanced study of Aristotle’s two ethical treatises, the Nicomachean Ethics and the lesser 
known Eudemian Ethics. While our focus will be on the NE, we will occasionally compare the 
EE’s often contrasting insights into the human good. Questions to be considered include the 
following: Is there some function that humans have, and, if so, what relation does it have to 
human happiness? What is human happiness in the first place? What does it consist in? What 
sort of things are the virtues, and how do character virtues (e.g., courage) differ from 
intellectual virtues (e.g., wisdom)? What are the goals of ethical thinking? What is the nature of 
friendship, and which sort is most valuable? Which is the best life—the life devoted to pleasure, 
the life devoted to business and politics, or the life devoted to knowledge and wisdom? Part of 
Aristotle’s philosophic method is to consider the endoxa (reputable opinions) of his time to see 
which answers they support. In examining Aristotle’s own answers to these questions, we will 
want to consider the endoxa of our own time to see what, if anything, of Aristotle’s ethical 
thinking is still useful today. 
 

Pedagogical goals 
 
Completing the work for this course will…  
 

• Acquaint you with central issues in Aristotle’s ethical thinking.  
• Improve your ability to read difficult texts with comprehension.  
• Improve your ability to analyze and evaluate arguments.  
• Improve your ability to communicate complicated ideas in concise prose.  

 
The last three outcomes will be useful to you no matter what you go on to do.  
 

Texts 
 
One text is required:  
 
1) Irwin, T., Aristotle: Nicomachean Ethics (Hackett, 1999).  
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A second text is optional:  
 
2) Inwood, B., and Woolf, R., Aristotle: Eudemian Ethics (Cambridge, 2013).  
 
Both texts are available at Bob Miller Book Room (180 Bloor St.). I do not advise using 
alternative translations of either text, unless you can read Ancient Greek very well.   
 

Class 
 
Class will mostly be used to increase your understanding of the problems and solutions proposed 
in the readings. Additionally, parts of some classes may be used to teach you how to write good 
philosophical prose and structure a philosophical paper. I will often begin class with a review of 
previous material, and there may be in-class activities.   
 
In order to participate in class meaningfully, you should arrive having read and thought about 
the day’s text. You should also bring the text to class. Note: Reading philosophy is difficult, and 
you should be prepared to read the assignments more than once. You will often be confused—
that is okay! Try to figure out why you are confused, and come to class prepared with questions 
to help you understand.  
 
 Class discussion. Learning how to discuss philosophy is an important part of your 
education. Discussion helps to clarify ideas quickly and deepen understanding. I will be modeling 
how to ‘talk philosophy’ during class, and you are encouraged to join in: if you have a question 
or comment, please share it. As in any discussion, some behaviors are counterproductive. Two of 
the most common problems in philosophy classrooms are talking too often and rambling. If you 
find yourself talking too often, hold back and give others a chance to talk. If, after a pause, no 
one volunteers, then you can fill the gap. To avoid rambling, clarify your question or comment 
in your mind before speaking. Make it concise. Finally, note that there will be disagreement in 
class. This is good—it is often the source of progress and clarification—so long as it is civil.   
 
 Devices. I do not mind if you take notes on your laptop during class. However, be aware 
that doing so can be distracting for your fellow students. Out of consideration for others, if you 
are going to use a laptop during class, please sit on the right-hand side of the classroom (right-
hand side while facing the front).  
 

Evaluation 
 
You will be evaluated based on Participation (10% of final grade), Responses (10% of final 
grade), a Short Paper (20% of final grade), and a Long Paper (30/60% of final grade, optional 
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rewrite). Note: Late papers will be deducted 1/3 of a letter grade per day, unless advance 
arrangements have been made.   
 

Participation. This is a small seminar course. As such, it will consist largely of 
discussion. Accordingly, part of your mark for the course will come from your participation in 
class. Participation can take many forms: in the first place, showing up to class, and, in the 
second place, asking questions when a point is unclear, commenting when a point seems 
mistaken, commenting on implications of Aristotle’s arguments or how his arguments connect to 
previous material, and so on. To receive full credit for Participation, you do not need to talk 
every class. In fact, talking too much may well hurt your Participation mark (see above for 
guidelines for class behavior). Note that if you attend all or almost all classes, but you do not 
often speak, you still will receive a decently high participation mark.  

 
Responses. There will be 11 Responses, or what you can think of as mini-mini-papers, 

due throughout the term. Each is worth 1 point of your final grade, for a maximum of 10 points. 
At the end of the term, I will drop your lowest Response grade. Each submitted Response will 
be graded either 70% or 100%. For each, you will be asked either to summarize one of the main 
arguments from the reading for the upcoming class or to respond to one of its main points. I will 
post Response questions to Blackboard by Thursday night. Each Response will be due on 
Blackboard before the upcoming class. No Response needs to be more than 300 words. No late 
or makeup submissions will be accepted.  

 
Short paper (500-750 words). Your first essay will require you to summarize an argument 

from a text and evaluate it. I will use some class time to explain what I expect from this paper. 
This is due on Blackboard on Oct. 20.  

 
Long paper (2000-2500 words). Your second essay will be on a topic of your choosing. 

Any topic relevant to the Aristotle’s ethics is fair game, though you are advised to take up 
topics we cover in class. No outside reading is necessary, though you are welcome to do so if you 
wish (note, however, that it will not necessarily help you). I will provide guidance on paper 
topics if needed. Note: Writing your long paper will consist of the following stages.  

 
Stage 1: Peer review. Part of one class (Nov. 14) will be used for peer review. To 

participate, you must send a finished, polished draft of your paper to me via e-mail by 
Nov. 10. You will also need to read the papers of two of your peers prior to class, make 
comments, and show up to the peer review session with four hard copies of your 
comments. I will provide more information about this later in the term. Note: If you fail 
to participate fully in the peer review, I will subtract 10 points from your paper grade.  

 
Stage 2: Final draft. You will submit a final draft of your paper, revised in light 

of the peer review. This is due on Blackboard on Nov. 17.  
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Stage 3: Rewrite. If you are satisfied with the grade of your final draft, you can 
choose to double it by not submitting a rewrite. In that case, your original grade will 
count for 60% instead of 30% of your final grade. But you may also submit a rewrite 
(revision) of your paper. If you choose this option, you must submit (i) a summary of 
how you have responded in your revised paper to each of my comments (format: copy-
and-paste each of my comments into a new document, number them, and below each one 
explain how you have responded to it), and (ii) the rewritten paper. If you do not make 
substantive improvements or do not respond to my comments, I will not change your 
grade (i.e., your original grade will be doubled, per above). If you do a successful rewrite, 
the grade of your original paper will count for 30% of your final grade, and the grade of 
your rewritten paper will also count for 30%. Rewrites are due on Blackboard on Dec. 
11.  

 
Due dates. Responses: prior to each class. Short paper: Oct. 20. Full, polished draft of long 
paper for peer review: Nov. 10. Final draft of long paper: Nov. 17. Optional rewrite of long 
paper: Dec. 8.  
 
Plagiarism. Don’t do it (it’s really easy to catch). If you do, the university’s disciplinary 
measures will be taken. If you have questions about what counts as plagiarism, visit 
www.artsci.utoronto.ca/osai/students, or ask me.  
 
Accessibility. Students with diverse learning styles are welcome in this course. Please feel free to 
approach me or Accessibility Services so we can assist you in achieving academic success. 
 

Contact 
 
If you e-mail me, put the course code (PHL400) in the subject line; otherwise your e-mail may 
get lost. I will respond to e-mail within two business days. However, e-mail is not the right 
format for philosophical questions; please come to my office hours or arrange an appointment to 
discuss philosophical material. Note that if the answer to your question is in the syllabus, I will 
likely not respond. Note, too, that my responses to your e-mails may be terse. Don’t be offended; 
it’s just the effect of having a flooded inbox.  
 

Optional, useful resources 
 
1. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (online). Useful as a starting point for research or to 
teach yourself the basics of some topic (a philosopher’s Wikipedia, but more reliable).  
2. Philpapers (online). The largest collection of philosophy papers online. 
3. Perseus Digital Library (online). A collection of Ancient Greek and Latin texts that allows you 
to click on a word and view its definition.  
 


