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Recap: Aristotle’s Ethics

 Aristotle’s central question: 
what is the good life for 
human beings?

 His answer: the good life is a 
life of eudaimonia. 

 A life of eudaimonia consists 
in the activity of performing 
well the functions that are 
characteristic of humans. 

 And that means, activity in 
accordance with the virtues. 



Virtue and Moral Motivation

 1. Virtue or excellence of 
character is a disposition, a 
settled state. 
 Not a feeling, nor a mere 

capacity, but a tendency to 
act: a tendency to act in a 
way that helps/makes agent 
function well/badly as a 
human being. 

 2. The virtuous man acts with 
ease, no internal conflict – well 
trained.
 The more easily the action is 

performed, the better for the 
agent.  



Action and Responsibility

Observation: 
Agent is praised/blamed because held responsible for actions.

The issue of responsibility occupies centre stage in ethics due to 
its relation of praise/blame to virtue/vice via action

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Book III, examines the nature of 
action and its connection to responsibility



Grey areas…

Worry: Grey areas. Is torture 
too much to endure? Confession 
under torture? Killing your 
mother under torture? 

But the grey area isn’t as large 
as people think today.  Aristotle 
is dismissive of the idea that we 
can be ‘forced by desire’  
(see Nicomachean Ethics 
1110b9/p.52)



Non-voluntary Action: Ignorance

 Aristotle: no act done 
through ignorance is 
intentional/voluntary.
 Accidentally killing a 

comrade, thinking it was 
the enemy.

 Shooting a man, thinking 
it was a deer in hunting.

 Aristotle: it is only if 
agent regrets the act 
when finds out the facts, 
that he is pardoned 



Ignorance and Moral Responsibility

 Would the agent have 
acted otherwise had he 
known facts? 

 If not, he’s not excused 
from blame. 
Hence the category of 

recklessness in murder. 
 If the agent would have 

acted differently (had 
he known the facts), then 
he is pardoned.



Things to Think About

Aristotle’s position on free will: whatever the 
influences of environment and inborn nature, we 
are free agents, and can transcend these 
limitations. 

We are not slaves of instinct either. How would 
world look to us, ethically speaking, if there 
were no free will?

Conversely, while choice and free will constitute 
human agency, is not the development of moral 
character largely a matter of circumstance and 
chance, a function of our moral upbringing? 

Moral education itself carries an element of 
moral luck…

If character development is a function of 
circumstance, should choice and the 
development instead be placed in the category 
of involuntary action?

Does this mean moral agents lack responsibility 
for their moral character?



From the philosophical to the social

 Action is normative, ‘the right thing, at the right time, and in the right way’ 
 True for all of biology (Bolton & Hill 2004, Hill et al 2023, 2025, Oderberg 

et al 2025)
 Rules provide the conditions for social communication and correct action, e.g. 

bee waggle dance
 Straightforward where there is one or few rules, and their intentionality 

(aboutness)  is invariable, e.g. direction and distance of nectar
 Humans navigate across different rules, with work colleagues, romantic 

partners, friends – social domains (algorithms of social life)
 Maintaining clear organization of domains supports the normativity of social 

action
 Neural process ‘patrol the boundaries’ of social domains (Bland et al 2021)



Revised Adult Personality Functioning 
Assessment

 Interview seeks descriptions of actions in the social 
domains of education/work, romantic, friends, wider 
social interactions and negotiations.

 Failure to maintain domain demarcation, ‘domain 
disorganization’ is associated with elevated borderline 
features, and with lack of domains demarcations of 
mentalizing (Hill et al 2008, Hill et al 2023).

 RAPFA examples illustrate the relationship between 
action and rules



Difficulties in the work setting

 There has been a work colleague that P liked a lot, but now P 
tries to avoid them because they let them down. 

 P used to seek them out to talk about their struggles in everyday 
life and the colleague listened and was sympathetic. 

 One day P had a lot on their mind and tried to talk to the 
colleague. The colleague apologised and said that they had a 
deadline to meet and did not have time to speak. 

 P became tearful and said it was really important, but the 
colleague did not relent, and they got angry with them and 
accused them of not caring.

 They now don’t talk much
 The colleague has not referred to the incident and has remained 

friendly, but P is not interested



Difficulties in friendships

 P had a close friend who they talked to every day – they told 
each other everything

 The friend told P about the many relationships in which they had 
been let down

 For a time the friendship became sexual

 There was tension between them when one of them was not as 
available as the other wished

 P ended the friendship when the other person  started to spend 
time with another friend, and ignored P’s insistence that she end 
the other friendship

 After this breakup P took a large overdose



Work domain based action – 
following the rule

 Agency in work makes reference to tasks. Interpersonal 
processes are primarily task focused

 P acted in accord with a broader set of rules encompassing 
personal and emotional issues

 The colleague responded sensitively but remaining within the 
domain rules

 At the point where P’s agency in relation to personal issues, 
encountered the colleague’s continued agency was thwarted

 P attempted to restore their agency by showing emotions that 
did not belong in the domain, and this was ineffective



Friendship based action – following 
the rule

 Agency in friendships is focused on contributing to shared 
interests and activities. 

 There is some confiding but not with the same level of 
emotional intensity as in romantic relationships

 A period of sexual relating puts the conditions of agency in 
doubt

 Jealousy further put the conditions for agency in doubt
 P’s attempted action to restore exclusivity was thwarted
 Overdose has complex motives but could be seen as an 

attempt to preserve agency where it has been lost



Responsibility and recovery

 If action is problematic in work and friendships, where is the 
responsibility?

 If agency is not in accord with the rules of the domain can the 
person be held responsible – not if the rules come as a surprise

 Could the person be held responsible for learning the rules?
 Could they be held responsible for practising action according to 

the rules? 
 Could the person be held responsible for decisions about whom to 

make relationships with?
 Could an arena of exploration be established in which the person 

comes to a new understanding of the rules?  Prior to taking 
responsibility?
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