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Writing Exercise: How to use quotations and paraphrase effectively 

Question: Why does Aristotle hold in Book 1 that there is a chief good and that it would be good 

to know what it is? 

Response 1 

In Nicomachean Ethics 1.2, Aristotle argues that “the good” or “chief good” is “the end of our 

practical projects that we wish for because of itself, while wishing for the other things we wish 

for because of it” (1094a). He argues for this chief good by noting that if we chose “everything 

else because of something else”, then “the sequence will go on to infinity, making our desire 

empty and vain” (1094a).  He goes on to argue that it is helpful to know what this chief good is 

by noting that “like archers with a target” we would be “more successful in hitting the point we 

need to hit if we had this knowledge” (1094a). 

Response 2 

In Nicomachean Ethics 1.2, Aristotle presents an argument for the existence of a chief good. This 

is a good that we wish for because of itself, and for which we wish all other things. His argument 

for the existence of this good is a regress argument: take some good that is wished for at least 

partly on account of something else. Then the thing for which it is desired is either the chief good 

(desired only for itself) or desired only in connection with something else. The former is 

Aristotle’s conclusion; the latter option leads us to posit yet another good for which the same 

question arises. Obviously, if keep identifying goods wished for for something else, the chain 

will go on ad infinitum. However, Aristotle holds that this chain cannot go on forever. From the 

conclusion of this claim, he goes on to argue that it would be best to know this good, because it 

would make us more likely to succeed at attaining it. 

Response 3 

In Nicomachean Ethics 1.2, Aristotle argues that there must be a chief good because otherwise 

there would be an infinite chain of goods, and this would make our desire “empty and vain” 

(1094a20). But isn’t it possible that the series goes on forever, like the natural numbers? 

Aristotle hasn’t proven that it couldn’t be that way. His contention that it is good to know what 

the chief good is also questionable: there are activities where we might know better without 

knowing what the aim is. For instance, Jazz players might play better Jazz music if they don’t 

know what song they are aiming to play exactly. 
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Response 4 

In Nicomachean Ethics 1.2, Aristotle presents an argument for the existence of a “chief good” 

(1094a). The argument begins with a conditional statement, “If then there is some end . . .”, 

which suggests that perhaps this is only a preliminary argument, and we might not have all the 

grounds for it yet on the table; but I shall interpret the passage so that we get a unified argument. 

The argument depends on a distinction between goods desired for themselves, and good desired 

for something else (which goes back to the Republic (357a-d)).1 The chief good must be such 

that it is both wished for “because of itself” and not because of anything else (1094a).  

The claim that there must be such a good is tersely argued: unless there were such a good, 

Aristotle contests, there would be a sequence of desires that “will go on to infinity, making our 

desire empty and vein”. This passage raises two questions: (1) Why would there be such an 

infinite chain without a chief good?; (2) Why would the chain make our desires “empty and 

vain”? To answer the first question, imagine that there is some good that is not the chief good. 

Then it is desired on account of something else (it does not matter for the argument whether it is 

also desired for itself). Since it is desired on account of something else there must be some 

second good for which it is desired. Either this is the chief good, or it is not. If it is not, then this 

second is desired for the sake of something else, a third good. Etc. Unless we posit a chief good, 

the chain will go on forever. To answer the second question, we must go back to the preceding 

chapter. There, Aristotle argues that if something is desired for something else, that for which it 

is desired is “more desirable than the ends under them, because it is for the sake of the former 

that the latter too are pursued” (1094a). More generally, he seems to suppose that the value of a 

good desired for something else is dependent on the value of the good it is for; however, if we 

have an infinite chain of desires, it is hard to see how any goods would have any value. If we 

ask: what makes this valuable, the answer will be: on account of something else. But if the same 

question arises about this something else, it’s unclear that we have actually found what makes 

the initial good valuable. This is a plausible contention, but one I will call into question later on. 

Aristotle argues that it is valuable to know what the chief good is by appeal to an analogy 

with archery (1094a20): just as an archer will be more likely to succeed if she knows what target 

she is aiming at, Aristotle suggest that we are more likely to attain the chief good if we know 

what it is. 

                                                 
1 I use ‘desire’ and ‘wish’ synonymously. 


