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UNDERSTANDING
ARISTOTLE’S
NICOMACHEAN
ETHICS THROUGH
TERENCE IRWIN’S
TRANSLATION

F e w  w o r k s  i n  t h e
history  of  philosophy
have  shaped  Western
mora l  thought  as
p r o f o u n d l y  a s
A r i s t o t l e ’ s
Nicomachean  Ethics.
For centuries, scholars
and  students  al ike
have  turned  to  this
foundational  text  to

explore  quest ions
a b o u t  v i r t u e ,
happiness,  and  the
good life. However, the
access ib i l i t y  and
interpretation  of  this
ancient  work  depend
h e a v i l y  o n  t h e
translation  a  reader
chooses.  Among  the
most  respected  and
widely  used  English
versions  is  that  of
Terence  Irwin.  This
article delves into why
A r i s t o t l e
Nicomachean  Ethics
T e r e n c e  I r w i n
represents  a  go ld
standard  for  both
academic  study  and
personal  enrichment,
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e x a m i n i n g  t h e
translation’s strengths,
its  approach  to  key
Aristotelian  concepts,
a n d  h o w  i t  h e l p s
m o d e r n  r e a d e r s
engage  with  ancient
wisdom.

The
Enduring
Relevanc
e of the
Nicomach
ean
Ethics
A r i s t o t l e ’ s
Nicomachean  Ethics,
likely  compiled  from
his lecture notes by his
s o n  o r  s t u d e n t
Nicomachus, remains a
cornerstone  of  virtue

ethics.  The text  seeks
t o  a n s w e r  a
fundamental  question:
what  is  the  highest
human good? Aristotle
a r g u e s  t h a t  i t  i s
eudaimonia  —  often
t r a n s l a t e d  a s
“ h a p p i n e s s ”  o r
“flourishing”  —
achieved through a life
of  rational  activity  in
accordance with virtue.
T h e  w o r k
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
examines moral virtues
l i k e  c o u r a g e ,
temperance ,  and
just ice,  as  wel l  as
intellectual virtues, the
role of  friendship,  and
t h e  n a t u r e  o f
contemplation.  Its
insights  continue  to
influence  fields  from
moral  philosophy  to
p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r y ,
p s y c h o l o g y ,  a n d
leadership  studies.
But reading Aristotle in
translation  is  not  a
straightforward  task.
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The Greek language is
r ich  with  nuanced
te rms  tha t  res i s t
s i m p l e  E n g l i s h
equivalents.  Concepts
such  as  phronesis
(practical  wisdom),
h e x i s  ( s t a t e  o r
d i spos i t i on ) ,  and
prohairesis  (deliberate
choice) require careful
render ing.  Th is  i s
where  the  choice  of
translator  becomes
c r i t i c a l .  A  p o o r
translation can obscure
Aristotle’s  meaning,
while an excellent one
i l l u m i n a t e s  h i s
arguments.  Terence
Irwin’s  translation
stands  out  precisely
because  it  prioritizes
both  accuracy  and
readability, making the
text accessible without
sacrificing
philosophical precision.

Who Is
Terence
Irwin and
Why
Does His
Translatio
n Matter?
Terence  I rwin  is  a
distinguished  scholar
of  ancient  philosophy,
a  professor  at  the
University  of  Oxford,
and  the  author  o f
numerous  influential
works on Aristotle and
Plato. His translation of
the  Nicomachean
Ethics  was  first
published  in  1985  by
Hackett  Publishing
Company,  and  it  has
s i n c e  b e c o m e  a
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standard reference for
undergraduate  and
graduate  courses
across  the  English-
speaking world. Irwin’s
a p p r o a c h  i s
characterized  by  a
rigorous  commitment
to  termino log ica l
consistency.  He  often
chooses  one  English
word  to  represent  a
s ingle  Greek  term
throughout  the  text,
allowing  readers  to
t r ace  A r i s t o t l e ’ s
concepts as they recur
in different arguments.
Furthermore,  Irwin
provides  extensive
explanatory  notes,  a
detailed  glossary,  and
a n  a n a l y t i c a l
in t roduct ion  that
s i t u a t e s  t h e
Nicomachean  Ethics
with in  Ar is tot le ’s
broader  philosophical
s y s t e m .  T h i s
s u p p l e m e n t a r y
material  is  invaluable
for  those  approaching

the  text  for  the  first
time,  as  it  clarifies
difficult  passages  and
e x p l a i n s  t h e
translator’s  decisions.
For these reasons, the
phrase  Aristot le
Nicomachean  Ethics
Terence  Irwin  has
become  synonymous
w i t h  a  r e l i a b l e ,
scholarly,  and  reader-
friendly edition.

Key
Features
of Irwin’s
Translatio
n
TERMINOLOGICAL
CONSISTENCY

One  of  the  greatest
c h a l l e n g e s  i n
translating  Aristotle  is
handling  terms  that
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have no perfect English
equ iva lent .  I rw in
addresses  th is  by
maintaining  a  one-to-
one  correspondence
between  Greek  and
Eng l i sh  wherever
possible.  For  example,
he consistently renders
arete  as  “v i r tue,”
e u d a i m o n i a  a s
“happiness,” and logos
as  “reason.”  While
some critics argue that
t h i s  c a n  l e a d  t o
awkward  phrasing,
most acknowledge that
it preserves the logical
structure  of  Aristotle’s
arguments.  A  reader
studying the text with
Irwin’s  edition  can  be
confident  that  every
occurrence  of  “virtue”
c o r r e s p o n d s  t o
Ar is tot le ’s  arete ,
facilitating  a  deeper
understanding  of  the
philosopher’s  core
ideas.

COMPREHENSIVE
NOTES AND
COMMENTARY

Irwin’s edition includes
extensive  footnotes
that discuss alternative
read ings ,  textua l
v a r i a n t s ,  a n d
interpretive  disputes.
These  notes  do  not
simply  translate  but
a l so  exp la i n .  Fo r
i n s t a n c e ,  w h e n
Aristotle  discusses the
m e a n  b e t w e e n
extremes, Irwin’s notes
might  clarify  how  the
concept  applies  to
specific  virtues.  This
feature transforms the
book  f rom  a  mere
trans lat ion  in to  a
teaching tool. Scholars
and  students  al ike
appreciate  that  Irwin
does  not  shy  away
from  acknowledging
where  the  Greek  is
ambiguous or where he
h a s  m a d e  a
controversial  choice.
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This  transparency
builds trust and invites
critical engagement.

ACCESSIBLE YET
SCHOLARLY
INTRODUCTION

The  introduction  to
Irwin’s  translation
provides  an  overview
of  Aristotle’s  life,  the
s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e
Nicomachean  Ethics,
and its main themes. It
also  situates  the  text
within  the  context  of
Greek  phi losophy,
e x p l a i n i n g  h o w
Aristotle’s  approach
differed  from  that  of
Plato and the Sophists.
For someone searching
f o r  “ A r i s t o t l e
Nicomachean  Ethics
T e r e n c e  I r w i n ”
o n l i n e ,  t h i s
introduction  offers  a
clear  entry  point.  It
h e l p s  r e a d e r s
understand  why  they
should  care  about

Aristotle’s ethics in the
first  place  —  a  crucial
t a s k  i n  a n  e r a  o f
information overload.

How
Irwin’s
Translatio
n
Enhances
Understa
nding of
Key
Concepts
EUDAIMONIA
(HAPPINESS)
Aristotle’s  conception
of  happiness  is  not  a
fleeting  emotional



Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics Terence Irwin 7

7

state  but  a  lifelong
activity  of  the  soul  in
accordance with virtue.
I r w i n ’ s  c h o i c e  t o
translate  eudaimonia
c o n s i s t e n t l y  a s
“happiness”  ensures
that readers encounter
the  term  repeatedly,
r e i n f o r c i n g  i t s
centrality. However, his
notes  are  quick  to
p o i n t  o u t  t h a t
Aristotle’s  “happiness”
i s  f a r  r i che r  than
modern  subjective
well-being.  It  includes
o b j e c t i v e
achievements,  moral
c h a r a c t e r ,  a n d
i n t e l l e c t u a l
contemplation.  This
nuanced  handl ing
prevents  readers  from
f a l l i n g  i n t o  t h e
c o m m o n  t r a p  o f
equating  Aristotelian
happiness  with  mere
pleasure.

THE DOCTRINE OF

THE MEAN

One of Aristotle’s most
d i s t i n c t i v e
contributions  is  his
idea that  moral  virtue
lies in a mean between
two  extremes  —  for
example,  courage  is
the  mean  between
c o w a r d i c e  a n d
recklessness.  Irwin’s
translation renders the
relevant passages with
clarity,  and  his  notes
explain how the mean
is  relative  to  us  (i.e.,
not  a  mathematical
midpoint  but  a  state
appropriate  to  each
individual).  Readers
who  rely  on  Irwin’s
edi t ion  are  better
equipped to apply this
concept  to  real-life
ethical  dilemmas,  a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  t h e
practical value of good
translation.

PHRONESIS
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(PRACTICAL
WISDOM)
I r w i n  t r a n s l a t e s
phronesis as “practical
wisdom,” a choice that
has  become  standard
i n  c o n t e m p o r a r y
s c h o l a r s h i p .  H e
carefully  distinguishes
i t  f r o m  s o p h i a
(theoretical  wisdom)
a n d  s h o w s  h o w  i t
enables virtuous action
i n  p a r t i c u l a r
c i r c u m s t a n c e s .
Through  consistent
t e r m i n o l o g y  a n d
explanatory  notes,
Irwin helps readers see
why  Aristotle  insists
that  virtue  without
practical  wisdom  is
blind,  and  practical
wisdom without  virtue
is  mere  cleverness.
This interconnection is
fundamental  to  the
Nicomachean  Ethics
and is one of the most
valuable  insights  the
text  offers.

Comparin
g Irwin’s
Translatio
n to
Others
While Irwin’s version is
highly  respected,  it  is
n o t  t h e  o n l y  o n e
available.  Other  well-
known  translators
include  W.D.  Ross,
J.A.K.  Thomson,  and
Roger  Cr isp.  Each
brings  different
st rengths .  Ross ’s
translation,  though
classic,  uses  a  more
archaic  style  that  can
feel  dated.  Thomson’s
v e r s i o n  i s  h i g h l y
r e a d a b l e  b u t
sometimes  sacrifices
philosophical  precision
for  fluency.  Crisp’s
edition,  published  in
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2000, is also excellent
and includes a helpful
introduction,  but  it
does  not  offer  the
same depth of notes as
Irwin’s.  For  readers
specifically  seeking  a
scholarly  edition  that
they can study closely,
A r i s t o t l e
Nicomachean  Ethics
Terence Irwin is often
the  preferred  choice
because  it  balances
a c c u r a c y  w i t h
explanatory  power.
Some critics argue that
Irwin’s  terminological
consistency can lead to
stiffness,  especially  in
p a s s a g e s  w h e r e
Ar i s to t le  i s  be ing
playful  or  rhetorical.
However, for a serious
study  of  the  text  —
whether  in  a  formal
academic setting or for
self-directed  learning
—  this  trade‑off  is
generally  considered
w o r t h w h i l e .  T h e
Nicomachean Ethics  is

a  dense  philosophical
argument,  not  a  work
of literature; its beauty
lies  in  its  reasoning,
not its poetry.

Practical
Applicatio
ns:
Reading
Aristotle
Today
Why should a modern
person  —  perhaps  a
student, a professional,
or  someone  simply
curious  about  living
well  — invest  time in
the  Nicomachean
Ethics  through  Irwin’s
t r a n s l a t i o n ?  T h e
reasons  are  manifold.
Ar is tot le ’s  eth ics
provide  a  framework
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for  thinking  about
c h a r a c t e r  a n d
community  in  an  age
often  dominated  by
r u l e ‑ b a s e d  o r
outcome‑based  moral
theories. His emphasis
on  hab i tua t i on  —
becoming  virtuous  by
practicing  virtuous
actions  —  offers  a
c o n c r e t e  p a t h  t o
self‑improvement.  His
discussion of friendship
as  essential  to  the
good  life  resonates  in
o u r  i n c r e a s i n g l y
isolated world. And his
account  of  practical
wisdom  remains  a
powerful  corrective  to
the  idea  that  ethical
d e c i s i o n s  c a n  b e
a u t o m a t e d  b y
algorithms or simplified
codes.
Moreover,  engaging
w i t h  a  c a r e f u l
translation  like  Irwin’s
models how to read a
difficult  text
attentively.  The  notes

encourage  the  reader
to  question,  to  reflect,
and  to  engage  with
secondary  scholarship.
In an era of skimming
and  soundbites,  such
an approach is itself a
form  of  intellectual
virtue.

How to
Use
Irwin’s
Edition
for Study
or
Teaching
F o r  i n s t r u c t o r s
designing a course on
virtue ethics or ancient
philosophy,  assigning
A r i s t o t l e
Nicomachean  Ethics
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Terence  Irwin  is  a
c o m m o n  —  a n d
effective — choice. The
t r a n s l a t i o n ’ s
consistency  makes  it
e a s i e r  t o  l e a d
classroom  discussions
where  students  can
refer  to  specific
p a s s a g e s  w i t h
confidence.  The
glossary  at  the  back
helps  students  quickly
check  the  meaning of
key  terms.  Moreover,
the  inclusion  of  the
Bekker  numbers  (the
standard page and line
references used by all
scholars)  ensures  that
students  can  easily
locate  passages  in
other translations or in
the  Greek  original  if
they  choose  to  do
further  work.
For  self‑study,  Irwin’s
edit ion  works  best
when read alongside a
companion guide or  a
commentary.  Because
the  notes  are  at  the

bottom of  each  page,
they  do  not  interrupt
the flow too much,  but
they  do  encourage  a
slower,  more  reflective
pace. Setting aside an
hour  to  read  a  single
c h a p t e r  o f  t h e
Nicomachean Ethics —
say, Book II on virtue —
a n d  t h e n
contemplating  the
discussion  questions
Irwin raises in his notes
c a n  b e  a  d e e p l y
rewarding  intellectual
exercise.

Common
Misconce
ptions
About the
Text
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(Clarified
by Irwin)
One  misconception  is
that  Aristotle’s  ethics
are  elitist,  reserved
only for leisured Greek
males.  While  the  text
does  reflect  its
historical  context,
I rwin’s  notes  help
readers  distinguish
between  Aristotle’s
universal  claims about
human  flourishing  and
the  contingent  social
assumptions  of  his
time.  For  instance,
Aristotle’s  argument
that happiness requires
a complete lifetime is a
philosophical  point
about  the  nature  of
we l l ‑ be ing ,  no t  a
prescription  for  social
exclusion.
A n o t h e r
misunderstanding  is
that the doctrine of the
mean  implies  a  bland

modera t ion  in  a l l
t h i n g s .  I r w i n ’ s
t r a n s l a t i o n  a n d
commentary show that
Aristotle actually allows
for  extreme  emotions
i n  a p p r o p r i a t e
circumstances  —  for
example,  righteous
anger against injustice.
The  mean  is  about
f e e l i n g  t h e  r i g h t
amount  at  the  right
t ime  fo r  the  r ight
reason,  not  about
always being tepid.

Why This
Keyword
Matters
for
Modern
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Readers
S e a r c h i n g  f o r
“ A r i s t o t l e
Nicomachean  Ethics
Terence Irwin” online
typically signals a user
who  i s  not  mere ly
curious  but  actively
seeking  a  definitive
edition  of  the  text.  It
reflects  an
understanding  that
translation matters and
that Irwin’s version is a
trusted  resource.  This
article  has  aimed  to
provide  the  context
a n d  d e p t h  s u c h  a
reader  deserves.  By
h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e
strengths  of  Irwin’s
approach,  explaining
k e y  A r i s t o t e l i a n
concepts, and situating
the  translation  within
the broader landscape
of  available  editions,
we hope to have shown
why  this  combination
—  Aristotle’s  timeless

wisdom  filtered
t h r o u g h  T e r e n c e
Irwin’s  scholarly  rigor
—  c o n t i n u e s  t o
illuminate  the  path
toward  a  flourishing
life.

Conclusio
n
T e r e n c e  I r w i n ’ s
t r a n s l a t i o n  o f
A r i s t o t l e ’ s
Nicomachean  Ethics
stands  as  a  model  of
h o w  t o  m a k e  a n
ancient text accessible
without  compromising
i t s  i n t e l l e c t u a l
integrity.  Through
careful  terminological
choices,  extensive
notes,  and  a  c lear
introduction,  Irwin
e n a b l e s  m o d e r n
readers  —  whether
they  are  first‑year
undergraduates  or
seasoned  philosophers
—  to  engage  w i th
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Aristotle’s  arguments
in their full depth. The
pairing  of  Aristotle
Nicomachean  Ethics
Terence Irwin is more
than a search query; it
is an invitation to join a
conversation  that  has
been unfolding for over

two  mi l lenn ia .  By
choosing  this  edition,
y o u  a r e  n o t  j u s t
reading a book — you
are participating in the
ongoing  pursuit  of
wisdom and virtue that
lies at the heart of the
human experience.


