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Question: Assuming interests in i) diversifying our syllabi and ii) attracting and retaining diverse 
and/or underrepresented students to the study of philosophy, should we still be teaching 
canonical figures, and if so, can we do so in a way that is more productive and interesting to 
students from traditionally marginalized backgrounds?  

• Narrower question: Can we do this with Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, in particular? 
 
Claim: We can bring historical figures and texts into meaningful dialogue with contemporary 
philosophies. Specifically, we can teach Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in new and innovative 
ways that are more likely to appeal to diverse students, insofar as they highlight overlaps 
with contemporary work, and bring insights from Aristotle to bear on pressing social and 
political questions of our day.  
 
Aim: Convince you that you can teach your favorite topics in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in ways 
that are [more] engaging to diverse students.  

• Relevant in the sense of being something they can connect to, see themselves in, or that 
engages their identities or experiences in meaningful ways.  

 
Brainstorm: What topics in NE do you enjoy teaching? Could they be applied to examinations of 
oppression and subordination or tailored for use for anti-oppression ends?  
 
 
Some ideas for questions to explore:   
 

I. Virtue and Flourishing: 
-Can one flourish under conditions of oppression?  
-Are there virtues that are specific to those subjected to oppression? 
-Are oppressors cut off from flourishing?  
-Are racism, sexism, etc. properly thought of as vices?  
-Do we need a concept of human nature to talk about virtue? 
 
Suggested Readings:  
Tessman, Lisa. Burdened Virtues: Virtue Ethics for Liberatory Struggles. Oxford University 
Press, 2005.  
In Burdened Virtues, Tessman engages feminist thinking through the lens of Aristotle’s 
ethics, specifically focusing on people who exist under conditions of oppression. 
Specifically, she thinks about how conditions of oppression can “burden” opportunities 
for the oppressed to flourish. She describes two sorts of “moral trouble” that occur 
under oppression: i) oppressed people might be stalled from cultivating virtues, and ii) 
they might have to cultivate a set of virtues that carry with them moral costs (what she 
calls “burdened virtues”).  
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Harvey, Celeste. “Eudaimonism, Human Nature, and the Burdened Virtues.” Hypatia, 
33(1): 40-55, 2018.  
Harvey offers a critique of Tessman’s Burdened Virtues, arguing that Tessman’s attempt to 
circumvent the “sticky issue” of Aristotle’s reliance on human nature fails. Harvey argues 
that Tessman’s “burdened virtues” does in fact require an account of human nature, as 
do all eudemonistic accounts of ethics.  
 
Friedman, Marilyn. “Virtues and Oppression: A Complicated Relationship.” Hypatia, 
23(3):189-196, 2008.  
Friedman also engages with Tessman’s account of “burdened virtues,” and also explores 
questions such as the adequacy of a virtue ethical focus on character, the apparent 
implication that oppressors suffer damaged characters and thus are really no better off 
than the oppressed, among others.  
 
a. Specific Virtues: Anger  

-Is anger a virtue?  
-How much anger is appropriate in responding to injustice?  
-Can thinking about anger help us think about Aristotle’s concept of “the mean?’ 
 
Suggested Readings:  
Bell, Macalester, “Anger, Virtue, and Oppression.” In Feminist Ethics and Social and 
Political Philosophy: Theorizing the Non-ideal (Lisa Tessman, ed.), 2009.  
In this chapter, Bell sketches an alternative justification for the virtue of appropriate 
anger, and argues that it is superior to dominant accounts justifying the virtue of 
appropriate anger.  
 
Cherry, Myisha. “Moral Anger, Motivation, and Productivity” (2012). 
http://www.myishacherry.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/angerpm.pdf.  
In this paper, Cherry argues for the moral and motivational value of moral anger in 
the face of injustice.  
 
Stewart, Heather. “Understanding Aristotle’s Notion of the Mean: A Case Study in 
Anger,” Labyrinth, 21(1), 2019.  
In this paper, Stewart demonstrates how thinking about anger can provide insight 
into the concept of the mean and its role in Aristotle’s ethics, and moreover, shed 
light on contemporary discussions about political anger.  
 

b. Specific Virtues: Trustworthiness  
-Is trustworthiness properly understood as a character virtue?  
-How can we trust across differences in power?  
 
Suggested Reading:  
Potter, Nancy. How Can I Be Trusted?: A Virtue Theory of Trustworthiness, Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 2002.  
In this book, Potter applies virtue theory to trust, and particularly our obligations to 
be trustworthy when in positions of power.  
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c. Specific Virtues: Defiance  
Potter, Nancy. “Mad, Bad, or Virtuous.” Theory and Psychology. 2011. 
In this paper, Potter draws on an Aristotelian framework to argue that readiness to 
be defiant is a virtue. Building off of Aristotle’s challenges to power differences, she 
indicates a way for the subjugated and disenfranchise to recoup their self-worth and 
moral agency.  
 
Potter, Nancy. The Virtue of Defiance and Psychiatric Engagement. Oxford Press, 2016.  
In this book, Potter develops the Aristotelian framework for understanding defiance 
as a virtue, particularly in psychiatric contexts. She shows how people under 
oppression can act defiantly for virtuous reasons.  
 

II. Friendship  
-Can people cultivate virtue friendships under conditions of oppression?  
-Can virtue friendship serve as a model for solidarity in struggles for social justice?  
 
Suggested Readings:  
???  
Any ideas? Are there good analyses of friendship under oppression?  
 

III. Intellectual Virtue in Non-Ideal Conditions  
-How can we become more virtuous knowers under non-ideal conditions?  
-Are there intellectual virtues and vices that are prevalent under conditions of 
oppression?  
 
Suggested Readings:  
Medina, Jose. The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and Racial Oppression, Epistemic Injustice, 
and Resistant Imaginations. Oxford University Press, 2013. 
In this book, Medina brings virtue ethics together with insights from other traditions to 
analyze the problems of social arrogance of the privileged, which create epistemic vices 
of ignorance and insensitivity. He argues that oppressed people (specifically people 
oppressed on the basis of race and gender) have epistemic advantages which make them 
better positioned to develop certain epistemic virtues.  
 
Fricker, Miranda. “Epistemic Injustice and a Role For Virtue in the Politics of 
Knowing.” Metaphilosophy. 34(1): 154-173, 2003.  
In this paper, Fricker describes the problem of testimonial injustice and advocates for 
the anti-prejudicial virtue of testimonial injustice to counteract it.  

-See also Fricker, Miranda, Epistemic Injustice: Power and the Ethics of Knowing, Oxford 
Press, 2007.  
 

Suggested [further] reading list: 
 
Freeland, Cynthia A. Feminist Interpretations of Aristotle (Re-Reading the Canon). Penn State University 
Press, 1998.  

What can we add? What topics, questions, readings? Suggestions?  



Some remaining questions to think about – beyond Aristotle:  
-How can we highlight problematic bits of text, historically contextualize them, and use them 
constructively?  
-Is it possible not to erase historical figures from the canon, but to do so in a way that doesn’t 
minimize or ignore the problematic elements of their views or their texts? 
-Can we complicate our historical figures by bringing them into conversation with more recent 
philosophical thinking? 
-Can we show diverse students that they can find meaning and value in historical texts? 
 
What we want: 
-To show that it is possible to bring historical figures and texts and contemporary work together in 
interesting ways, and in ways which might enhance our understandings of the present and past alike!  
 
What we don’t want:   
-Marginalized students to feel guilty or ashamed if they do have interest in these texts, especially if 
they come to philosophy to study them!  
 
Further ideas? Suggestions? Things to add to a growing reading list?  
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