OXFORD

A HISTORICAL AND CRITICAL STUDY

VOLUME I:




The Development of Ethics



This page intentionally left blank



The Development
of Ethics

A Historical and Critical Study

Volume I: From Socrates to the Reformation

TERENCE IRWIN

OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS



OXFORD

UNIVERSITY PRESS
Great Clarendon Street, Oxford ox2 6pp
Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford.
It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship,
and education by publishing worldwide in
Oxford New York
Auckland Cape Town Dar es Salaam Hong Kong Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madrid Melbourne Mexico City Nairobi
New Delhi Shanghai Taipei Toronto
With offices in
Argentina Austria Brazil Chile Czech Republic France Greece
Guatemala Hungary Italy Japan Poland Portugal Singapore
South Korea Switzerland Thailand Turkey Ukraine Vietnam
Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press
in the UK and in certain other countries

Published in the United States
by Oxford University Press Inc., New York

© Terence Irwin 2007

The moral rights of the author have been asserted
Database right Oxford University Press (maker)

First published 2007

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press,
or as expressly permitted by law, or under terms agreed with the appropriate
reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction
outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department,
Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this book in any other binding or cover
and you must impose the same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Data available
Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Data available

Typeset by Laserwords Private Limited, Chennai, India
Printed in Great Britain
on acid-free paper by
Biddles Ltd., King’s Lynn, Norfolk

ISBN 978-0-19-824267-3

13579108642



In Memoriam
Henry Ernest Irwin

1915-2006



This page intentionally left blank



PREFACE

This book was originally intended to be a companion to The Development of Logic, by
William and Martha Kneale, published by Oxford in 1962. I undertook it at the suggestion
of Angela Blackburn, who was at that time editor for Philosophy at the Press, and with the
encouragement of Sir Anthony Kenny, who was at that time the Delegate to the Press for
Philosophy. I was doubtful whether I could match the learning, acuity, clarity, and brevity
of Kneale and Kneale, and my doubts have certainly been vindicated. To say nothing of
the first three features of Kneale and Kneale, I have not been able to achieve their brevity.
On the contrary, the work has expanded to three volumes, and in this respect resembles a
Victorian novel.

The three-volume novel has not been universally admired. In The Importance of Being
Earnest, Miss Prism offers a rather unsuccessful defence:

MISS PRISM. Do not speak slightingly of the three-volume novel, Cecily. I wrote one myselfin earlier
days.

CECILY. Did you really, Miss Prism? How wonderfully clever you are! I hope it did not end happily?
I don’t like novels that end happily. They depress me so much.

MISS PRISM. The good ended happily, and the bad unhappily. That is what Fiction means.

CECILY. I suppose so. But it seems very unfair.

According to the incisive literary critic Lady Bracknell, Miss Prism’s work was ‘a three-
volume novel of more than usually revolting sentimentality’. Though Henry James is less
direct than Lady Bracknell, he none the less denounces some Victorian novels as ‘large,
loose, baggy monsters, with their queer elements of the accidental and the arbitrary’ (Preface
to The Tragic Muse).

I have not sought to draw precisely the moral described by Miss Prism, but I have a
reasonably optimistic attitude to the history of ethics, and I don’t know whether I have
avoided revolting sentimentality. Some readers, if they get through the whole book, may
well take Henry James’s view. But perhaps some reasons can be given to explain why it is
looser and baggier than Kneale and Kneale, and may not be free of queer elements of the
accidental and the arbitrary.

Kneale and Kneale decided, quite reasonably, to devote most space to logic after 1879,
and to treat the previous history relatively briefly. Any similar decision about the history of
ethics would be misguided, Even if we supposed that, say, moral philosophy made a great
advance in 1874 with Sidgwick’s Methods of Ethics, we could hardly understand or evaluate
Sidgwick’s achievement without a comparison with his predecessors. More important, good
reasons can be given for doubting whether Sidgwick in the 19th century, or Kant or Hume in
the 18th, or Hobbes in the 17th, made the sort of advance that would justify us in relegating
their predecessors to a relatively minor role.
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Many people teaching the history of moral philosophy, or teaching moral philosophy
from a historical point of view, would probably want to include some “pre-modern’ moralist,
usually Aristotle, in their presentation of the area. Alasdair MacIntyre said he wanted to
include the Greeks in his Short History of Ethics for the sake of undergraduates confined to the
‘treadmill” of Hume, Kant, Mill, and Moore (Preface). Fewer people, however, have taken it
to be equally important to discuss moral philosophy between Aristotle and Hobbes. I have
tried to do something to encourage the closer study of moral philosophy between the 4th
century Bc and the 17th century ap, This choice has greatly increased the size of the book.

One might well argue, however, that my treatment of this important period is still too
short. While I have given some space to Aquinas and to Suarez, the treatment of Augustine,
Scotus, and Ockham is quite brief, and many important people (including Neoplatonists,
Church Fathers, Abelard, and less well-known mediaeval writers) are omitted. The decision
to omit them reflects my aim (explained further in the Introduction) of concentrating on the
development of an Aristotelian outlook, but it may have been mistaken. At any rate, I hope
this part of the book will encourage some more people to pursue the study of mediaeval
moral philosophy far enough to discover how little of it I have covered.

A further reason for the length of this book is my aim of expounding different views fully
enough to show what can be said for and against them. This is not meant to be a neutral
exposition that refrains from evaluation; I also try to defend, object, or revise, where it seems
appropriate. Success in these tasks would demand would need a clear understanding of all
the major questions in moral philosophy, not to mention the relevant questions in other
areas of philosophy. Readers who understand the questions better than I do will no doubt
discover many errors in interpretation and judgment. But perhaps they will be encouraged
to improve the account that I offer.

Some parts of this book (e.g., the chapters on Aristotle, Hume, Kant, Mill) cover very
familiar ground and express views on questions that many others have discussed in detail.
Other parts (e.g., the chapters on Suarez, Cudworth, Balguy, Price) discuss moralists who
have received far less attention from moral philosophers writing in English. I have tried, as
far as possible, to ignore the familiarity or unfamiliarity of a particular author. I have not
refrained from going over familiar issues; nor have I discussed someone at greater length
simply because he has attracted more attention from other critics. Readers may well find,
therefore, that the discussion of Kant (e.g.) is rather thin, in so far as it overlooks some of
the questions, elaborations, and complications that have resulted from later philosophical
criticism. This uneven character (as it may seem) of different parts of the book reflects my
attempt to allocate space to different people according to their importance in the argument,
not according to the degree of attention they have attracted.

Though the three volumes are being published separately, they have been conceived as a
single study. The division simply results from the excessive length of the book. The volumes
begin at reasonably natural places (the second with Suarez, the third with Kant), but I would
not want the reader to attach any particular philosophical significance to these divisions.

One inconvenience for the reader results from the separate publication of the volumes.
I have not inserted cross-references to later volumes, in case the sections are re-numbered
in the final stages of revision. Instead I have inserted references to the works of later
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philosophers. When readers have the later volumes in their hands, they should be able to
find some relevant discussion by looking at the chapters that discuss these later works.

The notes and bibliography are intended to give the necessary information reasonably
briefly. It seemed to me difficult and unnecessary to try to separate ‘original sources’” from
‘secondary sources” (where ought Sidgwick’s Outlines, for instance, to be placed?), and
so I have gathered them all in a single alphabetical list. Readers who consult the list of
abbreviations should be able to cope with the notes and bibliography.

I have been working intermittently on this book since 1990 or so, but it expresses an
interest, beginning in the early 1970s, in the history of ethics. I mainly owe this interest to
the teaching and advice of Gregory Vlastos, and to some conversations with John Rawls.
Hence many of the papers I have published have provided matter, more or less proximate,
for the following chapters. I have also learned from many people during this time I have
been working on this book. Some of them are the helpful and well-informed people who,
on hearing about the project, asked me questions of the form: ‘And what are you going to
say about X?". In some cases I had to say "Who?’, and in some cases ‘Nothing’. The present
length of the book is partly the result of such questions. To many reasonable questions
of the same form I would still have to say what Dr Johnson said about an entry in his
dictionary: ‘Ignorance, madam, pure ignorance.” But in some cases I discovered that X was
worth reading and discussing, and moreover that Y, discussed by X, also deserved attention,
and so on.

I have received comments from a number of helpful and acute anonymous referees. For
Volume 1 in particular, I am pleased to be able to thank Gareth Matthews and Richard Kraut
by name. Among those whose work I have learned most from I would include Richard
Kraut, John Cooper, Julia Annas, and Alasdair MacIntyre.

In trying to construct some reasonably clear lines of argument, I have been helped
considerably by the patient, intelligent, and thoughtful students, both undergraduate and
graduate, at Cornell who have heard and discussed some of the main ideas in this book
in many courses on the history of ethics. The tenacity of those who have lasted through
a whole academic year, and not just one term, has been especially encouraging. Though
the book contains too much to squeeze into a 28-week academic year, these students have
probably been the readers I have had in mind most often.

Since I have taught in the Sage School of Philosophy at Cornell for quite a few years,
I have absorbed—no doubt incompletely—many aspects of the philosophical outlook of
my colleagues. If I have any slight grasp of any relevant questions in metaphysics and
epistemology, I owe much of it to Richard Boyd and Sydney Shoemaker. My temerarious
efforts in the study of mediaeval philosophy were encouraged by the models of scholarship
and philosophical imagination provided by Norman Kretzmann and Scott MacDonald. If I
have any slight grasp of moral philosophy, I owe much of it to Nicholas Sturgeon. Though
he will certainly find that many things I say are false, confused, or superficial, anything that
approaches truth or clarity probably results from his influence. I owe so much, in so many
ways, to Gail Fine that I will not even try to describe it in detail.

The writing of this book might have taken even longer had I not been able to work on it
during several periods of leave, which I owe to Cornell University, the National Endowment
for the Humanities, and the Guggenheim Foundation. In 2004 I was fortunate to spend a
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month at the Rockefeller Foundation Study Centre in Bellagio. I spent some of the leave in
Oxford, where I found more things to write about by exploring some of the resources of the
Bodleian Library, and where I especially learned from discussion with David Charles.

The finishing of a long book written over many years involves a number of indispensable
but tedious tasks. Fortunately, I have been helped in these tasks by the careful attention of
Yurii Cohen. It would be too much to hope that he has succeeded completely in removing
the effects of my errors and oversights, but he has worked hard and diligently in the interests
of readers who would like citations and cross-references to be accurate and relevant.

I mentioned that Oxford University Press suggested this book to me. For this reason
and for many others, it is a duty and a pleasure to thank the Delegates and officers of this
admirable institution that has done so much to advance classical and philosophical learning.
In particular, Peter Momtchiloff has been a source of wise advice and patient encouragement
over a number of years, to me as to many other philosophers.

The design on the title page is based on Plato, Republic 328a. I owe it to William Whewell,
who used it in several of his books on ethics, including those on the history of ethics (which
I will come to in the later volumes). Since Whewell was not only a considerable moral
philosopher, and a leader in the revival of the English universities in the 19th century, but
also one of the first people in modern England to take up the systematic study of the history
of ethics, including Plato, from a philosophical point of view. He could justly claim to have
passed on the torch that had reached him from Plato.

Faculty of Philosophy
University of Oxford
June 2007
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INTRODUCTION

1. Scope

Different people might easily write quite different books called “The Development of Ethics’
and might make quite different and reasonable decisions about what to include, what to
omit, and especially about what to treat more briefly or more fully. If I were to give this
book an ampler title, on the pattern of some titles in the 17th and 18th centuries, I might
have chosen something like this:

The Development of Ethics
being a selective historical and critical study of
moral philosophy in the Socratic tradition
with special attention to
Aristotelian naturalism
its formation, elaboration, criticism, and defence

The different parts of this title indicate some of the omissions and emphases that determine
the scope of this book.

In calling it a critical study I mean that it includes philosophical discussion as well as
description and exegesis. In speaking of moral philosophy I mean that I have not tried to write
a history of moral practices, or of everything that might be included under ethical thought. I
have tried both to write about moral philosophy and to engage in moral philosophy through
discussion of its history.

‘Moral philosophy’ refers to the discipline practised by (among others) Socrates, Chrysip-
pus, Aquinas, Kant, Sidgwick, and Rawls. It is distinct, though not sharply distinct and
not always distinct in the same way, from such closely related disciplines as metaphysics,
epistemology, and other areas of philosophy; cosmology, theology, religion, and casuistry;
natural science, social anthropology, economics, sociology, and cultural and intellectual
history. No doubt moral philosophers have conceived their tasks quite differently at different
times, but I believe their conceptions are close enough to justify us in speaking of one
discipline. This belief needs to be tested by examination of the historical evidence.

The moral philosophers whom I have chosen for extended discussion belong to the
Socratic tradition and discuss different aspects of Aristotelian naturalism. I will now try to
explain these particular emphases.
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2. The Socratic Tradition

To describe the Socratic tradition, I begin with a familiar passage from Aristotle on the
method of moral philosophy:

As in the other cases we must set out the appearances, and first of all go through the puzzles
(aporiai). In this way we must prove the common beliefs about these ways of being affected—ideally,
all the common beliefs, but if not all, most of them, and the most important. For if the
objections are solved, and the common beliefs are left, it will be an adequate proof. (EN
1145b2-7)!

Aristotle places himself in the Socratic tradition by endorsing the critical examination
of common moral beliefs in order to identify the puzzles and difficulties they raise. In
Plato’s early dialogues Socrates raises these puzzles through systematic cross-examination
of ordinary beliefs. Plato and Aristotle follow him in trying to find an account of the
basic principles of morality that will resolve the puzzles and preserve ‘most and the most
important’ among the common beliefs.

According to this view, the moral philosopher should be responsive to the relevant
phenomena, which in this case are the common beliefs and convictions about the evaluation
of actions and persons. A reasonable theory will try to explain them, either by giving reasons
for believing them to be true, or by explaining why they seem plausible even though
they are false. Aristotle does not commit the philosopher to uncritical endorsement of the
appearances. He requires us to explore the relevant puzzles, to see the genuine difficulties
that they raise, and seeks to solve them by reference to the ‘most and the most important’
common beliefs; he does not promise to retain all common beliefs, or to follow common
views about which are most important.

This procedure involves revision and reconstruction of the common beliefs that we
begin from. We find a clear statement of this side of the Socratic procedure in Sidg-
wick:

For we conceive it as the aim of a philosopher, as such, to do somewhat more than define and
formulate the common moral opinions of mankind. His function is to tell men what they ought
to think, rather than what they do think: he is expected to transcend Common Sense in his
premises, and is allowed a certain divergence from Common Sense in his conclusions. It is true
that the limits of this deviation are firmly, though indefinitely, fixed: the truth of a philosopher’s
premises will always be tested by the acceptability of his conclusions: if in any important point
he be found in flagrant conflict with common opinion, his method is likely to be declared invalid.
Still, though he is expected to establish and concatenate at least the main part of the commonly
accepted moral rules, he is not necessarily bound to take them as the basis on which his own
system is constructed. Rather, we should expect that the history of Moral Philosophy—so far at
least as those whom we may call orthodox thinkers are concerned—would be a history of attempts
to enunciate, in full breadth and clearness, those primary intuitions of Reason, by the scientific
application of which the common moral thought of mankind may be at once systematized and
corrected. (ME 373—4)

! For discussion see §67.
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Sidgwick commits himself to a doctrine of “primary intuitions of reason’ that Aristotle does
not mention. But the two statements of method are none the less similar enough to suggest
a statement of method in moral philosophy.

In identifying the ‘most important” among the common beliefs, we may hope to find the
basic principles that Sidgwick calls the ‘primary intuitions of reason’. The differences between
different moral philosophers reflect (among other things) different judgments about which
principles are ‘most important’'—the ones we can justifiably rely on in order to systematize
and to correct other appearances. Different philosophers may be expected to appeal to
other aspects of their philosophical outlook, as well as to (for instance) their scientific or
theological outlook. Because of these different standards for selecting the most important
appearances, moral philosophy is necessarily open to the influence of other branches of
philosophy, and other sources of relevant knowledge or belief. But that does not entirely
dissolve the method of ethics into any other method for acquiring knowledge. For moral
philosophy, as Aristotle understands it, is ultimately responsible to the appearances; a theory
succeeds only if it resolves the specific puzzles in moral appearances and vindicates the main
body of the appearances it discusses.

In discussing the history of moral philosophy, I focus on the philosophers who more or less
follow the Socratic pattern of moral argument. I present them as participants in a collective
effort to apply this method to the past and present of moral philosophy. Among the views
to be criticized, reconciled, or reconstructed, later moralists include the reflexions of their
predecessors as well as the moral beliefs of their contemporaries. Aristotle recognizes that
Socratic dialectical inquiry has this historical dimension.? Sidgwick’s statement shows how
later moralists treat their predecessors as interlocutors in the Socratic conversation.

But I do not simply intend to describe a collective Socratic inquiry in its historical aspect.
I also try to evaluate it, and therefore to take part in it. In this respect I do not draw a
sharp distinction between the method of a historian of moral philosophy and the method
of a moral philosopher. It is more difficult to engage in a constructive conversation with an
interlocutor whose starting point differs widely from one’s own than to argue with someone
with whom one already has a lot in common. But if one can find common ground with
interlocutors who begin from widely different presuppositions, one may have grounds for
greater confidence in the conclusions reached from this common ground.

The approach I have just described represents a widespread view of ethics and its
history; and so I do not leave many people out by concentrating on those who share
this view. But since different people accept it and practise it to different degrees, I say
more about those who practise it more, and I say more about the historical and dialectical
aspects of their views. For example, I lay special emphasis on the assessments of Greek
moral philosophy by Augustine, Aquinas, Hobbes, Kant, Hegel, Sidgwick, Green, and
Nietzsche, not because these moralists think of themselves primarily as historians, but
because their historical reflexions show us how they participate in the historical side of
Socratic dialectic.

2 Aristotle practises this historical side of dialectical inquiry most explicitly in Metaphysics i, iii, in his discussion of the
history of metaphysical speculation.
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3. Aristotelian Naturalism

The Socratic approach to moral philosophy provides the main methodological theme of this
book. Aristotelian naturalism provides the main substantive theme. The two themes are
connected; for Aristotle believes that his naturalist theory is the most plausible conclusion
from Socratic inquiry.

He defends an account of the human good as happiness (eudaimonia), consisting in
the fulfilment of human nature, expressed in the various human virtues. His position is
teleological, in so far as it seeks the basic guide for action in an ultimate end, eudaemonist, in
so far as it identifies the ultimate end with happiness, and naturalist, in so far as it identifies
virtue and happiness in a life that fulfils the nature and capacities of rational human nature.
This is the position that I describe as “Aristotelian naturalism’, or ‘traditional naturalism’. We
can follow one significant thread through the history of moral philosophy by considering
how far Aristotle is right, and what his successors think about his claims.

In describing Arisotle’s position as ‘naturalist’, and in discussing various attempts to clarify
and defend ‘naturalism’, I am using these terms with the sense I have just given them. I do
not rely on the various other senses that they have acquired in the philosophy of recent
centuries. Naturalism, as I understand it, does not commit itself to the claims about the
definability of moral properties that Moore calls ‘naturalist’. Nor does it assert that we should
try to understand morality without reference to any immanent or transcendent God or gods.
The relation between Aristotelian naturalism and other claims that have been described as
‘naturalist” is a reasonable topic for discussion, and I will eventually have something to say
about it.

In order to explore reflexion on Aristotelian naturalism, I have given some space to
those who examine it in order to improve and to defend it. That is why some parts of
mediaeval moral philosophy, especially Aquinas, are more prominent than some readers
might expect them to be. Aquinas offers the best statement of the Aristotelian approach to
moral philosophy and of Aristotelian naturalism.? The best way to examine this approach
and this naturalist position is to reflect on Aquinas’ version of them. For this reason, my
chapters on Aristotle omit some questions that one might expect to see discussed there; I
postpone them until I discuss Aquinas and his critics.

Even if Aquinas’ position were not a reasonable version of an Aristotelian position, it
would deserve attention in its own right. The criticisms that have sometimes been taken to
rule it out as a defensible account of morality are ill founded. To justify this claim, I discuss
the criticisms, defences, and revisions of Aquinas in later Scholastic views on morality and
natural law, and especially in the views of Suarez and his critics.

To explore later expositions and defences of Aristotelian naturalism I also discuss Butler
at some length. In some ways he is the central (though not the most important) figure
in this whole book, because he offers an explicit defence of traditional naturalism, as he
conceives it, and connects it to concerns that are usually regarded as typical of modern moral

3 Ilay less emphasis on the non-Aristotelian, un-Aristotelian, and anti-Aristotelian elements that are present in Aquinas’
outlook because of Platonist and Christian influence. This does not mean that I think the Platonist or Christian aspects
of Aquinas unimportant; but, for reasons I will try to make clear, I do not think they undermine the basically Aristotelian
character of Aquinas’ position.
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philosophy. We may sometimes find it difficult to connect the topics discussed by Aristotle
with those that preoccupy Hume, or Sidgwick, or Rawls, and we may be tempted to regard
the preoccupations of the later moralists as typically ‘modern’. The relevant connexions are
much easier to see if we reflect on later Scholastics and on Butler’s continuation of their
arguments.

The aim of pursuing the defences of Aristotelian naturalism also explains the prominence
of Green and Bradley in the treatment of post-Kantian moral philosophy. In Sidgwick’s view,
Green is wasting his time in trying to reconcile Aristotle with Kant. If we try to explore the
history of reflexion on Aristotelian naturalism, we may be able to see whether Sidgwick’s
view is right. To clarify some of the issues raised by Sidgwick and Green, I examine both
their views of the Greeks and their views of each other.

4. Critics of Aristotelian Naturalism

Aristotle advises us to identify puzzles and difficulties in the views we are exploring and trying
to defend. Following his advice, I consider objections to Aristotelian naturalism, and discuss
the non-Aristotelian or anti-Aristotelian views that seek to correct the errors and omissions
of the Aristotelian outlook. We can compile a reasonably full and instructive case against
Aristotle by attending to Epicureans, Cyrenaics, and Sceptics in ancient philosophy, to the
Christian views that form an Augustinian and anti-Aristotelian tradition,* to the criticisms
of Aquinas by Scotus and Ockham, and to the trends in moral philosophy that originate in
Hobbes and Hume.

One might describe these criticisms as a series of nails in the coffin of Aristotelian
naturalism. According to one view, the criticisms are so cogent that enlightened moralists
are right to discard the Aristotelian view in favour of a thoroughly modern approach to
ethics. I hope that readers who take this view of the history of ethics will none the less find it
useful to consider what I have to say about the debates between Aristotelian naturalism and
its critics. But I also hope that readers will hesitate to take this view. I do not think the critics
have the best of the argument. Since I do not think they dislodge Aristotelian naturalism, it
is all the more important to try to present their position fairly and sympathetically, so that
one can see where they have raised legitimate points that a defender of Aristotle ought to
concede, where their criticisms rest on misunderstanding, and where Aristotelian naturalism
has a reasonable answer to them.

If we are trying to trace this debate, Kant raises some particularly important questions.
One might regard Kantian ethics as the biggest nail in the coffin of Aristotelian naturalism.
From some points of view, his deontological, autonomist, and constructivist outlook on
morality stands in sharp contrast with the teleological, naturalist, and realist outlook of
Aristotle. I am not convinced by this interpretation of Kant and of his relation to Aristotle.
I am more inclined to argue that Kant’s emphasis on rational autonomy is an unintentional
defence of traditional naturalism against Hobbesian and Humean critics. Hence I try to see

4 Ispeak of “an’ rather ‘the’ Augustinian tradition, to indicate that I do not think the Augustinian outlook as a whole
necessarily opposes Aristotle.
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why one might want to put Kant on one side or the other (or on neither) of the dispute
about Aristotelian naturalism. Since my view about Kant and Aristotle is quite similar to
Green’s, I develop my thoughts on Kant partly in the chapters on Kant and partly in the
chapter on Green.

Though Aristotelian naturalism provides the main themes of this book, it does not
constrain its scope very narrowly; not everything is part of a discussion of the Aristotelian
position. Nor have I designed the book as a whole as an extended argument in favour of
Aristotelian naturalism. Still, the main idea of exploring questions related to Aristotelian
naturalism constrains the scope and scale of the book; it partly explains why many
philosophers who might deserve extended discussion in a history of ethics are omitted or
treated very briefly. I hope that readers who do not agree about the centrality of Aristotelian
naturalism will none the less find something to interest them in this book.

5. Beginning and End

These remarks about the main themes and lines of argument explain why I begin and end
where I do. The beginning is fairly easy to explain. A proper discussion of moral thought
and practice would have to begin well before Socrates, but a discussion of moral philosophy
may reasonably begin with its first moral philosopher (as far as we know).

It is more difficult to decide where to end. One the one hand, omission of the 20th
century might give the false impression that it does not continue the debates that I have
been describing. On the other hand, the sources are all too plentiful, and it is too soon for
us to tell which are more and less important. Readers should not expect, therefore, to find a
full discussion of all the issues that have arisen in moral philosophy since Sidgwick’s Methods
of Ethics; still less should they expect a systematic account of all the sources that discuss these
issues.

I have decided to stop with one fairly recent work in moral philosophy that ought (in
both the predictive and the normative sense) still to be read in the 22nd century: Rawls’s
Theory of Justice. Apart from its importance in social and political philosophy, Rawls’s book
contributes significantly to the discussion of Socratic method, Aristotelian naturalism, and
the connexions and contrasts between Kantian and idealist ethics. A discussion of these
aspects of Rawls, therefore, makes a reasonable conclusion for my discussion.

But even though I have taken 1971 and A Theory of Justice for my terminus, I have not
stuck to it rigidly. More recent work has thrown so much light on the questions discussed
by Sidgwick and his successors that it forms a natural part of the story of moral philosophy
from the later 19th century. But the reader should not expect a full account of the past
century, and should expect only a few sketches of the past quarter-century.

6. Progress, Optimism, and Pessimism

If we approach the history of ethics from the point of view I have described, what do we
learn? Is moral philosophy a rational and progressive discipline? Before we consider this
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question directly, it is helpful to distinguish, very roughly, four different approaches to the
history of ethics, so that I can describe my view in comparison with them.

(1) According to one extreme non-historical conception of ethics, there is no particular
reason, besides convention or convenience or purely doxographical interest, for a historical
treatment. If moral theories are defensible by arguments available to anyone who thinks
carefully about the subject, and no more appropriate at one time than another, then the
history of ethics simply gives us a list of the positions that have been held. While it may be
historically interesting to see how one position develops out of, or in reaction to, another,
this sort of fact does not tell us anything about the philosophical merits of the position itself.

(2) According to another extreme conception, a moral theory cannot be assessed
timelessly, and there are no timelessly appropriate questions that different moral theories
try to answer. There are different questions and problems raised by different historical and
cultural circumstances, and moral theories cannot intelligibly be assessed except by their
success or failure in dealing with these historically-conditioned problems. The moral virtues
and principles that may seem to be constant throughout the history of ethics are really
products of different backgrounds, circumstances, and traditions; and it is an illusion to think
there is one set of problems to be studied or described in a history of ethics.

(3) Onathird view, it might seem plausible to speak of the ‘evolution’ of ethics, suggesting
that we can see in the history of ethics a gradual approach to the principles that we have now
discovered. On this view, we should be able to distinguish the ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’
elements in the moral thinking of previous historical periods, and show how they evolved
towards the present assured results. The history of science is sometimes written from this
point of view.

(4) A fourth view might look for unity rather than evolution in the history of ethics. On
this view, deeper examination of the apparently various and conflicting tendencies in ethical
theory will reveal some considerable degree of agreement on the main principles; and this
degree of agreement will constitute some argument for the principles. This view differs
from the first in so far as it does not assume that philosophers are all addressing the same
questions, so that we can evaluate their views in the way we would evaluate a debate among
our contemporaries. The historian’s task is to discover the relatively permanent principles
expressed in different intellectual and cultural embodiments.

This sketch of some extreme positions may suggest some appropriate questions. Elements
of these positions are present in some influential accounts of the history of ethics. The most
successful and satisfactory history of ethics in English is Sidgwick’s Outlines, which is written
from the third point of view, displaying the evolution of moral theory towards utilitarianism.
The best-known recent history in English, Alasdair MacIntyre’s Short History, tends towards
the second view; and he takes a similar view in his major works on moral theory, After Virtue
and Whose Justice? Which Rationality?® A less extreme version of this view underlies Jerome

5 See Maclntyre, AV 11: “We all too often still treat the moral philosophers of the past as contributors to a single
debate with a relatively unvarying subject-matter, treating Plato and Hume and Mill as contemporaries both of ourselves
and of each other. This leads to an abstraction of these writers from the cultural and social milieus in which they lived
and thought and so the history of their thought acquires a false independence from the rest of the culture. Kant ceases
to be part of the history of Prussia, Hume is no longer a Scotsman. For from the standpoint of moral philosophy as we
conceive it these characteristics have become irrelevances. Empirical history is one thing, philosophy quite another.”
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Schneewind’s more recent major work on the history of modern moral philosophy; he often
warns us against assuming that the history of ethics consists of a series of efforts to answer
the same questions.® The fourth view may be found in T. H. Green'’s discussion of Greek
ethics in Prolegomena.

I am most inclined to agree with the fourth view. I believe we can usefully trace the
discussions I have mentioned through the history of ethics, and that we learn something
about the philosophical merits and resources of different positions by considering successive
efforts to attack and to defend them, and to combine one position with another.

Reflexion on this history does not necessarily lead to a “Whig interpretation’ (inspired
by Macaulay’s view on the development of the British constitution). I do not believe that
moral philosophy has made continuous progress, or that all discarded theories belong in the
dustbin. Historians of philosophy have the opportunity, and perhaps even the obligation,
to point out occasions when a particular assumption or line of argument was abandoned
for insufficient reasons, even when, or perhaps especially when, those insufficient reasons
still influence us. The history of ethics displays more than one example of premature
abandonment. Moralists of the 17th and 18th centuries were not always right about which
parts of the mediaeval and Aristotelian outlook they should reject. Similarly, 20th century
moralists have not always been right about which aspects of Hegelian idealism should be
abandoned.

While I do not take an optimistic view about steady progress and improvement, [ write
from an optimistic point of view in one respect: I assume that if a particular philosophical
position is widely criticized or widely dismissed by successors who were aware of it, this is
not the result of foolish or uninteresting errors by the successors, but the result of some
significant weaknesses in the position itself. For this reason I try to consider sympathetically
the explicit and implicit objections that have been raised against different positions, on the
assumption that they deserve consideration. This is why I devote some space to criticisms
of the Aristotelian position of Aquinas, and, later, to criticisms of Kant and of utilitarianism.
I proceed on the assumption that, whether or not the criticisms are strictly accurate, they
point to some important issues that can legitimately be raised about these different positions.

In saying that I approach the history of ethics with some degree of optimism, I mean
that I assume we can criticize an earlier theory constructively from the point of view of
a later theory, and that in many cases a defender of an earlier theory can reasonably be
expected to learn something from the criticisms of later theorists. This assumption is to
some extent self-vindicating, since it requires us to focus on the aspects of theories that
allow communication and mutual criticism, in contrast to those that do not. I have not,
for instance, emphasized the deep and obvious differences between the general intellectual

S In this book I display some sympathy with what Schneewind calls ‘the Socrates story’: ‘Although we have not
reached agreement about the basis of morality, we know the tasks that we moral philosophers should undertake. We
are trying to answer the question Socrates raised: how to live. People have always had opinions on the matter, but it is
very hard to get an indubitable answer based on an undeniable foundation’ (IA 535-6). I am also somewhat sympathetic
to what he calls the ‘single-aim view’ of the history of moral philosophy (548). Schneewind introduces the Socrates
story and the single-aim view in order to criticize them. I am more inclined to think that each of them alludes to
true views about the history of ethics. I do not accept either of them, however, as Schneewind states them, since he
includes in them a number of claims that I would reject (e.g., the search for an indubitable answer or an undeniable
foundation).
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outlook of Aristotle and Aquinas, or of Aquinas and Hobbes, or of Hobbes and Rawls; I do
not mean that these difference are unimportant, but I assume that they are not all-important.
For I assume that the different theories are mutually comprehensible far enough to allow
fruitful criticism and replies.

But this optimistic assumption is not wholly self-vindicating. For when we examine
details, we may find that our expectation of constructive mutual criticism is unfulfilled. To
fulfil our expectation, we must show that different theories actually allow mutual criticism.
Fruitful mutual criticism is what we expect or hope for in dispute and disagreement
among contemporary philosophers. An optimistic approach to communication among past
philosophers suggests that the same expectation is fulfilled when we turn to them.

To treat past philosophers as though they were contemporaries engaged in a debate
would be hopelessly un-historical if we pretended that the task of understanding them is
the same as the task of understanding one of our contemporaries or that they should be
judged by the standards we apply to our contemporaries. If we are to understand what they
are saying, or how it bears on what other people are saying, we have to reflect on what
they are trying to say, within the assumptions and options available to them. We ought
not to focus on the ways in which they have failed to profit from reflexion on the later
theories that were unknown to them. Our task is to look for the best statement we can
find of their essential points, and of their bearing on points raised by later philosophers.
In speaking of ‘best statement” and ‘essential points’ we have to rely on philosophical
judgment. That is why historians of philosophy cannot do without philosophy, if they try
to discuss constructive mutual criticism. Nor can they do without specifically historical
study, if they try to grasp what philosophers have to say to one another across historical
divisions.

This degree of optimism does not imply that the critic is always right, or that a later
theory is, all things considered, an improvement over an earlier theory. The history of ethics
shows regress as well as progress. But to argue that the history of ethics takes some wrong
turnings is not to take the reactionary view that we ought to ignore, as far as we can, the
later views and try to stick firmly with the earlier position, as it was originally formulated.
Here also I proceed on an optimistic assumption, that criticism usually identifies genuine
weakness, or incompleteness in a moral theory, and that the theory needs to be modified
and restated so as to take account of later developments. I argue, for instance, that the
Aristotelian position and the Kantian position are not mutually antagonistic, and that a
proper modification of the Aristotelian position ought to incorporate some of the major
Kantian claims.

Some readers may regard this suggestion as a sign of unintelligent syncretism, betraying
failure to grasp the basic differences between these different theories. It may seem more
sensible to conclude either that it is mere nostalgia to defend Aristotle and Aquinas, or that the
Aristotelian and Kantian positions offer us a clear choice that is not to be disguised by eirenic
attempts to blur the conflict between them. Philosophers who try eirenic combinations
sometimes appear to be well-meaning muddlers.” We will want to decide whether this
verdict is justified.

7 It would not be too unfair to summarize Sidgwick’s view of Green in EGSM in these terms.
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7. What this Book is Not

Now that I have tried to give some idea of the point of view underlying this book, it is only
fair to warn readers that they will not find in it some things that they might expect in a book
with this title.

(1) It is not comprehensive. I do not try to cover every ethical view or every moral
philosopher worth discussing. Nor have I tried to give a full picture of the influence
of different ethical theories by discussing, or even mentioning, their less well-known
exponents. This is intended to be mainly a book about major philosophers and their major
works. Sometimes I have something to say about less familiar figures, when they raise
some point of special interest; but these references are a small and rather unsystematic
selection from the wealth of material that would provide a basis for a comprehensive
history.

(2) This is not the sort of history that looks primarily for causal explanations. If I wanted
to explain why philosophers accepted or rejected Aristotelian naturalism at different times,
I would have to consider intellectual, social, and institutional influences that I generally
ignore. The discovery of these influences is a task for an intellectual historian. I have looked
for only one sort of causal influence. Appreciation or partial appreciation of the philosophical
merits or defects of a particular position may be one causal influence in its acceptance or
rejection. We will not be able to recognize this influence unless we can identify philosophical
merits or defects; and we cannot identify them without exercising philosophical judgment.
A philosophical study of the history of ethics may help us to identify this possible causal
influence.

(3) This book is not a ‘Cantabrigian” history, in so far as it does not share the approach
of some important and illuminating work in intellectual history by members of the
University of Cambridge and by authors who have published with Cambridge University
Press. Two recent and distinguished Cantabrigian works are The Cambridge History of
Seventeenth-Century Philosophy and Schneewind’s The Invention of Autonomy. Cantabrigian
history of philosophy attends to contemporary context, cultural presuppositions, social and
institutional influences—all the things I have said I do not emphasize. One motive for
writing Cantabrigian history might be the belief that a historical study of the sort I have
undertaken is not worthwhile. But a Cantabrigian historian need not believe this. The
Cantabrigian approach and my approach are not competitors; they should supplement each
other and offer some mutual illumination.®

8 In MP xxiv Schneewind defends Cantabrigian history, contrasting it with the view of (e.g.) Prior in LBE that moral
philosophers are concerned with persistent questions arising out of ‘reflexion on ideas that are always involved in
morality’. He mentions the Euthyphro Argument as an example. He does not deny the possibility of philosophical
history discussing these persistent questions; he agrees that we can reach ‘some useful analyses and arguments’ by this
means. He points out correctly that this sort of philosophical history may miss the different significance that (e.g.)
the Euthyphro Argument may have had for philosophers in different periods. One might reply, however, that if we
concentrate on the different significance that this argument has for philosophers in different periods, we may miss the
persistent philosophical questions that they and we are addressing. Schneewind does not explicitly commit himself to
the superiority of Cantabrigian history over the philosophical exploration of persistent philosophical questions (though
an incautious reader might get the impression that he prefers Cantabrigian history).

10
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8. Level and Organization

This book is not designed only for those who already know the relevant texts. I hope some
will read it who are beginning their study of the history of ethics, or of some of the main
historical texts. For this reason expert readers will sometimes find some of the discussion
elementary and familiar. But it is not a substitute for reading the texts, and it will not be
very useful to readers who want a brief survey. Though I have tried not to presuppose
extensive acquaintance with philosophy, some parts of the book are fairly detailed, and may
try the patience of less experienced readers. But they should be able to skip the more detailed
sections without too much loss.

Though I have found that the book expanded to a greater length than I initially expected,
many readers will rightly find some of the discussion superficial, inconclusive, and repetitive.
Superficiality and inconclusiveness are no doubt partly the result of my own philosophical
limitations, but they are partly the result of efforts to be reasonably brief (surprising as that
may seem). Though I have argued for some conclusions and against others, I have not
argued fully for firm conclusions on the main issues I have explored. But I hope I have at
least suggested some points that are worth considering.

Repetition is perhaps easier to justify, or at least to excuse. I have not gone as far as I
could have gone in eliminating repetition, because it seemed to me on reflexion that the
repetition is in some ways part of the point of the book. For instance, some questions initially
raised about Aristotle return in Aquinas, Kant, Green, and Rawls. But they do not return in
exactly the same form. A history ought to make clear both the old and the new elements in
successive discussions of continuing themes.

I have tried to stay close enough to the texts to make it clear what I am talking about,
so that readers can look up the sources for themselves. I have also provided a fair number
of quotations in the footnotes. I began to add these when I was discussing relatively less
accessible texts, so that readers could look at a little of the evidence without having to go
to a research library. But it would be odd to give the impression that less accessible writers
deserve quotation more than better-known writers do; and so I have added passages from
more accessible authors as well. Reading these quotations is not a substitute for reading the
full text; but I would be pleased if some readers found the quotations interesting enough to
encourage them to go to the full text.

References and quotations take up most of the footnotes. I have included some references
to secondary literature. But it will be obvious to the expert reader that I have not offered
even a systematic selection of relevant references. I have tried to acknowledge the works I
have learnt from, but I could certainly have learnt much more if I had read more.

I have eventually preferred a chronological arrangement of the chapters. After trying
a more thematic arrangement, I decided that it might create some difficulties for readers
trying to find their way around. At least readers who want to find what I have to say about
Aristotle or Hume will have some idea of where to look for continuous accounts of each of
them—though, as I remarked, they will not find everything about Aristotle (for instance)
in the chapters on Aristotle. But though each chapter is generally devoted to just one
philosopher, I have not stuck rigidly to this rule. Sometimes I discuss some predecessors or

11
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critics in a chapter that mainly discusses one philosopher (see, e.g. the chapters on Scotus, or
Pufendorf, or Mill). And I have included some thematic chapters (e.g., on the Reformation,
and on the British moralists) where it seemed appropriate to discuss themes that might be
illustrated by a brief treatment of several philosophers.

Though I have followed a chronological order, I have not marked divisions into large
or small historical periods. I have not made the division between ancient, mediaeval, and
modern prominent in my discussion. Nor have I tried to give any general description of (for
instance) the outlook of the Scientific Revolution or the Enlightenment. I am rather doubtful
about whether these large historical divisions are very useful for thinking about the history
of moral philosophy. If, for instance, we consider the sequence of arguments about natural
law that runs from Aquinas to Pufendorf, I do not think it is useful to look for a division
between mediaeval and modern contributions to the debate.

This example will illustrate my reluctance to organize the book around periods or large
themes. Readers might perhaps have preferred some more historical or thematic structure.
But perhaps I have given them some material that deserves to be considered in thinking
about the right structure for presenting different aspects of the history of thought. To my
mind, the history of moral philosophy is quite continuous, without radical revolutions or
shifts in paradigms. But perhaps it would be wiser to confine this claim to the aspects of
moral philosophy that I have studied in this book.

12
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SOCRATES

9. The Founder of Moral Philosophy?

Ever since moral philosophers have recognized that they practise a distinct philosophical
discipline, many have recognized Socrates as its founder. After a brief mention of Pythagoras,
Aristotle introduces Socrates; he is the first moralist whom Aristotle discusses systematically.!
Mill agrees with Aristotle in treating Socrates as his first colleague in moral philosophy.2

Even if Socrates is the first moral philosopher, he is not the first person to think seriously
and rationally about morality. Even if we ignore the Hebrew Scriptures, or the ethical
reflexions of Chinese writers, and confine ourselves to the Greeks, Socrates is not the first
to ask questions about morality. On the contrary, his inquiries presuppose a reflective,
questioning attitude to morality that was already familiar in some areas of Greek society.
The Athenian tragic dramatists and historians not only raise moral and political questions,
but also present explicit moral and political debates about the questions they present.

What, then, makes it reasonable to regard Socrates as the founder of a tradition of
philosophical reflexion on morality? We can best answer this question by examining the
methods and doctrines that Plato treats as distinctive of Socrates.

Socrates does not confine his inquiries to experts in morality; in fact, he is disappointed
in his search for experts in this area. He asks whether people who make moral judgments
know about morality, and he finds that they do not. Nor does he claim that he has the sort

! “The first who undertook to discuss virtue was Pythagoras, but not correctly; for by deriving the virtues from
numbers he did not apply the proper treatment to the virtues, since justice is not a square number. Socrates succeeded
him, and spoke better and more fully about these things, but he did not do it correctly either. For he used to make the
virtues into sciences, and this is impossible. For the sciences all involve reason, and reason is found in the intellectual part
of the soul. And so, in his view, all the virtues turn out to be in the rational part of the soul. The result is that in making
the virtues into sciences he does away with the non-rational part of the soul, and thereby does away also with passion
and character; so that on this point he has not treated the virtues correctly’ (Aristotle, MM 1182a15-23). Even if the MM
is spurious, its view of Socrates is parallel to EE 1216b2-10.

2 ‘From the dawn of philosophy, the question concerning the summum bonum, or, what is the same thing, concerning
the foundation of morality, has been accounted the main problem in speculative thought, has occupied the most gifted
intellects . . . And after more than two thousand years. . . neither thinkers nor mankind at large seem nearer to being
unanimous on the subject, than when the youth Socrates listened to the old Protagoras, and asserted (if Plato’s dialogue
be grounded on a real conversation) the theory of utilitarianism against the popular morality of the so-called sophist.”
(Mill, U1.§1). See Schneewind on the ‘Socrates story’ (quoted in §6).
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of knowledge that other people lack. He claims to engage in co-operative inquiries directed
towards finding moral knowledge.

He takes the mark of moral knowledge to be the ability to say what a virtue is; hence his
characteristic question is “‘What is it?” He allows that people recognize temperate, brave, and
just actions, and he asks what temperance, bravery, and justice are. He takes himself to be
asking about the virtues (aretai)—states of persons that underlie and explain their brave (etc.)
actions. He inquires especially into the virtues that were later called ‘cardinal’—wisdom,
temperance, bravery, and justice.?

Though Socrates does not claim to know the answers to his questions, he believes he can
say something about the right sort of answer. In fact, he accepts a series of surprising claims
about the virtues. His contemporaries and successors regarded his views as ‘paradoxes’,
contradicting common moral beliefs.* They appear paradoxical to modern readers as well
as to ancient. In his view, a true account of a virtue should show that all the virtues are
really the same virtue, which is knowledge of the good. Knowledge of the good is also
knowledge of the ‘fine’ (kalon) and morally right, and knowledge of the agent’s own welfare
or happiness (eudaimonia). Once we know what promotes our own good, we will act on our
knowledge. This knowledge of the good, which is also virtue, is sufficient for happiness.

Socrates commits himself to three main paradoxes: (1) Knowledge of what is good for
me is sufficient for action. (2) The virtues that promote my good are the moral virtues.
(3) These virtues are sufficient for happiness. All of these Socratic paradoxes conflict with
the prevalent outlook of modern moral philosophy. Sidgwick mentions the second Socratic
paradox as the major division between ancient and modern outlooks. Here Socrates rejects
the “dualism of practical reason’, as Sidgwick calls it, because he affirms that the demands of
morality cannot conflict with the agent’s own good.*

As Sidgwick suggests, the reaction of ancient moralists to Socrates’ paradoxes is different
from the reaction of modern moralists. Plato and Aristotle reject both the first and the third
paradox, but still maintain the second. The Epicureans and Stoics are more sympathetic to
the Socratic position. The Stoics offer the most elaborate defence of all three paradoxes; but
it is not clear that the positions they defend are precisely those of Socrates.

Even these few remarks may suggest that if we understand the reactions of the ancient
moralists to Socrates’ views, we will understand some of the central elements in their
theories. It will help us to understand these reactions if we first try to see what Socrates
means by his paradoxical claims, and why he believes them.

What are we to take as sources for Socrates” views? Our main ostensible source consists
of the Platonic dialogues in which Socrates is a principal speaker. But ancient readers do not
treat all these dialogues as evidence for Socrates” views. Diogenes and Aristippus claim to
be followers of Socrates, but they have harsh words for Plato and his doctrines. Aristotle

3 On the cardinal virtues see §328. In the Euthd. Socrates mentions temperance, justice, and bravery as virtues; then
he adds wisdom (279b4—c2). Sometimes he mentions piety as a fifth virtue (Pr. 329c2—330a2). These are the only virtues
that Socrates discusses in the earliest Platonic dialogues, though they are not the only traits generally recognized as
virtues by his contemporaries (see M. 74a4—6; 79a3—5 (panta ta toiauta); 88a6-b1). The tendency to pick out some of the
recognized virtues as primary does not begin with Socrates; but earlier sources do not show any clear agreement about
which virtues are primary.

4 See Cicero, Parad. 4, quoted at §161n7. 5 See Sidgwick, OHE 197.
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attributes some of the doctrines found in the Platonic dialogues to Socrates, and others to
Plato. The Stoics criticize Plato, but not Socrates, on some ethical questions.

The division that these readers mark, explicitly or implicitly, between Socrates and Plato
can be understood on the assumption that they agree with Aristotle’s judgment about
which doctrines are Socratic and which are Platonic. He often contrasts Socrates’ ethical
theory with Plato’s. He ascribes a purely cognitive view of virtue to Socrates, but never to
Plato.® He believes that Plato agrees with him in distinguishing rational from non-rational
parts of the soul, and in drawing conclusions for the account of virtue (EN 1104b11-13;
1138b5-14). Even if Aristotle were mistaken in his judgment, it would be close enough to
the judgment of other ancient readers to deserve our attention. It is reasonable, then, to
examine Socrates’ ethics by treating Aristotle as a reliable guide to the Socratic elements in
the Platonic dialogues.”

10. Method

Socrates believes that his inquiries are important for morality. They are not intended simply
to satisfy our intellectual curiosity about the character of our moral beliefs. He suggests that
if we claim to have the virtues, we ought to be able to answer his questions about them, and
that if we do not try to answer his questions, we ought not to count ourselves as virtuous
at all. Willingness to try to answer the Socratic questions is a mark of serious concern about
one’s moral character.® Both he and his interlocutors fail morally, therefore, when they
cannot say what the virtues are.

Socrates finds that other people are too confident in their ability to answer Socratic
questions; Meno assures Socrates that it is easy to say what virtue is (M. 71e), and other
interlocutors display the same over-confidence. They are right to suppose that they can
easily recognize brave or just action types (standing firm in battle, paying one’s debts),® but
they rashly infer that this is all they need to do in order to answer Socrates” questions. Their
inference is rash because Socrates is not asking for a description of virtuous actions, but
looking for the virtue that underlies them.

Though the interlocutors give the wrong sort of answers to his questions, Socrates does
not dismiss their answers completely. He believes his interlocutors have reasonable beliefs
that they can revise constructively, so as to approach a better account of virtue. His inquiries
do not simply expose the ignorance of the interlocutors, but also make progress.

¢ See especially Aristotle, MM 1182a15-26 (quoted above); 1183b8-18; EE 1216b3-25; 1229a14—16; 1230a7-10;
1246b32-6.

7 For good accounts of the evidence on Socrates see Ross, ‘Problem’; Vlastos, SIMP, chs. 2-3. For Socrates and
Hellenistic ethics see Long, ‘Socrates’. A brief and forceful statement of a case against ascribing different ethical views to
Socrates and Plato is Shorey, ‘Ethics’.

8 ‘I will say, as I usually do, to anyone I meet: “My excellent man, you are an Athenian and belong to a city that is the
greatest and has the highest reputation for wisdom (sophia) and strength. Aren’t you ashamed to be taking care to gain
as much wealth, reputation, and honour as you can, and while you have no care or concern for wisdom (phronésis) and
truth and for the best condition of your soul?”” And if any of you disputes this and says he does care, I will not let him go
immediately or leave him, but I will question him, test him, and cross-examine him; and if he seems to me not to possess
virtue, but to say he does, I will denounce him for giving least weight to the things of greatest value and giving more
weight to less valuable things’ (Ap. 29d—-30a).

® See La. 190e4—6; Ch. 159b1-6; R. 331c1-8.
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Why is Socrates so confident that, even though he and his interlocutors lack knowledge of
the virtues, they can improve their moral beliefs by considering and revising their attempted
accounts of the virtues? He believes that when we practise Socratic inquiry, our answers
to different questions form patterns. When we discover conflicts in our moral beliefs, we
systematically prefer to retain a favoured set of beliefs, and we adjust our other beliefs to suit
them. Epictetus the Stoic describes this process as the “articulation’ of our preconceptions.®
We need to articulate our preconceptions so that we apply them consistently and rationally
to particular situations, instead of relying on the conflicting judgments that we reach if we
do not articulate our preconceptions.

Socrates believes that his method of inquiry is self-confirming; interlocutors who engage
in the search for accounts of the virtues tend to agree that this is an appropriate form of
inquiry. They agree that it is reasonable to look for an answer to the question “What is F?’,
on the assumption that there is some single informative answer that applies to all and only
the genuine cases of F, and that allows us to decide whether unfamiliar cases are genuine
cases of F (La. 190d7—192b8; Eu. 5c8—7a3).

One might be surprised that Socrates and his interlocutors persist in this form of inquiry
after Socrates has been proved right in his claim that they cannot answer his questions. It is
not clear why they should agree that there is a single informative answer, or why they should
be disturbed at their failure to find one. Perhaps Socrates overlooks the possibility that some
terms should be understood through a series of analogies and connexions that cannot be
captured in a single informative formula.!! Meno suggests that there may be nothing more
to an account of virtue than a description of the different types of virtue (M. 71e-72a). Why
is it so easy for Socrates to convince him that they should still be looking for a single account
of the ‘one form’ (72¢) of virtue?

11. What is a Socratic Definition?

To see whether Socrates’ expectations are reasonable, it will help to ask what he is looking
for in his search for an answer to his "What is F?” question. He expects a definition of the F
to tell us not only what F things all have in common, but also to tell us the one F ‘by which’
F things are F, or that ‘makes’ them all F, or ‘because of which’ they are all F (Eu. 6d9—el;
M. 72¢6-d1). We may call this Socrates’ ‘explanatory” demand.

The explanatory demand is different from the demand that a definition supply necessary
and sufficient conditions. Sometimes Socrates refutes a proposed definition of F by showing
that it does not cover all and only the examples of F. But in the Euthyphro he distinguishes
the explanatory demand from a demand for necessary and sufficient conditions. For he
rejects Buthyphro’s suggestion that the pious can be defined as what the gods love, even
though he concedes that the predicates ‘pious’ and ‘god-beloved’ are coextensive. To refute

10 See Epict. ii 17.7-11, quoted and discussed at §165n28. Long, ESSGL offers an extended comparison of Epictetus
with Socrates.
11 Wittgenstein, BB 20.
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Euthyphro’s proposed definition, Socrates argues that the gods do not love the pious because
it is god-beloved, and that therefore Euthyphro’s proposal fails the explanatory demand
(Eu. 10d1-11b1).12

Socrates and Euthyphro agree that pious things, as such, differ from god-beloved things,
as such, because pious things, as such, have something in common beyond the fact that
the gods love them. Because they differ in this way, the pious and the god-beloved are
entirely different (pantapasin heteron, 11a4). The pious has some property, distinct from being
god-beloved, because of which it is loved, whereas the god-beloved, as such, has no such
property. Socrates alludes to this property by saying that the pious is ‘of a sort to be loved’
or ‘of a character to be loved’; by having this character it is suitable to be loved antecedently
to being actually loved.!?

The dialogue does not explore the consequences of denying the point on which Socrates
and Euthyphro agree. If Euthyphro were to answer Socrates by denying that the gods love
the pious because it is pious, he would deny that the gods love pious actions for any reason;
the fact that they love them makes them appropriate actions, but they do not love them on
the basis of their appropriateness. If this account of the pious were extended to other moral
properties, it would express a voluntarist account of moral properties, treating them as the
products of will and choice rather than independent norms for will and choice. Plato does
not explore this voluntarist account of the relation of morality to the divine will, but the
Euthyphro suggests both what such an account would have to say and why one might be
inclined to reject it.

How do we recognize the relevant explanatory difference between the pious and the
god-beloved? We might try two possible answers: (1) An appeal to meaning. A correct

12 His argument is this:

1. 'The god-beloved is god-beloved because the gods love it, and it is not the case that the gods love the god-beloved
because it is god-beloved (10d9-10, e5-7).

2. The gods love the pious because it is pious, and it is not the case that the pious is pious because the gods love it.
(10d1-7, e2-3).

3. Hence the pious and the god-beloved are not identical.

4. Hence the pious is not correctly defined as what the gods love.

Two helpful treatments are: Cohen, ‘Piety’, and Sharvy, ‘Analysis’.
Socrates does most to support the first step of the argument. He appeals to simple logical, perhaps even grammatical,
considerations (10a1-d12). To support (1) he appeals to a simpler case:

la. x is being-carried (pheromenon) because x is carried (pheretai), and it is not the case that x is carried because x is
being-carried.

Socrates expresses his point by claiming that the participial form (‘being-carried’ or ‘a being-carried thing’) is to be
understood through the passive form (‘is carried’), and that the converse is not true. His point is easier to grasp in English
if we use the passive and active forms:

1b. xis carried because S carries x and it is not the case that S carries x because x is carried.

In (1) Socrates applies the pattern illustrated in (1b) to the case of ‘god-beloved’ (theophiles).

The general claim illustrated in (1) and (1b) is easy to accept. It is plausible to claim that carried or seen things, as
such, have no nature in common beyond the fact that someone carries or sees them; what makes them carried or seen
is simply the fact that someone carries or sees them. Similarly, then, loved things, as such, have nothing in common
beyond the fact that someone loves them.

13 ‘For the one (sc. the god-beloved), because it is loved, is of a sort to be loved (hoion phileisthai), but the other (sc. the
pious), because it is of a sort to be loved, is loved because of that’ (11a4-6).
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definition of the pious would say what “pious” means. But we can see that ‘pious’ does
not mean the same as ‘god-beloved’; for it is not self-contradictory (even though it is false)
to say that x is pious but the gods do not love x, whereas it is self-contradictory to say
that x is god-beloved but the gods do not love x. The proposed definition of the pious as
the god-beloved is therefore (we may say) ‘logically inadequate’, because the denial of the
proposed definition is not self-contradictory. (2) An appeal to moral judgment. It would be
unacceptable to suppose that the gods could make something pious simply by loving it; if it
is to be an appropriate object of their love, it must already be pious. Hence the proposed
definition of piety is ‘morally inadequate’; to know that an action has the property mentioned
in the proposed definition is not thereby to have given sufficient reason for concluding that
it is pious.

These two ways of grasping the asymmetry imply two different ways of distinguishing
the pious and the god-beloved. According to the logical argument, the god-beloved and the
pious are different concepts, because the meanings of the terms are different. This difference
in meaning is established by appeal to what is and is not self-contradictory. According to
the moral argument, we do not establish difference of properties by appeals to meanings
and to analytic truths, but by appeal to the different explanatory roles identified by moral
judgments. A definition that is morally adequate might apparently be logically inadequate,
since the denial of such a definition might not be self-contradictory. A morally adequate
definition of the pious would not analyse the concept “pious’; it would give an account of
the property of piety. Even if the concepts of the pious and the god-beloved were different,
it would not follow that they pick out different properties.'*

Though some of the concepts used in drawing this distinction between logical and moral
argument arouse familiar philosophical controversies, the distinction itself is difficult to
avoid. A familiar modern meta-ethical illustration concerns the status of an account of
rightness as what maximizes utility. We might attack the truth of this account either (a) by
arguing that is not self-contradictory to claim that an action is right but does not maximize
utility, or (b) by arguing that some actual or possible actions are right whether or not they
maximize utility. These different objections are relevant to different sorts of accounts. The
first is relevant to a question about the concept ‘right’, whereas the second is relevant to a
question about the property of rightness.!*

The Euthyphro does not make it completely clear whether Socrates is concerned with
concepts or with properties. The discussions in other dialogues, however, suggest that he
wants a morally adequate definition. He does not simply rely on his interlocutors’ judgments
about what is or is not self-contradictory; he seems to rely on their moral judgment.
He assumes that moral judgments about actions and people rest on rational principles,
and that we can do something to articulate these principles. This may not be true about
all classification. A greengrocer puts tomatoes with vegetables, rhubarb with fruits, and
peanuts with nuts, even though a botanist classifies them differently. To understand the
greengrocer’s arrangement, we need to refer to facts about our tastes; if our tastes changed

14 For present purposes, | assume that concepts are, or necessarily correspond to, meanings, and that this is not true
of properties.
15 It is useful to keep this distinction in mind in discussing Moore, PE, and Ross, RG, who do not attend to it.
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so that we treated rhubarb as a vegetable and tomatoes as fruit, we would not be making a
mistake. Socrates assumes that our judgments about which actions are brave or just are not
like the greengrocer’s judgments; they do not rest on taste or convention. They rest on some
reasonable criteria that virtuous actions can be shown to meet, if they are really virtuous.

If our judgments rest on reasonable criteria, we can see why Socrates persists in looking
for an account of the virtues. His persistence reflects confidence in the capacity of his
interlocutors. He assumes that when they make firm, confident, and considered judgments
about examples of virtuous action, and these judgments conflict with the definition they have
proposed, we should reject the definition and stick to their judgments about examples.!s If
these judgments were merely thoughtless responses such as one might give to an opinion
poll, they would not inspire much confidence. But Socrates assumes that they reflect our
implicit and partial grasp of the rational standards appropriate for judgments about the
virtues.

12. Basic Moral Principles

But even if our judgments tend to display these patterns, and tend to converge on a favoured
set of beliefs, we may wonder whether these facts justify us in believing that we have reached
the truth, or at least are progressing towards it. To see whether Socrates has any reasonable
basis for his confidence, we may consider what conclusions he thinks he reaches, and what
grounds they rest on.

Though interlocutors begin with examples of virtuous actions, they soon agree that they
should be looking for a state of character that underlies them. They agree with Socrates in
calling this state a “virtue’ (areté). ‘Areté” is the abstract noun corresponding to the adjective
‘agathos’ (‘good’), and so the assumption that bravery (e.g.) is a virtue makes it an aspect
of a person’s goodness. But if we try to say in purely behavioural terms what makes a
person good in the relevant ways, we face counter-examples. Though some actions are
typical and characteristic of a given virtue, they do not exhaust the content of a virtue (Ch.
159b7-160d4). Bravery, for instance, is a state of character that is often embodied in standing
firm in battle, but may on some occasions be embodied in other types of action; the brave
person may withdraw when there is no point in standing firm, or it is more urgent to resist
an attack elsewhere (La. 191d3—e2).

We understand why it is difficult to find a purely behavioural account of a virtue once
we understand our demands on virtuous action. Interlocutors agree with Socrates that all
virtuous action is ‘fine’ (kalon), ‘good’ (agathon), and ‘beneficial’ (phelimon). If an action is
shameful or harmful, it cannot be virtuous, and a state of an agent producing such an action
cannot be a virtue (Ch. 160e7-11; La. 192b9—d9). This is part of Socrates’ reason for believing
that virtue must be knowledge (since he takes knowledge of the good to be necessary and
sufficient for a fine and beneficial state of character). Once we impose this condition, we find
it difficult to find simple behavioural rules, or simple cognitive or affective dispositions, that

16 In using ‘considered judgments’ I follow Rawls, ‘Outline’. His description of these judgments agrees with Socrates’
implicit conception.
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count as virtuous. We may be tempted to identify bravery with endurance, until we notice
that endurance is not always fine and beneficial, but is sometimes shameful and harmful
(La. 192¢—d).

To see whether this is a plausible demand on virtues, we need to see what Socrates and his
interlocutors mean by saying that virtues must be fine and beneficial. The earliest Platonic
dialogues do not offer us an explicit discussion of the fine. The Gorgias suggests that the
fine can be understood as being either pleasant or beneficial; roughly speaking, the aesthetic
uses of ‘kalon’ are taken to involve pleasure, and the moral uses are taken to involve benefit
(Gorg. 474d—475a). This account, however, does not help much if we have no idea of what
sort of pleasure or benefit is relevant (cf. R. 505b—d).

Some passages in the dialogues suggest that “fine’, ‘good’, and ‘just’ mark the general area
of morality. These are the questions that arouse disputes that cannot be settled by accepted
methods of measurement (Eu. 7c10—d5); and Socrates assumes that living well involves
living justly and finely (Cri. 48c9-10). When Socrates refuses to consider questions of his
own survival, but insists he has overriding reason to obey the god’s instruction to engage
in philosophy, he says that the only thing to consider is whether he is acting as a good
man should, and whether what he is doing is just; he praises Achilles who considered only
the fine and just in deciding what to do (Ap. 28b3-dé6).1” In this case Socrates suggests that
‘just’, ‘good’, and ‘fine” would all be apt descriptions of the kind of action that he chooses in
preferring to go on philosophizing rather than consider his own safety. He takes the same
view of other just actions he has performed at some risk to his safety, in refusing to take
part in arresting Leon on the orders of the Thirty, and in objecting to the irregular trial of
the generals after the battle at Arginusae (Ap. 32a4-33a5). These cases suggest that Socrates’
use of ‘fine’ is quite similar to Aristotle’s description of the common conception of the fine,
connecting it especially with following impartial standards rather than one’s narrow interest;
according to this conception, it is especially fine to sacrifice one’s own interest for the good
of one’s friends or one’s community.!®

It is reasonable, then, even if it is controversial, for Socrates and his interlocutors to
assume that a virtue must be fine and beneficial. While we may recognize all sorts of virtues
(or excellences; aretai) that make us good at pursuing different ends, we have a special
conception of the virtues of a human being as such (as opposed to an athlete, a carpenter,
or a knife). The virtue of a knife is what we reasonably want a knife to be like for cutting.
The virtue of a human being is what we reasonably want a human being to be like; since we
reasonably want each other to contribute to a common good, the common good and the
fine determine the content of the virtues.

Socrates’ next condition tries to ensure that all virtues meet the appropriate conditions for
being fine and beneficial. He claims that each virtue is identical to the knowledge of good
and evil. In this claim he assumes that the fine is included within the good; this is reasonable
if he identifies the fine with the common good. He assumes further that the virtues require
one and the same body of knowledge about good and evil. He does not admit one body
of knowledge about bravery, another about temperance, and so on. If he allowed distinct
sciences to belong to different virtues, we might acquire bravery without the other virtues.

17 Partly quoted at n34 below. 18 For Aristotle’s view see §116.
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Socrates, however, denies that we can do this, and so he accepts the reciprocity of the virtues
(each virtue requires each of the others) and the unity of the virtues (the supposedly distinct
virtues constitute one and the same virtue).

He denies that the virtues are separable because he assumes that each of them is fine and
beneficial. A supposedly brave action that did not take account of the considerations that
belong to (for instance) justice would not be fine and beneficial, and hence would not be
brave. A thief or murderer who willingly faces danger in the pursuit of his ends is fearless, but
not brave, if bravery is a virtue, an aspect of human goodness. Sometimes Plato expresses
this point by saying that if bravery is separate from wisdom, it is not always beneficial (M.
88b1—c4; Euthd. 281b4—e5). Since Socrates believes that bravery is essentially a virtue, he
concludes that virtue is always beneficial, and therefore is not separate from wisdom and
the other virtues. If the considerations that belong to all the virtues are relevant in principle
to deciding about actions that belong to any one of the virtues, we cannot have any virtue
without knowledge of the overall good.

This is Socrates’ argument for the reciprocity of the virtues. Though we may initially
be surprised that an apparently brave or temperate person cannot have this one virtue
without also being just or wise, Socrates” demand fits our belief that the virtues are not
merely resources or talents or capacities to be used well or badly, but are themselves aspects
of the human goodness that allows us to use other things well. Socrates” successors have
good reason for accepting his claims about the reciprocity of the virtues. Though they differ
on other questions from Socrates and from one another, Plato, Aristotle, the Stoics, and
Aquinas all accept his doctrine of reciprocity.*®

Socrates, however, does not confine himself to the reciprocity of the virtues. He also
affirms their identity, claiming that each of the allegedly distinct virtues is really the same
knowledge of good and evil. He reaches this conclusion in the Laches, and defends it at length
in the Protagoras.?® Since he assumes that a brave person acts bravely, his identification
of virtue with knowledge implies that knowledge is sufficient for virtuous action. This
implication conflicts with the common belief that we can know one action is best and still
choose another. Socrates needs some further argument to show that knowledge is sufficient,
and not just necessary, for virtue and virtuous action.

These basic principles control Socrates” inquiries in the earliest Platonic dialogues, and
help the inquiries make progress. Socrates assumes that a normal and reasonable interlocutor
will accept these principles, and will accept or reject claims about the virtues to the extent
that they seem to agree or disagree with the principles. Application of these principles,
then, helps us to see which of our more specific judgments about the virtues are or are not
acceptable.

This degree of progress, however, does not yet take us to the goal Socrates is aiming
at—an account of a virtue that would allow us to decide whether a given action is or is not
virtuous. To reach his goal, we need to say more specifically what the science of good and
evil tells us; what sorts of goods and evils are relevant, and how do we know which actions

19 See §49, §117, §185, and §325.

20 See La. 199d—e; Pr. 349a4-c5; 361b1-3. Vlastos agrees that Socrates identifies all the virtues with knowledge of
good and evil, but he denies that Socrates believes all the virtues are the same virtue. See ‘Unity’, and SS ch. 5. For some
discussion see Irwin, PE §28-9, 59.
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are good and evil? We also need to explain why we need nothing more than knowledge;
why does virtue not require non-cognitive conditions that make our knowledge effective?

Socrates stimulates further thought among his successors because he does not answer
these questions in great detail. While he sketches the form of a theory of the virtues, he
does not do much to fill it in; and so he leaves it to his successors to take his suggestions
in different directions, resulting in conflicting theories that might all reasonably claim to be
Socratic. But he does not leave us completely in the dark about his own views. The Socratic
dialogues offer some further suggestions about what his principles imply and about why we
should believe them.

13. Knowledge of the Good: Eudaemonism

In some places Socrates explains how he understands the claim that virtue must be beneficial;
he takes the relevant benefit to be the good of the virtuous agent. At the end of the Charmides
he assumes that if Charmides has any reason for cultivating temperance, temperance benefits
him, and that if it benefits him, he will be happy (Ch. 175d5-176a5).2! No reason is given
for this assumption. We might agree that temperance is a self-regarding virtue, and that
Charmides benefits from having well-ordered desires, self-knowledge, and the other aspects
of temperance that are mentioned in the dialogue. But it does not seem to be purely
self-regarding. Socrates also takes it to include order and moderation in political life, and we
might suppose that this is virtuous because it is beneficial to the community. Why assume
that it could never require some sacrifice of the individual’s interest to the common good?

Socrates makes the grounds of his assumption clearer in the Euthydemus. He presents a
‘protreptic’ discourse (Euthd. 278c5-d5) designed to show Cleinias ‘that he ought to cultivate
wisdom and virtue’ (278d2-3). This starting point is different from the one that Socrates
usually assumes in his inquiries; in asking what a virtue is, he and his interlocutor assume
that it is worth cultivating, but they do not examine their assumption. To show that the
assumption is warranted, Socrates asks whether we all want to ‘do well’ (Euthd. 278e3-6),
or to ‘be happy’ (eudaimonein, 280b6),22 and he assumes that the answer is obvious. Since
happiness is our ultimate aim, we should look for the sources and means of happiness; these
are the different goods.

The assumption that happiness (eudaimonia) is the ultimate end for action is not a
paradoxical Socratic claim. According to Aristotle’s account of common ethical views, we all
agree that our ultimate end is happiness.?? The main ethical question is not about whether
we take happiness as the ultimate end, but about how to achieve happiness.?*

21 ‘Happy’ here translates makarios, which is usually treated as equivalent to eudaimén, or as referring to a superlative
form of eudaimonia (such as the gods enjoy; cf. Aristotle, EE 1215a10-11; b13).

22 On the relation between ‘doing well’ (eu prattein) and being happy cf. Aristotle, EN 1095a17-20.

23 ‘For practically every person individually and for everyone in common there is a goal that all aim at in whatever
they choose and avoid; and this . . . is happiness (eudaimonia) and its parts’ (Aristotle, Rhet. 1360b4-7).

24 Eudaimonia is often taken to include more than a mental state; many Greeks supposed that being rich, prosperous,
and successful were ways of being eudaimén, not simply means to a feeling of happiness. For this reason, ‘prosperity’, ‘well-
being’, and “welfare’ suggest aspects of eudaimonia that might be concealed by the rendering ‘happiness’. On eudaimonia
and happiness see Sidgwick, ME 92-3f Ackrill, ‘Eudaimonia’ 23—4f Kraut, ‘Conceptions’; Dybikowski, ‘Happiness’.
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Buthowever obvious the eudaemonist starting point may seem, it needs some clarification.
Some of the many questions that arise about it are these: (1) What makes it obviously correct?
Is it just empirically obvious that we want happiness, just as it is obvious that we all want food
and physical safety? Or does it reflect some non-empirical necessity? (2) Socrates suggests
that happiness is not only an ultimate end, something to be chosen for its own sake, but also
the ultimate end, implying that no other ends are equally ultimate. What justifies the second
suggestion? (3) Is eudaemonism a claim about the explanation of action, asserting that all
action aims at one’s own happiness? Or is it a claim about justification, asserting that all
rational action aims at one’s happiness, or that one ought to take happiness as one’s ultimate
end??* (4) How are we to understand the character of happiness? If we claim to pursue three
ends for their own sakes, do we (according to the eudaemonist) pursue an ultimate end,
the sum of these three ends, and is this purely aggregative end happiness? Or does Socrates
intend happiness to have more structure than this, so that it is not a purely aggregative end?
(5) If we are eudaemonists, what kinds of aims or motives do we take to be psychologically
impossible or rationally unjustified? We might suppose that some people are capable of
disinterested self-sacrifice, so that they prefer other people’s interest over their own. People
also seem to be capable of disinterested malice, so that they want to harm someone else
even if they will gain nothing by it. Are these counter-examples to eudaemonism, so that a
eudaemonist must show that they are impossible? Or should we understand eudaemonism
so that it allows such actions?

We need not try to answer all these questions on Socrates’ behalf. It is worth our while
to raise them in order to show how his eudaemonist claims provide his successors—from
Plato to Aquinas—with topics for discussion. Aristotle is the first to recognize that Socrates’
demand for a definition is relevant to happiness also. "What is happiness?” is a question that
Socrates passes over and that Plato considers only implicitly; but it is Aristotle’s first question
in the Ethics.?¢ It is easy to see why Aristotle might suppose that a systematic treatment of
the question is overdue.

14. Why Virtue is Necessary for Happiness

Socrates presents a list of commonly-recognized goods that are regarded as means to
happiness. He mentions wealth; health, beauty, and other bodily advantages; good birth;
positions of power and honour in one’s own city; temperance, justice, and bravery; wisdom;
and good fortune (Euthd. 279a1—c8).2” Socrates takes all these elements in the list to be
generally agreed, except for the virtues and wisdom.

He disagrees, however, with this common list of means to happiness. Common sense is
uncertain about whether we really need virtue and wisdom; it is tempting to believe that if
we had all the other goods, we would be happy, even if we lacked virtue and wisdom. This is
the temptation that underlies Polus’ claim in the Gorgias that the dissolute, cruel, and ruthless

25 This division between explanatory (or ‘exciting’) and justifying reasons is partly derived from Hutcheson, IMS 121.

26 See §69.

27 Aristotle presents a similar list of goods (Rhet. 1360b19—23) that are generally supposed to secure the ‘self-sufficiency’
(autarkeia, 1360b14, 24) and ‘security’ (asphaleia, 1360b15, 28) that are needed for happiness.
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tyrant Archelaus who has achieved worldly success has thereby achieved happiness (Gorg.
470c4-471d2). We might believe this and still believe that for most people the virtues are
the best policy. Socrates, however, denies that Archelaus is happy; the virtues are necessary
for everyone, not simply the best bet for most people.

To explain why we need the virtues, Socrates argues that we achieve happiness not by the
mere possession of various goods, but only by the correct use of them (Euthd. 280b7-d7).
Though we may grant that we are better off, other things being equal, with more of the
recognized goods than with less, they may still make us worse off if we use them unwisely.
We may squander our wealth, or use it to ruin our health; our great power may expose us to
greater danger unless we know how to use it. But if we have the wisdom to use it correctly,
we are also more resilient if we are unlucky and lose some of the recognized goods. Hence
we should recognize wisdom as a necessary condition of happiness.

This step connects Socrates” argument about happiness with his inquiries into the virtues.
The search for an account of each virtue leads us to agree that each virtue must be fine and
beneficial, and that therefore each must be identified with the same science (epistémé) or craft
(techné) of goods and evils that ensures the correct co-ordination of all the considerations
that seem (before we pursue Socratic inquiry) to belong to different virtues. Since Socrates
believes for these reasons that the different virtues are to be identified with the single science
of good and evil, he takes his argument about wisdom to show that the virtues are necessary
for happiness.

This conclusion is all that Socrates needs to complete his protreptic task of showing that
we have reason to cultivate wisdom and virtue. But it does not give us very clear practical
advice. If we agree that the mere accumulation of assets does not secure happiness, because
foolish people can misuse them, we may agree that wisdom is necessary for happiness, and
that since this wisdom is knowledge of good and evil, it is virtue. But agreement on this
point does not commit us to Socrates’ assumption that the relevant virtues include bravery,
temperance, and justice (279b4—c1).2® How are we to tell that wisdom prescribes these
virtues? A wise tyrant might apparently secure his position by sensible and prudent plans
that are none the less unjust and cowardly, and that simply arrange for the satisfaction of his
dissolute tastes.

To answer this question, we need to say more about the character of happiness. We
can see (according to Socrates) that happiness is not to be defined as ‘the sum of wealth,
health...(and a list of other assets). We might, then, try to define it as ‘the sum of
wealth . .. (etc.) in so far as it is guided by wisdom’. But if the relevant sort of wisdom is to be
defined as knowledge of what promotes happiness, we are trying to define happiness as ‘the
sum of wealth . . . (etc.) in so far as it is guided by knowledge of what promotes happiness’.
Since the definiens contains an unanalysed mention of happiness, we still have not found
a definition.

We would have a more satisfactory account of happiness and of virtue if we could say
more about the content of the wisdom that guides us in the use of other goods. Socrates’
comments so far suggest that wisdom is a productive science. Just as carpentry allows us to

28 At this point in the Euthd. Socrates simply secures Cleinias’ agreement on the point (recognized as disputable) that
these recognized virtues are goods. We have to turn to other dialogues to see that Socrates believes they are goods.
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use wood, saws, and nails correctly so that we produce a table rather than a jagged mass of
wood with protruding nails, wisdom (we might suppose) allows us to use other goods to
produce happiness rather than an unstable, chaotic, and precarious way of life.

Socrates, therefore, might try to tell us more about the product of wisdom. If we reflect on
our reasons for thinking a successful but foolish person lacks happiness, we may learn how
wisdom contributes to happiness. Archelaus’ lack of moderation may expose him to danger.
Croesus’ great wealth made him presumptuous, so that he took the oracle to mean he would
destroy someone else’s great empire and not his own.?® These cases may suggest that the
wise person is the one who knows how to achieve both worldly success and security, and
when to pursue one at the expense of the other.?® Many Greeks valued the achievements
that result from facing danger and taking risks, and for that very reason were sharply aware
of the instability that may transform someone from an object of envy and admiration to an
object of pity. This recognition of instability and danger suggests that we need wisdom to
deal with dangerous situations.

If Socratic wisdom fits this pattern, it is a ‘craft of life”.?! It will help us to identify the way
of life that strikes the right balance (to express it roughly) between success, security, and
stability. A sensible person recognizes that we cannot pursue any one of these unreservedly
without damaging the others, and thereby damaging our well-being. It would be worth our
while to find the skills, dispositions, and traits of character that secure the right balance.

Socrates does not disavow this conception of wisdom. Nor, however, does he unequiv-
ocally endorse it. To grasp some of the complications in his position, we need to consider
some of his further claims in the Euthydemus about virtue and happiness.

15. Why is Virtue Sufficient for Happiness?

One of the recognized goods that promote happiness is good fortune (eutuchia, Euthd.
279c4-8). Our previous reflexions on the sources and means of happiness make it seem
obvious that good fortune should be included; for since happiness requires security and
stability, it seems to need favourable external conditions that are not wholly in the agent’s
control. To begin with, we seem to need the appropriate sort of “antecedent” good fortune,
in the provision of the right sorts of resources—wealth, health, social position. But even
if we have these and use them wisely, we also seem to need ‘subsequent’ good fortune;
however talented, industrious, rich, and famous I may be, I cannot eliminate the possibility
that some event over which I have no control will ruin me. This argument implies that even
if wisdom and virtue are necessary for happiness, they are not sufficient. If we take security to
be necessary for happiness, and we see the dangers that attend the actions and achievements
that produce happiness, we may readily infer that we need good fortune—understood
as favourable external circumstances—if we are to be secure in our enjoyment of the
appropriate achievements (Aristotle, Rhet. 1360b28-9).

29 Herodotus, i 53.
30 On security cf. Aristotle, Rhet. 1360a25-9; Epicurus, KD 7, 13, 14 = DL x 141, 143; §158—9 below.
31 For this Stoic expression see §178.
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Socrates, however, rejects this conclusion. In his view, good fortune is already secured by
wisdom, and does not require favourable external circumstances as well (Euthd. 279c9-d9).

Unlike the claims we have considered so far, this claim is not merely controversial, but
paradoxical. Some people might deny that happiness requires virtue, understood as the craft
of life. But once we notice that we need some wisdom to use external assets correctly, we
may come to agree that happiness, as we normally conceive it, needs wisdom and virtue.
Still, external circumstances that a wise person cannot completely control seem to affect
one’s happiness.

It is not clear why Socrates denies that happiness depends on external conditions beyond
the control of wisdom. He argues that the wise person has better fortune than the unwise
(280a4-5), and that wisdom can never go wrong, but must always succeed (280a7-8), so
that wisdom always makes us fortunate (280a6). We might interpret this argument so as to
make it sound. Socrates is right to claim that wisdom makes us more successful than the
lack of'it, so that it always contributes to our good fortune. But if we interpret the argument
this way, it does not show that good fortune does not require external circumstances. Even
if wisdom always makes us more successful than we would otherwise be, it does not follow
that wisdom guarantees complete success in achieving our ends; we may be unlucky, and
the success achieved by wisdom may not guarantee complete success. A skilful general
may always succeed in finding the most astute strategy and tactics, but an unpredictable
thunderstorm in the desert may none the less cause his defeat.

A different way to take this argument departs further from the common conception of
happiness. Socrates may be asserting that the only success that should matter to a wise
person is the sort that is secured by wisdom. On this view, the skilful general will not care if
he loses the battle, as long as it was not his lack of skill that caused the defeat; nor will we
care about events in our life that do not reflect a lack of wisdom in planning it. Socrates,
therefore, identifies happiness with actions and events that are subject to wisdom, but he
does not explain why we ought to revise the common conception of happiness in this way.

To show that external circumstances do not matter for happiness, Socrates claims that
wisdom is the only good (281e4-5). He argues that other recognized goods are not goods
in themselves without wisdom, but when wisdom uses them they become better than their
opposites (281d6—el). The force of this argument turns on the sense of ‘in themselves’.3?
Socrates might mean that health (for instance) is not always good for us when it is separated
from wisdom (‘in itself”), but becomes good when it is used wisely. Alternatively he might
mean that health itself is not good; the only good is the use of health (and other things) by
wisdom.

This second interpretation of ‘in itself” is needed if this argument is to support Socrates’
claim that external circumstances are irrelevant to happiness. For if other recognized goods
become good when they are properly used by wisdom, and if some of them depend on
external circumstances, external circumstances may determine whether we have or lack
certain goods. But if the only good is the wise use of whatever recognized goods we have,
external circumstances do not affect happiness.

32 The two most plausible accounts of this argument and of ‘in themselves’ (auta kath’hauta) are offered by Vlastos,
SIMP 228-30, 305-6, and Long, ‘Hellenistic’ 25-9. For further discussion of this passage see §37.

26



§16 Wisdom and its Product

This argument, therefore, offers two conceptions of happiness and two conceptions of
the relation of virtue to happiness. If Socrates retains the common conception of happiness,
he has a reasonable argument to show that virtue and wisdom are necessary for happiness,
but no case to show that they are sufficient for it. If he maintains that they are sufficient for
happiness, he needs to reject the common conception of happiness, and to maintain that
only what we can control matters to our happiness.

The first of these two views anticipates the Platonic and Aristotelian view of virtue and
happiness. The second anticipates the views of the Stoics and Epicureans, who modify
common views of happiness in order to show that virtue is sufficient for happiness.
Resolution of the obscurities in Socrates’ argument reveals some of the major divisions in
later Greek moral philosophy.

16. Wisdom and its Product

The conclusion that wisdom is the only good leads Socrates into a further difficulty. Since
the product of wisdom has to be good, and we have found that wisdom is the only good, the
product of wisdom has to be wisdom itself, and we are no nearer to finding out what this
wisdom makes us wise about (292a4—e7). The discussion ends without an explicit solution
to this puzzle.

Can we solve this puzzle with Socratic resources? We might plausibly doubt Socrates’
claim that the previous argument has shown that wisdom is the only good. The argument
has considered only the different goods that promote happiness, and has not considered
happiness itself; hence it has shown (at most) that wisdom is the only genuine instrumental
good. But we do not expect the product of wisdom to be an instrumental good; we expect it
to be the non-instrumental good of happiness. In that case, we have no reason to conclude
that the product of wisdom is wisdom itself. Further reflexion on the nature of happiness
may still tell us what sort of wisdom is the productive craft that produces happiness. This
solution retains the assumption that wisdom is a productive craft.

Alternatively, we might agree that wisdom is the only good, but deny that the conclusion
is unsatisfactory. The discussion leaves us puzzled if we insist on treating happiness as a
product of wisdom that is distinct from the exercise of wisdom itself, in the way that a chair
is distinct from the exercise of the carpenter’s craft. But we dissolve this puzzle if we deny
that wisdom is a productive craft.?? For if wisdom is the only good, and happiness is a good,
wisdom is identical to happiness. Happiness, therefore, is not some further condition that
results from the guidance of our life by wisdom; it simply consists in this guidance by wisdom.

In the Euthydemus Socrates does not endorse either of these solutions of the final puzzle
about wisdom and happiness. As we saw in reviewing the previous argument, the different
interpretations of his position anticipate the views of his successors. The purely instrumental
conception of wisdom as a productive craft is part of the Epicurean view of virtue and
happiness. The non-productive view is common to Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics. But Plato
and Aristotle do not take this view to justify the identification of wisdom with happiness;
only the Stoics embrace the identification.

33 Moreau, CIP 188, defends this interpretation of the argument.
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17. The Supremacy of Virtue

We have examined part of a protreptic discourse in the Euthydemus; Socrates simply sets
out some theses about happiness and virtue without his usual cross-examination. We might
wonder how seriously he takes these theses, and whether other dialogues offer us any help
in resolving the questions of interpretation that arise in the protreptic discourse.

A question about virtue and happiness arises from Socrates” defence of his own moral
choices. He argues that when one course of action is required by the fine and the just, one
should pay no attention to any considerations on the other side; in particular one should not
attend to the danger of imprisonment or death.?# Socrates claims to have taken this attitude
when he was pressed to arrest Leon illegally and to allow the illegal trial of the generals
(Ap. 32a4-33a5).>* But he does not say whether the danger of imprisonment and death
provides rational considerations against acting justly. Does just action sometimes require
us to sacrifice real goods? If Socrates is a eudaemonist, and he believes that wealth, health,
and safety are goods that may conflict with virtue, he believes that we are always better off
acting virtuously than we would be if we protected these other goods at the expense of the
virtues; hence he accepts the supremacy of virtue.

Does he believe, then, that virtue is the supreme good, in the sense just explained, but not
the only good? Ifhe believed this, we might expect that in the Apology he would acknowledge
that virtue costs him something, by imposing a loss of other goods. But he does not concede
that virtue costs him anything. Similarly, in the Crito, he faces a decision about whether or
not to try to avoid the death sentence by escaping from prison. To decide the question,
the only considerations he allows are considerations of justice (Cri. 48b3—c2). He allows no
consideration to compete with the requirements of justice, and so he decides the question
about what to do by concentrating on the question about what is just; we might expect that
he would tell us to observe the requirements of justice even though we lose other goods.

This is not how he presents his choice, however. In the Apology he assures the jury that
nothing is bad for a good man (4p. 41c8-d2). Similarly, in the Crito he tells Crito that what
matters is not living but living well, and that living well, living finely, and living justly, are
the same (Cri. 48b5—11). If he believes this, he believes that virtue is sufficient for happiness;
whatever virtuous people lose, they lose no goods that are necessary for their happiness.
Nothing is bad for them because nothing deprives them of happiness, as long as they are
virtuous. Socrates, therefore, accepts the more extreme view presented in the Euthydemus,
that external circumstances do not matter at all for happiness. He believes that virtue is not
simply supreme over other goods, but is sufficient by itself for happiness.

Does he also accept the extreme claim that virtue is the only good, because it is the wise
use of whatever assets we may have? This conclusion does not follow from the sufficiency
of virtue for happiness. We can reach it only if we assume that happiness is comprehensive,
because it includes all goods; on that assumption, if virtue is both necessary and sufficient
for happiness, virtue is the only good, or else it is sufficient for the presence of all other

34 ‘You are mistaken, sir, if you think that a man who is any use at all ought to take account of the risks of life or
death, and ought not to consider only this one thing whenever he acts—whether he is doing just or unjust actions, and
the actions of a good man or a bad’ (Ap. 28b5-9). See Vlastos, SIMP 209-10.

35 See §12 above.
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goods. But if happiness is not comprehensive, virtue might be sufficient for happiness even
if it does not guarantee the presence of all goods.

Does Socrates believe that happiness is comprehensive? If he did not, it is difficult to see
how he could claim that nothing is bad for a good man. If a good man could lose some
genuine goods, apparently this would be bad for him, even if it did not deprive him of
happiness. If Socrates denies this, he has to claim that the loss of genuine goods is not bad
for a good person who remains happy. But it is difficult to see why we should agree that
nothing bad happens to me if I lose some good I had and could use well, or fail to gain some
good that I could use well. Socrates’ claim that nothing is bad for a good man is easier to
defend if he believes that virtue is sufficient for happiness and happiness is comprehensive,
so that virtue is sufficient for the presence of all genuine goods.

18. Does Happiness give a Reason for being Virtuous?

If Socrates believes that virtue is either supreme in relation to other elements of happiness
or sufficient by itself for happiness, he takes a controversial position. But to decide how
controversial it is, and what is controversial about it, we should look more closely at what
he means. When he claims that virtue is supreme in happiness or sufficient for happiness,
does he (1) simply describe the virtuous person’s commitment to virtue, or does he (2) give
a reason for accepting this commitment?

According to the first view, virtuous people believe that they should give practical priority
to virtue, as Socrates does, and their belief that virtue is supreme in happiness (or sufficient
for happiness) simply follows from that choice to give it practical priority. Someone is a
general because he has been appointed general; we would misunderstand the character of
military rank if we tried to explain why someone has been appointed general by the fact that
he is a general, as though it were some prior reason-giving fact. Similarly, the supremacy
of virtue results from the fact that the virtuous person prefers it, and is not a prior fact that
gives reasons for that preference.?¢

According to the second view, the place of virtue in happiness is a reason-giving fact
that explains and justifies the virtuous person’s preference for virtue. It is similar to being
qualified for being a general rather than to being a general. Though someone is a general
because of an act of appointment, he is suitable for being a general not because of an act
of appointment, but because of features prior to any act of appointment; that is why it is
possible to make good and bad appointments to the rank. Similarly, one might say, the
virtuous person makes the correct choice in preferring virtue over other real or supposed
goods, and facts about happiness explain why this is the correct choice.

Which of these views does Socrates take? Does he regard the relation of virtue to happiness
as a prior reason-giving fact or not? The protreptic discourse in the Euthydemus takes it for
granted that practical reason begins with the desire for happiness; we take different alleged
goods seriously to the extent that we take them to contribute to happiness. Here, then,
happiness seems to be a source of reasons for being virtuous. But we might argue that this

36 McDowell, ‘Role’, defends this view of eudaimonia in Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.
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is simply protreptic; it is meant to persuade Cleinias to take virtue and wisdom seriously,
but not to describe the virtuous person’s point of view. Socrates’ remarks about happiness
in connexion with his own actions are less easy to interpret one way or the other. When he
tells Crito that living well is what matters most and that living well, living justly, and living
finely are the same, we might take him simply to be reporting his choice to give priority
to justice. In that case, he does not intend the claim about happiness to give a reason for
believing that one ought never to act unjustly.

This, however, is not the most immediately plausible way to understand Socrates’ remarks
in the Crito. He begins by reminding Crito of their previous agreements about living well
and about the relation between living well, finely, and justly. Once these points are agreed,
he infers that they ought to restrict their discussion to questions of justice (Cri. 48b5-d5).
This order would be misleading if the primary fact is Socrates’ decision to act justly whatever
the cost and if the relation of justice to happiness is simply the effect of his decision. It seems
no less misleading for Socrates to assure the jurors that nothing is bad for a good man if he
simply means that if we prefer virtue over other supposed goods, it follows that nothing is
bad for us. He seems to be assuring them that virtuous people do not lose as much as other
people think they lose; but if he means that for those who put virtue first, other losses do
not matter, he is not addressing their main concern. If some people care so much about one
good that they do not mind the loss of any others, it does not follow that they can suffer no
harm; they may simply have warped preferences.

These are good reasons for supposing that Socrates intends his remarks about happiness to
give a reason for his preference for virtue. On the other side, one must acknowledge that he
does not say what features of happiness and virtue show that virtue is supreme in happiness
or sufficient for happiness. His silence is easy to explain if he does not intend his appeal to
happiness to justify his preference for virtue. We might expect a justification to argue that
happiness has certain properties, and then to argue that virtue, alone or more than anything
else, has these same properties. Since Socrates does not offer a justification of this form, we
might infer that he does not intend any justifying role for his appeals to happiness.

Socrates’ silence on these points helps us to see why Aristotle takes the question "What is
happiness?” to be the first one that a moral theorist should discuss. We will need to ask later
whether Aristotle intends the answer to this question to show how facts about happiness are
reason-giving facts. But at least he should allow us to be clearer on a question that Socrates
raises but does not clearly answer.

19. What Sort of Virtue is Supreme in Happiness?

However we understand them, Socrates’ claims about the supremacy or sufficiency of virtue
are controversial; for they give practical priority to some state of the agent rather than to
external circumstances. In his view, it matters more whether we have the appropriate sorts
of beliefs and aims than whether we have the opportunities, assets, and circumstances that
most people take to be characteristic of happiness. But we might suppose that this is the
only controversial element in his claims. Once we grant that, perhaps it is trivial to claim
that virtue is supreme in happiness; for ‘virtue’ simply refers to whatever knowledge we
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need to use external assets wisely. If some internal condition is supreme, it does not seem
controversial to add that virtue is supreme.

If this is what Socrates means, he commits himself to a potentially revisionary account of
the virtues. If we were to discover that the wisdom needed for happiness requires actions
that are quite different from those we normally recognize as brave, temperate, and just, we
would have to conclude that we were wrong to believe that these recognized virtues are
real virtues.

If Socrates had to accept this conclusion, the consequences of his eudaemonism might
conflict with his method of moral investigation. His discussions with interlocutors assume
that he and they can agree on genuine examples of virtuous action; it is because temperance
(e.g.) is a genuine virtue that we can infer that temperance is knowledge of good and evil.
Butifit turned out that temperance is not a genuine virtue, we would have reason to distrust
the agreements between Socrates and his interlocutors. In that case, should we stick to the
implications of eudaemonism, or should we stick to Socratic method? Since Socrates does
not consider the possible conflict between his different lines of argument, he does not say
which should be preferred in case of conflict.

But he does not even admit all the points that would make the conflict possible. For
in claiming that virtue is supreme in happiness, he does not seem to intend the relatively
uncontroversial point (in the sense explained above) that knowledge about happiness is
supreme in happiness. He intends the far more controversial point that bravery, temperance,
and justice are supreme. He does not consider the possibility that a clearer understanding of
happiness would show that these recognized cardinal virtues are not real virtues.

To see that Socrates takes the recognized cardinal virtues to be supreme, we need only
notice the prominence of justice in his defence of his actions and choices. We have seen that
he believes nothing should be considered in opposition to the demands of justice, and that
justice requires us to stay at whatever post our superior assigns to us (Ap. 28d7-29b7).3”
Socrates does not entirely agree with the common conception of justice; he argues that the
mere fact that you have harmed me does not make it just for me to harm you.?® But the
virtue that he calls ‘justice” overlaps enough with the recognized virtue to justify him in
claiming to be talking about the same virtue. In claiming that justice requires us to keep
agreements that have been justly undertaken, Socrates appeals to some common views of
justice (Cri. 50a2—3), not to some conception of his own that depends on his distinctive views
about happiness.

Once we see that Socrates means to defend justice as commonly conceived, we can see
what he means in connecting justice to happiness. He suggests to Crito that justice is good
for our soul in the way that health is a recognized good for the body. Just as it is not worth
living with a body that is ruined by disease, it is not worth living with a soul that is ruined
by injustice (Cri. 47d7-48al). If Socrates were using ‘justice’” and “virtue’ simply to refer to
knowledge of good and evil, without any commitment to its prescribing recognized just
actions, his claim that it is not worth living with an unjust and vicious soul would be fairly
uncontroversial. But this is not the claim he intends; he intends the more controversial claim

37 Part of the context is quoted in n34 above.
3% On the interpretation of Socrates’ views about retaliation in the Cri. see Irwin, PE §31.
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that it is not worth living if we lack the cardinal virtue of justice, requiring us to keep just
agreements, to refrain from wanton injury to other people, to remain at the post where we
are placed by a superior, and so on. The virtues that are supreme in happiness, in his view,
are the recognized cardinal virtues.

Is he justified in ignoring the possibility that we are radically wrong in believing that the
cardinal virtues are really virtues? He would be justified if he did not believe that an appeal
to happiness gives reasons to be virtuous. If our view about the content of happiness simply
reflects our preference for the cardinal virtues, it cannot undermine this preference. But, as
we have seen, Socrates seems to intend claims about happiness to give reasons. Equally, he
seems to intend the claim that justice is analogous to health in the soul, and that it is not
worth living without justice, to give reasons for being just. If he prefers justice, but does
not treat happiness as the rational basis of his preference, he gives Crito his argument in the
wrong order.

If, then, he intends facts about happiness to give reasons for being virtuous, Socrates does
not seem justified in ignoring the possibility that we are wrong to value the cardinal virtues.
To find reason-giving facts, we need to have some account of the content of happiness that
does not simply reflect our preference for the cardinal virtues; hence we leave open the
logical possibility that our account of happiness will show that we are wrong to prefer the
cardinal virtues. To show that this possibility is not realized, we need to give an account of
the content of happiness.

20. Integrity and Socratic Virtue

Socrates” silence on these questions does not simply mark a point at which his theory is
incomplete. It also marks a practical weakness in his position. He does not, as far as we
can see, simply intend to announce to the Athenians that he cares most about justice, and
that he will not consider anything that would divert him from this concern. If that were his
position, he would display consistency and integrity in acting on his choices, but he would
not show that his choices are reasonable. He intends to show, however, that his choices are
reasonable, and more reasonable than the choices of someone who chose to save his skin
or accumulate wealth and power at the expense of justice; such people might also display
consistency, but Socrates believes they have made a mistake, by harming their soul, and
hence their prospects of happiness. To show that he is right, he needs to say more about
why a plausible conception of happiness supports the cardinal virtues.

We might admit that this is a legitimate question to raise about the argument Socrates
offers. For protreptic purposes—we might argue—he treats happiness as a source of reasons,
by treating it as an end distinct from virtue and treating virtue as a means to happiness. For
these purposes he treats virtue as a productive goal-directed craft, though the Euthydemus
suggests that this conception of virtue raises difficulties. In his other remarks on virtue
and happiness—we might suggest—he does not entirely escape from this productive and
teleological conception.

32



§21 Hedonism and Socratic Virtue

Still, we might argue, this conception of virtue does not capture Socrates’ real convictions.
According to one view, he really values integrity and consistency above everything, and he
does not regard happiness as an external source of reasons.?® Since Socrates does not claim
knowledge about virtue, he does not claim to know any facts that warrant his moral choices
and decisions. He discovers that morality is not primarily a matter of knowing facts, but
a matter of decision and conviction. The sort of knowledge that he lacks turns out to be
irrelevant to morality.

This picture of Socrates makes him appear to be a sort of existentialist who refuses to
make moral values responsive to objective facts.*® But it is not simply a modern picture
of Socrates. The Cynics may have understood him in the same way, by taking integrity
and consistency to extremes.*! According to this view, the virtuous person is not the one
who has grasped all the relevant reason-giving facts about ends, but the one who sticks
consistently to his choice of ends in his choice of actions. Ordinary people fall short of virtue
because they are inconsistent, half-hearted, compromising, and vacillating in their choices
and decisions.

A case can be made for the selective interpretation and development of Socrates’ position
that leads to Cynicism. We will be inclined to suppose that this is the authentic Socratic
insight if we believe it is misguided to expect an account of happiness to give us reasons for
choosing virtue over vice. But since most Greek moralists do not agree with the Cynics on
this point, it is worth our while to see what sorts of reasons they can offer by appeal to an
account of happiness.

21. The Nature of Happiness: Socratic Hedonism

In the dialogues we have discussed so far, Socrates’ inquiries and arguments lead him to
controversial claims that he does not defend. He argues that the different virtues are all
knowledge of the good, and that virtue is sufficient for happiness, but he does not defend
these claims further.

We can now usefully turn to dialogues in which these Socratic claims are defended,
and especially to the Protagoras and Gorgias. It is not clear whether these dialogues present
the views of Socrates, or Plato’s first attempts to defend Socrates’ views. The views they
present are closer to those of the Socratic dialogues than to the outlook of the dialogues that
match Aristotle’s description of Platonic, as opposed to Socratic, doctrines. At any rate, it is
appropriate to consider them as defences of the Socratic views we have discussed.

The final puzzle of the Euthydemus arose from unsuccessful efforts to say what the product
of the knowledge of good and evil would be. We can solve this puzzle if we can give
a more determinate account of the content of happiness. The Protagoras offers this more

3% On Socratic integrity see Versenyi, SH 168, commenting on Socrates’ trial and death: ‘Remaining true to himself,
on his own by his own effort, he achieves all that a man could ever want: the good life . . . the great man is still supremely
self-sufficient. All that really matters depends on him alone.’

40 As Versenyi's discussion in SH suggests, this might be described as an existentialist conception of Socrates.

41 See §39.
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determinate account by defending a hedonist account of the good.#> This aspect of the
dialogue recommends it to Grote and Mill, who take Socrates to anticipate one element of
their hedonistic utilitarianism.*?

Socrates argues for hedonism (Pr. 353b-354e) in the course of his argument against
incontinence, which is part of his argument for the unity of the virtues. For the moment, we
can postpone consideration of these other two arguments and concentrate on his explanation
and defence of hedonism. He begins from an assumption that both Protagoras and most
people (‘the many’, 351c3; 352b3) accept, that pleasure is a good in some circumstances,
but not in others. Socrates acknowledges that most people reject hedonism, because they
believe that in some circumstances one ought not to choose pleasure, but one ought to
choose the more painful option. But he defends hedonism by undermining these apparent
counter-examples, and showing that they can be explained by the hedonist position that
they appear to undermine.

To see what Socrates defends, we need to consider different claims about the relation of
the good and the pleasant:

1. Goodness is pleasure, i.e., X's being good consists essentially in x’s pleasure (x’s being
pleasant).
One’s good is one’s happiness (eudaimonia), i.e., one’s good in one’s life as a whole.

3. Happiness is achieved by the predominance** of pleasure in one’s life as a whole.
x’s being good on the whole = x’s being pleasant = x’s yielding pleasure rather than
pain on the whole.

The first of these theses may be called generic hedonism, since it allows different specific
versions. ‘Consists essentially’ is meant to indicate that this is a stronger thesis than the mere
biconditional claim that something is good if and only if it is pleasant. The specific version
of hedonism that Socrates defends depends on his acceptance of the second claim, which
is a eudaemonist account of the good for a person. This hedonist eudaemonism explains
Socrates” acceptance of the third and fourth theses. The fourth thesis commits him to the
claim—initially surprising, but intelligible in the light of his explanation—that sometimes
having a tooth extracted (e.g.) is pleasant, even though it causes short-term pain, because it
is a means to longer-term pleasure.**

Hedonist eudaemonism allows Socrates to explain most people’s rejection of generic
hedonism. He argues that they reject it because they do not think clearly about the
implications of hedonist eudaemonism. Sometimes we say that x is painful and y is pleasant,
but x is better than y. Socrates argues that in these cases we do not really believe that the

42 Critics disagree about the degree to which Plato means to convey his endorsement of hedonism in the Protagoras. I
generally agree with Gosling and Taylor, GP 58—68.

43 Grote, POCS ii 208, suggests that the hedonism of the Pr. solves the puzzle in the Euthd.: ‘Good is the object of
the Regal or political intelligence; but what is Good?. .. There is only one dialogue in which the question is answered
affirmatively, in clear and unmistakable language, and with considerable development—and that is, the Protagoras:
where Sokrates asserts and proves at length, that Good is at the bottom identical with pleasure, and Evil with pain. ...~
For Mill see n2 above.

44 The relevant notion of predominance is not precise. A life that was barely more pleasant than painful would scarcely
be eudaimén. Socrates seems to assume that pleasure must exceed pain by a large margin, but he does not say how large
it must be. In contrast to pleasure (and happiness, as English philosophers sometimes speak of it), happiness is not a
quantity that can come in small or large amounts.

45 This extended use of “pleasant’ and ‘painful’ is assumed in the argument at 355b—356a.
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preferred alternative is less pleasant all things considered, but only that it offers less pleasure
in the short term; we believe it is better because it offers more pleasure in the long term.
If we take a bitter medicine, or face a danger, we believe the “painful’ course of action will
yield more pleasure than pain, and the “pleasant’ course of action will yield more pain than
pleasure, given their total effects. Socrates believes he has now refuted the common view that
pleasure itself is sometimes good and sometimes bad; he affirms that pleasure itself, rather
than good pleasure, is the end. We may say that he maintains ‘unqualified hedonism’.4¢

By generalizing his hedonist explanation, Socrates convinces the many that they pursue
pleasure as good and avoid pain as evil (354c3-5). In pursuing x rather than y as good
we pursue x because we believe that x yields greater overall pleasure than y (354b5-d3).
Hence we pursue pleasure as the good and avoid pain as evil. ‘Pleasant’ and ‘good’ are two
names for the same thing. Socrates does not claim that the two terms are synonymous;
his “What is it?” question does not seek to analyse concepts, but to identify explanatory
properties, and in this case he claims that the feature that explains why things are good
is their pleasantness, which is the same property as their goodness.#” This identification
reduces good to pleasure; we regard things as good because we suppose they are pleasant,
whereas we do not regard things as pleasant because we suppose they are good. Hedonism
is not an alternative to eudaemonism; it is an account of the good that eudaemonism takes
to be our ultimate end.*®

Socrates may not be the first to defend hedonist eudaemonism. A similar position may
plausibly be ascribed to Democritus, though we do not know who influences whom.
Democritus identifies the good with pleasure, and recognizes that some pleasures are not
advantageous.* He probably uses eudaemonist reflexion on the future effects of these
pleasures, as Socrates does, in order to decide which are not advantageous. Like Socrates,
he seems to take the eudaemonist assumption to be obviously correct.

22. Hedonism and Socratic Virtue

Socrates can now offer an apparently clear and determinate answer to the question that the
Euthydemus did not answer: what is the content of the science of good and evil? He argues
that it is a ‘measuring craft’ that accurately counts the overall pleasure and pain resulting
from a given action, so that we are not misled into thinking that the pains we suffer now are
greater than those we will suffer tomorrow; temporal closeness causes us to exaggerate pains
and pleasures just as spatial closeness causes us to think things are bigger than they really
are, and so we need a measuring craft to make sure we are not misled by our short-sighted
point of view (356c4—357b4).

The science of good and evil does not tell us that we ought to adopt a prudent outlook
on our lives, so that we try to maximize the good in our life as a whole. It assumes that

46 On unqualified hedonism see §29. 47 On concepts and properties see §11 above.

48 Contrast the views of Aristippus, §30, and Epicurus, §145, who make the pursuit of pleasure motivationally prior
to the pursuit of happiness.

4 For Democritus’ views see DK 68 B74, B188, B191; Stob. ii 7.3 = A167. On Democritus’” hedonism see Taylor, ALD
233, ‘Pleasure’; and §32.
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we already accept that outlook. The mistake that we make if we lack the measuring craft is
not that we become indifferent to our lives as a whole, but that we exaggerate the impact
of short-term pleasures and pains. Socrates assumes that we all follow Sidgwick’s ‘axiom
of prudence’, according to which ‘hereafter as such is to be regarded neither less nor more
than now’.*® His description of the measuring craft shows how completely he takes the
eudaemonist outlook for granted. He does not consider the possibility of desires that might
not respond to beliefs about the good for our lives as a whole.

Socrates’ account of the measuring craft helps us to see why wisdom is what we need for the
proper use of external resources and circumstances. Even if we have all the resources we could
wish, we may still harm ourselves if we do not predict accurately the longer-term effects of
different courses of action on our prospects of pleasure and pain. With the help of hedonism,
the knowledge of good and evil is no longer obscure and imprecise; it is a determinate and
achievable body of knowledge that we can apply for obvious practical benefit.

This comparison with the Euthydemus shows us how the theory in the Protagoras might
reasonably appeal to someone who seeks to defend Socratic claims about the knowledge
of good and evil. Plato, therefore, may seriously maintain the hedonism of the Protagoras
as part of his defence of Socratic ethics. Grote and Mill have a good reason to treat the
dialogue as a partial anticipation of utilitarianism. The anticipation is only partial, since
(as Grote emphasizes) Socrates does not defend the universalistic hedonism that identifies
the good with the maximum pleasure of everyone affected.”! He introduces hedonism to
support eudaemonism, and so he identifies one’s own good with one’s own maximum
pleasure.

The virtues all manifest the measuring craft that discovers one’s own maximum overall
pleasure. Hence Socrates suggests that the brave person is the one who sees that the
immediate pain for him involved in facing danger is outweighed by the long-term pleasure
for him resulting from (say) winning the battle. The temperate person will be the one who
sees that the pleasure resulting from finishing the bottle of wine now is outweighed by the
pain of tomorrow’s hangover. Socrates does not say how this analysis might be applied to
justice; but we might suggest that the just person sees that the immediate pleasure resulting
from breaking this promise to repay what he owes is outweighed by the longer-term pain
resulting from other people’s distrust.

This sketch of an analysis of the virtues is the basis of Epicurus’ moral theory.*? He agrees
with Socrates’ strategy for defending hedonism, arguing that opposition to hedonism results
from a superficial judgment about comparative pleasures. Once we understand the character
and temporal effects of different pleasures and pains, we see that an accurate assessment
of pleasures and pains recommends the cardinal virtues to us, and that those who oppose
pleasure to morality have simply miscalculated pleasures and pains. Epicurus’ ideas in turn
are one source of Hobbes’s account of the psychological basis of morality.

These later developments of hedonism show that the Protagoras introduces a significant
and influential element of ethical reflexion. It is not surprising that Plato regards it as a
plausible defence of Socrates’ claims about happiness and virtue.

%0 See Sidgwick, ME 380-1. 51 See Grote, POCS ii 309-13. 2 See §157.
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23. Objections to Hedonism: The Gorgias

Plato not only shows how hedonism might support Socratic ethics, but also argues that
Socrates has good reason to reject hedonism. In the Gorgias Callicles, Socrates’ main
opponent, is a hedonist, and Socrates argues against him. This dispute about hedonism arises
from a discussion of questions that the Protagoras alludes to, but does not discuss, about the
relation between justice and the other virtues.

The Gorgias discusses the connexion between Socrates” moral views and his way of
life. It concentrates especially on a question that earlier dialogues largely pass over, about
the connexion between Socrates’ eudaemonism and his defence of justice. In the earlier
dialogues Socrates assumes that if we correctly grasp our happiness and the means to it, we
will decide in favour of justice even if it involves the dangers that it involves for Socrates. He
re-affirms this claim in the Gorgias, maintaining against Polus that virtue, including justice,
is both necessary and sufficient for happiness (Gorg. 470c9—e11). Callicles is dissatisfied with
Socrates’ case for justice, and defends the contrary view that if we understand the nature
and sources of our happiness, we will reject other-regarding justice.”?

Callicles defends this attack on justice by appeal to a hedonist conception of happiness
(494b7-495e2). We achieve happiness by maximizing our pleasure, and we increase our
pleasure by increasing the strength and urgency of the appetites that we satisfy; hence we
achieve happiness by cultivating the largest possible appetites and ensuring that we have
the resources to satisfy them. This policy conflicts with justice because the pursuit of the
resources we need to satisfy our expanded appetites gives us reason to treat other people
unjustly.

As Callicles presents it, the conflict between justice and maximum satisfaction is the result
of empirical facts about scarce resources. If these resources were unlimited, we would not
need to act unjustly. One might, however, strengthen Callicles” position by assuming that
we have appetites that are more directly opposed to justice. If we want to dominate and
control others, or to torture or humiliate them, we will act unjustly (in Callicles” view) even
if we have all the resources we need.** Hence a hedonist conception of happiness implies
that we have reason to satisfy these desires at the expense of justice. While a hedonist
conception does not require us to form these desires, it requires us to satisfy them if we have
them.

Callicles treats hedonism as a version of eudaemonism; he offers a plan for the conduct
of one’s life as a whole. He points out that the rational conduct of one’s life requires some
virtues; the superior people need bravery to pursue their maximum satisfaction over time
despite short-term dangers or difficulties (491a7-b4). If they have this virtue, they will not
be deterred by social disapproval or conventional scruples from carrying out their plan. This
is the conception of bravery that belongs to the hedonic measuring craft described in the
Protagoras; the brave person looks beyond the short-term hazard to the longer-term pleasure.

53 1 speak of ‘other-regarding justice’ to pick out what Callicles calls ‘conventional justice’ (justice by nomos). For
reasons I will not discuss, he takes himself to defend ‘natural justice’ (justice by phusis), which requires the stronger
to dominate the weaker; see 482c4—484c3. For simplicity, I will speak of Callicles as opposing justice. On nature and
convention see §133.

4 Itis not clear whether Hobbes (e.g., in L.17.1) intends to recognize essentially competitive motives of this sort.
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But Callicles rejects the hedonist defence of temperance; he denies that a sensible person has
any reason to moderate his appetites, as long as he can find the resources to satisfy them.

Socrates argues that Callicles” hedonism is inconsistent with the belief that bravery is a
virtue. He observes that in battles the coward gets at least as much pleasure as the brave
person gets; and so it seems that bravery is no more effective than cowardice in securing
pleasure (497d8-499b3). Hedonism does not justify Callicles in preferring bravery over
cowardice.””

We might protest that Socrates or Plato is being obtuse (perhaps deliberately) in suggesting
that this sort of counter-example could refute the hedonist defence of bravery. It seems
to ignore the point that the Protagoras underlines in its discussion of the measuring craft.
Socrates” example shows that the coward gains more short-term pleasure than the brave
person, because he is so relieved when the danger is past. But he gains this short-term
pleasure only at the cost of longer-term pain, when the enemy attacks successfully because
he deserts his post. Socrates” objection seems to reflect the misleading short-term point of
view that the measuring craft corrects.

It is unlikely that Plato simply overlooks this appeal to the measuring craft. Not only
does the Protagoras emphasize the measurement of short-term and long-term pleasures,
but Callicles also relies on it in explaining why the superior person needs bravery; bravery
gives us the long-term view that sets aside conventional scruples and other obstacles to our
maximizing the satisfaction of our desires.

But this appeal to the measuring craft does not answer Socrates’ basic objection. Hedonism
does not say that the good consists in the pleasure that we gain from an impartial view of
short-term and long-term pleasure; it says that the good consists in maximum pleasure. The
Protagoras assumes that we maximize pleasure by taking the point of view of the measuring
science. But this assumption is not obviously correct, and Callicles’ account of the good
shows why it may not be correct. He has argued that we increase our pleasure if we increase
the craving that is satisfied by the pleasure. The coward seems to embody this principle; for
since he does not try to inhibit his fears by thinking of the future pleasures that result from
facing danger, he is more sensitive to danger than the brave person would be, and so he gains
greater pleasure if the danger has passed. The less we think about future compensations, and
the more sensitive we are to present dangers, the greater are the pleasures that come from
short-term relief. Maximum pleasure may not result from concentration on longer-term
pleasure.

24. Hedonism without Prudence?

Even if these arguments cast doubt on the consistency of Callicles’ position, why should
they lead him to abandon hedonism? If he cannot consistently both accept hedonism and
recognize bravery as a virtue, why should he not retain hedonism and deny that bravery is
a virtue?

5> White, ‘Prudence’ 142-50, suggests that Callicles” version of hedonism reflects the view that only the present
matters in assessment of one’s well-being. On the Cyrenaic view see §31.
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Socrates’ argument suggests that the rejection of bravery would be the rejection of rational
planning. If we had the coward’s outlook, we would see no point in making plans for the
future, and we would make no effort to carry them out in the face of obstacles. We would
not be concerned about ourselves as temporally-extended rational agents. But Callicles’
initial picture of the superior person presupposes the value of temporally-extended rational
agency. He advises us to take control of our own lives, to set our own goals, and not simply
to absorb the outlook of the inferior people around us, who are too lazy, cowardly, and
scrupulous to execute the plans that express their own rational agency. He does not see,
until Socrates points it out to him, that this concern for rational planning conflicts with his
hedonist account of the good. Plato does not treat Callicles unfairly, therefore, in presenting
him as abandoning hedonism rather than his advocacy of bravery.

This interpretation of the discussion between Callicles and Socrates should make us less
surprised that Plato defends hedonism in the Protagoras but attacks it in the Gorgias.>¢ The
attack in the Gorgias results from closer consideration of the defence in the Protagoras. The
defence of the measuring craft in the Protagoras assumes that concern for rational agency is
consistent with hedonism. The Gorgias raises doubts about that assumption. To share these
doubts, we need not agree with Callicles’ view that everyone always maximizes pleasure
by maximizing appetites. If some desires and pleasures fit Callicles’ pattern, maximizing
pleasure conflicts with concern for rational agency.

Perhaps, then, the measuring craft that Callicles should accept attaches less importance
to rational agency than the Protagoras assumes. Instead of active planning and execution
of our rational plans, perhaps we should take a more passive attitude to events and allow
ourselves to be moved by the fears and pleasures that brave and temperate people try to
restrain or to remove. The appropriate sort of measurement for a hedonist will reject the
recognized virtues that the Protagoras advocates. Socrates does not discuss this version of
hedonist eudaemonism. Though we can see why it does not appeal to Callicles, might it
reasonably appeal to someone who lacks his concern for rational agency?

This question leads to a further possible implication of Socrates” objections. The hedonist
position we have suggested to cope with the objections to Callicles maintains eudaemonism
without concern for rational agency. But is this a reasonable position? Our preference for
long-term over short-term benefits is reasonable if we think of ourselves as continuing
rational agents who try to carry out our plans and aims in our actions. Since these plans and
aims take time, we have a good reason to think about the longer term. But if we entirely
abandon any concern for rational agency, have we any reason to take the long-term view
characteristic of eudaemonism?

Though Socrates does not pursue this line of argument, it suggests that a hedonist
eudaemonist has no easy answer to him. The Gorgias, therefore, suggests a conflict between
eudaemonism and hedonism. In identifying our good with our happiness, we think of it as
a good for a temporally extended rational agent who cares about his life as a whole, and
who values rational planning for his life. This sort of agent cares about the security and
stability that are recognized features of happiness. The Protagoras assumes that eudaemonism

%6 Gosling and Taylor, GP 70-5, believe that the argument in the Gorg. neither refutes hedonism nor is intended to
refute it. Hence they attribute to Socrates a view similar to Epicurean hedonism. See §156.
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supports hedonism, but the Gorgias casts doubt on that assumption. If we reject the attitude
of Callicles” coward, we value rational agency over maximum pleasure; hence we accept a
non-hedonist good.

Neither Socrates nor Callicles considers the rejection of eudaemonism. But we might
wonder about what sort of theory we could defend if we accepted hedonism without
eudaemonism. We can answer that question by considering the Cyrenaic position. Aristippus
is a hedonist, but he seems to believe that hedonism conflicts with eudaemonism. He takes
the view that Socrates and Callicles do not mention, and defends non-eudaemonist hedonism.
The arguments we have discussed help to explain why Aristippus believes that this is a
reasonable conclusion for a follower of Socrates to defend.

25. An Adaptive Conception of Happiness

The hedonism of the Protagoras offers a more determinate conception of happiness than we
find in earlier dialogues, and so allows us to see how Socrates might defend the cardinal
virtues as means to happiness. But such a defence seems to raise more difficulties than it
solves. We have seen difficulties that arise from the criticism of hedonism in the Gorgias.
But, even apart from these difficulties, it is not clear how hedonism supports Socrates’ claim
that virtue is sufficient for happiness. The measuring craft of the Protagoras tells us what we
should do to improve our prospects for future pleasure; but it does not assure us that if we
exercise it we will achieve maximum pleasure regardless of external circumstances.

Perhaps Plato is silent about this question because he thinks it is easy to answer. He
might reply that Socrates gains so much pleasure from being just, and would find it so
intolerable to act unjustly, that the measuring craft will always tell him to be just. This
reply, however, is only an apparent defence of hedonism. If it has to appeal to the special
pleasures of the virtuous person, it does not tell us why we have reason to be virtuous;
for even if he maximizes the sort of pleasure he cares about, he may not maximize the
pleasures that other people care about, and hence consideration of pleasure alone does not
justify us in being virtuous. We may believe that the pleasures of the virtuous person are
better than other people’s; but if we take this view, we concede the point that Socrates
urges against hedonism. If the only pleasures that it is good to maximize are good pleasures,
we cannot identify the good with the maximization of pleasure; hence we must reject
hedonism.

The questions about virtue and happiness are especially relevant to the Gorgias, since this
dialogue highlights Socrates” conviction that virtue is sufficient for happiness. Even if Plato
undermines Callicles’ reasons for rejecting that conviction, we may still wonder whether
Socrates is right. Do we learn anything about happiness that would convince us that the
virtuous person is happy?

Socrates suggests a conception of happiness that opposes Callicles’ view. Callicles holds an
‘expansive’ conception, so that he identifies happiness with maximum satisfaction. Socrates
suggests that happiness does not consist in maximization, but in the fit between desire and
satisfaction. According to Callicles, the stronger my desire for food, the greater my happiness
in satisfying it; but according to Socrates, I am equally happy in satisfying a strong or a mild
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desire. Ifhappiness consists in the fit between desire and satisfaction, I have reason to cultivate
desires that are easy to satisfy rather than ones that are demanding and difficult to satisfy. This
is what Socrates means in suggesting to Callicles that those who lack nothing are the happy
people (492d3—4). Though Callicles replies that this conception of happiness implies that
stones and corpses are happy (492e5-6), Socrates prefers it to Callicles” expansive conception
(492e7-494a5). He holds an ‘adaptive’ conception of happiness, since it implies that one
achieves happiness by adapting one’s desires to the means available for fulfilling them.

This conception of happiness may support Socrates’ belief that virtue is sufficient for
happiness. If we assume that desires are plastic enough to allow us to form or to remove them
when the resources are or are not available for satisfying them, and if we assume that virtue
is the knowledge of how to match our desires with the available resources, virtuous people
will form the desires that they can satisfy, and hence will be happy. This is why Socrates
believes that if Callicles recognizes the falsity of his expansive conception of happiness and
admits that we need an orderly soul with orderly desires, he is committed to accepting
Socrates” view that the virtuous person is happy (506c5-507¢7). If the adaptive conception
were not assumed, Socrates would have a reason to assert that virtue (understood as psychic
order) is necessary for happiness; but the adaptive conception gives him a reason to assert
that it is also sufficient.

Though this is a plausible case for ascribing the adaptive conception to Socrates, the
Gorgias does not develop it at length. None the less, it is worth our while to notice it, since it
is another Socratic suggestion with an important afterlife. If we hold an adaptive conception
and we fit our desires to the available resources, we can claim to be self-sufficient (autarkés)
and independent of changes in external conditions. The Cynics give a clear example—even
a reductio ad absurdum—of this ideal of self-sufficiency. But it also influences Epicurus,
who affirms that virtuous people are happy precisely because they adapt themselves to
smaller or larger external resources; they neither refuse to enjoy abundance nor regret
scarcity.*”

26. Is Virtue Identical to Happiness?

If the Gorgias relies on an adaptive conception of happiness, it does not commit Plato to
the claim that virtue itself is identical to happiness. If the virtuous person differs from other
people in knowing how to match desires to opportunities for satisfaction, virtue may still
be understood as a productive craft; its product is the satisfaction and self-sufficiency that
constitutes happiness.

We might, however, try a different explanation of Socrates’ claim that the virtuous person
is happy. We might take him to mean that virtue is identical to happiness, so that virtuous
people are happy by the very fact that they are virtuous, not because virtue shows them how
to fit their desires to available opportunities. We suggested a quasi-existentialist defence of
this view: the virtuous person simply chooses his values, but his virtue assures his happiness
because he does not count anything as worthwhile in opposition to virtue, and he sticks
to this resolution with integrity and consistency. The Gorgias may offer a different sort of

57 See §154.
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defence. Socrates replies to Callicles’ conception of happiness by defending rational order in
the soul; he identifies the virtues with different aspects of this rational order.

One might defend rational order as a means to happiness because it helps us to adapt
our desires to opportunities. But Socrates’ reply to Callicles suggests a different defence.
Callicles’ refusal to abandon his claim that bravery is a virtue suggests that he values the
rational control of his life; the value of this rational control cannot be explained by its
usefulness for maximizing pleasure. One may also doubt whether its value can be explained
by its usefulness in adapting desires to opportunities. If we believe that rational control is
non-instrumentally good, and if we identify virtue with rational control, we have a reason
to believe that virtue is non-instrumentally good.

In the Gorgias Plato does not offer this account of the value of virtue. His defence of the
sufficiency of virtue seems to rest on an adaptive conception of happiness. But it is useful to
notice that the dialogue supplies some elements of a case for attributing non-instrumental
value to virtue. Though the Socratic dialogues do not develop such a case, they provide a
starting point for the arguments that Plato offers in the Republic, and for the arguments that
Aristotle and the Stoics develop from Plato.

27. Reason and Desire

We have now explored one of Socrates’ controversial claims, his assertion that virtue is
sufficient for happiness. We postponed discussion of his other main controversial claim,
that knowledge of the good is sufficient for virtue. This claim underlies his assertion that
all the virtues are really just one virtue, the knowledge of good and evil. The claim seems
paradoxical, however. It seems obvious to us, as Socrates acknowledges, that we can
sometimes believe that one action is better, but choose to do something else because we
desire the worse action more strongly than the better action.

Socrates does not deny that we may believe that one action is just and still prefer to do
what we believe to be unjust, and similarly for the other virtues. But he believes that we act
against our beliefs about what is virtuous only because we do not recognize that virtue is
in our interest. The virtuous person has knowledge of the good; such knowledge gives us
understanding of why particular actions are good for us, and of why virtuous actions are
virtuous. Knowledge is sufficient for virtue because knowledge that x is better for me than y
is sufficient for me to choose x over y. Socrates believes this because of his eudaemonism;
since we aim at our ultimate good, we choose one thing over another in accordance with
our beliefs about what promotes our happiness.

In these claims Socrates recognizes the flexibility of human choices and aims. In choosing
to take a medicine, we do not choose it because it is aspirin, but because it seems to us to
be good for our health (Gorg. 467¢5-468c8).”® This belief does not bind us unconditionally
to taking aspirin; for if we come to believe that the benefit to our health is relatively slight,
and some other drug will benefit us more, we will prefer the other drug, and if we come
to believe that in this particular situation health matters less than some other good, we will

*¢ Among discussions of this passage see Santas, S 223-5; Penner, ‘Desire’; McTighe, ‘Desire’; Segvic, ‘Intellectualism’.

42



§27 Reason and Desire

prefer the other good. This is what Socrates means in the Euthydemus when he remarks that
we do not simply accumulate goods, but use them for ends that we take to promote our
ultimate good.

It is relatively easy to understand and to accept Socrates’ view that we have desires of
this sort. Indeed, we might say that because we have these desires we have a will, and are
not simply moved by impulses and appetites. It is more difficult, however, to see why he
supposes that this is true of all our desires. The Socratic dialogues do not make it clear why
he denies that we have any desires that are unresponsive to beliefs about the good. These
unresponsive desires are the source of ‘incontinent’ actions (as Aristotle describes them).
Though Socrates does not use Aristotle’s term, he recognizes that other people believe in
such actions, in which we are ‘overcome’ by pleasure, anger, and other non-rational impulses
(Pr.352b2-c7). According to Aristotle, Socrates rejects the possibility of incontinence because
he thinks it would be ‘terrible” if knowledge were present, but one of these other impulses
moved us (EN 1145b22-7). Why does Socrates not allow that this happens?

We can understand his reasons a little better from the way in which he describes the belief
in incontinence. He suggests that if there is incontinence, knowledge does not rule us, but
is “dragged around like a slave’ by these different impulses (Pr. 352c1-2). This description
suggests that Socrates regards incontinent action as a form of compulsion in which it is not
up to us to do what we do. This suggestion is relevant when he comes to describe the
belief in incontinence more fully. He claims that it is ridiculous to say, as most people do,
that someone knowing that bad things are bad none the less does them, when it is open
(exon) to him not to do them, because he is overcome by pleasures (355a7-b3). Believers in
incontinence, then, claim both that we are overcome and that it is up to us not to choose
the action we choose.

Socrates may suggest that these different parts of the description of incontinence are
inconsistent. If I do something that it is up to me not to do, I do it freely and voluntarily;
but I do not do it freely and voluntarily if I am compelled to do it by some force that drags
me around. Hence believers in incontinence imply that I both do and do not act voluntarily
when I act incontinently.*® Socrates believes that I act voluntarily only if I act on my belief
about what is best; hence, if incontinent action is voluntary, it is action on belief about what
is best, contrary to the claim that it involves choice of what I know to be worse.

Socrates does not exploit this suggestion that belief in incontinence involves these
contradictory implications about voluntariness. He does not say what has to be true if it is
‘open’ to the incontinent agent not to choose the incontinent action. Nor does he set out
his own views about what it takes to act voluntarily. He simply concludes that we do not
‘willingly” (hekén) choose what we believe to be worse (358c6—d4).

His attack on incontinence relies on hedonism. T'o show that we do not really choose what
we believe to be worse, he analyses the description that most people offer of what happens
in incontinent choices. He takes them to say that we choose what we believe to be worse
because we are overcome by pleasure. He assumes that to be ‘overcome’ by the pleasure
of x is to take x to be pleasanter than y. On this understanding of ‘overcome’, hedonism is
relevant; for if Socrates’ version of hedonism is true, believing that x is pleasanter than y is

2 Cf. §104.
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the same as believing that x is better than y. Hence we cannot believe that x is pleasanter
than y without believing that x is better than y, and hence we cannot be incontinent.5°

The weakness in this argument results from Socrates” analysis of ‘overcome by pleasure’.
Believers in incontinence have no reason to agree that we are overcome by the pleasure
of x only if we believe x is pleasanter than y. On the contrary, they will answer that we
are often attracted by this immediate pleasure of x so that we form a stronger desire for x
even though we recognize that x offers us less overall pleasure than y offers. The truth of
hedonism is irrelevant to any argument against this conception of being overcome. Hence
Socrates’ argument about pleasure does not directly address the main point on which he
disagrees with believers in incontinence.

Socrates’ views about incontinence imply that non-rational desires—those that are not
responsive to beliefs about the overall gopod—have no role in the explanation of voluntary
action. That is why he turns directly from his argument against incontinence to his defence
of the unity of the virtues. He explains why, contrary to Protagoras’ initial view (351a4-b2),
the individual virtues do not require distinct sorts of training and habituation to strengthen
or weaken different sorts of non-rational desires. The allegedly non-rational appetites that
concern temperance and the allegedly non-rational fears that concern bravery are not in
fact non-rational, but they are all responsive to our knowledge of good and evil; hence
this knowledge is both necessary and sufficient for each virtue, and we have no ground for
treating them as distinct virtues (360d1-361c2).

If, then, we do not accept Socrates’ argument against incontinence, we lose his grounds
for identifying virtue with knowledge and for believing in the unity of virtue. Since Plato and
Aristotle reject his argument against incontinence, they also reject his account of the virtues.
But they agree with him in not taking the possibility of incontinence for granted; they do
not simply assume that it is perfectly intelligible to say that we are overcome by pleasures or
non-rational desires. To explain how incontinence is possible they try to respond to Socrates’
doubts about how we can be incontinent without being compelled.

Among Socrates’ successors the Stoics come closest to accepting his views on incontinence,
just as they come closest to accepting his views on virtue and happiness. They recognize
that his views need elaboration and complication in order to answer the objections raised by
Plato and Aristotle. But they believe Socrates is basically right in his paradoxical claims. To
clarify, explain, and defend Socrates’ claims, we need to examine the later history of Greek
ethics.

0 Socrates’ argument is discussed by Vlastos, ‘Acrasia’; Taylor, PP, ad loc; Irwin, PE §58.
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28. The ‘One-Sided’ Socratics

Since we have drawn our evidence on Socrates from the early Platonic dialogues, it would
be natural to turn from Socrates directly to Plato’s middle and late dialogues, where Plato
presents the defensible core (as he sees it) of Socratic doctrine. But if we went directly to
Plato, we might miss some of the discussion of Socrates that explains the direction of Plato’s
reflexions. Plato was not the only disciple of Socrates who thought he could expound and
defend the Socratic position. His evaluation of Socrates is easier to appreciate if we compare
it with other versions of Socratic ethics.

In Plato’s lifetime Aristippus, a disciple of Socrates, defended at least some aspects of
the hedonist position that came to be known as Cyrenaic. At the same time Antisthenes
defended the sufficiency of virtue for happiness, and understood this doctrine to exclude
hedonism. His views were taken to extremes by Diogenes the Cynic. Later critics were
surprised that moralists with such sharply opposed views could all claim to defend a Socratic
position. Augustine comments that the disagreement among Socrates’ self-styled disciples
reflects some indeterminacy in Socrates” own views about the good.!

Some have called the Cyrenaics and Cynics ‘the incomplete Socratics’,? conveying the
suggestion that they saw only one side of Socrates, and presumably that Plato and Aristotle
saw both sides, and so reached a more accurate picture of him. This suggestion may not be
quite fair to the one-sided Socratics. Socrates’ views may have been indefinite enough to
make each ‘incomplete’ construal of him a defensible way of tying up some loose ends that
Socrates left. We might well think Plato and Aristotle showed better judgment than either
the Cyrenaics or the Cynics showed about what is philosophically defensible in Socrates; but
it does not follow that the position they reach is historically closer to Socrates.

! “Since the highest good did not appear evidently in Socrates’ discussions, where he considered, put forward, and
destroyed everything, each of them took from those discussions what he thought fit, and placed the ultimate good
wherever it seemed best to him... The Socratics differed so much about this end that—though it is scarcely to be
believed that the followers of one teacher could do this—some of them, such as Aristippus, said that the highest good is
pleasure, while others, such as Antisthenes, said that it is virtue’ (Augustine, CD viii 3d—e).

2 Zeller, PG ii 1, 232, calls them the “unvolkommenen Sokratiker’ and speaks of their ‘one-sided’ conception of
Socrates’ philosophical endeavours (233). Only Plato avoided their one-sidedness by reaching a deeper understanding of
the point of Socrates’ inquiries (237, 387-8).
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We do not know enough about the one-sided Socratics to trace in detail the historical
connexions between their views and specific Platonic and Aristotelian texts. We have
only unreliable reports of their views, and it is difficult to attribute specific views to the
contemporaries of Socrates. Some modern critics believe that the Cyrenaic and Cynic
positions really belong to post-Aristotelian ethics, rather than to the lifetime of Socrates and
Plato.?

These difficulties in the sources do not justify us in ignoring the one-sided Socratics when
we try to understand Socrates and Plato. For if these Socratics are contemporaries of Plato,
Plato may reflect on their views in forming his own ethical outlook, and especially in making
up his mind about Socrates’ views. But how can we tell whether the doctrines that our
sources ascribe to the Cynics and Cyrenaics are contemporary with Plato or belong only to
the history of Hellenistic ethics?

We may be able to throw some light on this question if we examine the later Platonic
dialogues with the views of the Socratics in mind. The reasonable suggestion that Plato
sometimes discusses views held by his contemporaries has fallen out of favour because
it has been taken to unreasonable extremes by interpreters who have seen (for instance)
Antisthenes behind almost every line in Plato’s later dialogues.* While it is hazardous to rely
on the dialogues to reconstruct views for which we have rather little external evidence, it is
not always implausible. If we find that a view that Plato discusses in a late dialogue reflects an
intelligible development of views in the Socratic dialogues, and also fits our other evidence
about the Cynics or Cyrenaics, we have some reason to infer that Plato is discussing a view
of his Cynic or Cyrenaic contemporaries.

This is not the only possible conclusion; we might prefer to conclude that it is Plato who
develops and discusses possible Socratic views, and that the Cynics and Cyrenaics prefer the
view that Plato opposes to the one he endorses. On this account, the one-sided Socratic
views are later criticisms of Plato, rather than contemporary views that Plato criticizes.
But even if this account is correct, we may legitimately compare Plato’s views with the
one-sided Socratic views; they may throw light on each other, even if we cannot be sure of
the historical order. If we can show that the one-sided Socratic views are relevant to issues
that Plato discusses in the dialogues, we can at least dismiss the suggestion that these views
could not have been formulated in Plato’s lifetime.

Some attention to the one-sided Socratics, setting out from the early Platonic dialogues,
will help us to answer some questions about the historical reliability of these dialogues. If
the Socratic views defended by the one-sided Socratics are intelligible in the light of Plato’s
early dialogues, we have reason to believe that the early dialogues give us an accurate
picture of Socrates’ views. The reason is not conclusive; Plato may have misled some of his
successors into believing that the early dialogues present Socrates’ views, and so they may
have mistakenly believed that their own views were expansions of Socrates’ views. But we
might well doubt whether people who were not shy about criticizing Plato would be so
ready to take his word for it about Socrates.

3 See n7 below. For a helpful account of the one-sided Socratics in the Hellenistic context see Long, ‘Legacy’.
4 Guthrie, HGP iii 347n2, comments severely, but not unfairly, on the ‘Antisthenes-cult’, referring to the excesses of
some earlier critics.
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§29 Aristippus and the Protagoras

A further reason for considering Plato’s position with the views of the one-sided Socratics
in mind is that we can perhaps see whether Plato’s interpretation and modification of
Socrates is reasonable, by comparison with the views of these other reflexions on Socrates.
It may be helpful to imagine Aristippus, Antisthenes, Diogenes, and Plato reflecting on the
views of Socrates, and reaching different conclusions about what Socrates meant, and about
what needs to be changed to make a defensible position on a Socratic basis. We can see that
these successors of Socrates have different views about which elements of Socrates are the
sound Socratic basis, and which need to be abandoned, supplemented, or modified. Then
we may be able to see who makes the most reasonable decisions on these questions.

29. Aristippus and the Protagoras

The elder Aristippus was a disciple of Socrates who criticized Plato for his departures
from Socrates.” His doctrine is a version of hedonism; the way of life he advocates seems
quite different both from the Cynic exaggeration of Socrates” behaviour and from Socrates’
behaviour as we learn of it in Plato and Xenophon. In Xenophon's Memorabilia Socrates
warns Aristippus not to fall into errors that would separate him from Socrates; especially
he warns him to pay less attention to immediate pleasures.® Some modern critics are
reluctant to ascribe hedonist views to an immediate disciple of Socrates; they believe that
Cyrenaic philosophical doctrine was formulated by the second Aristippus, the grandson of
the contemporary of Socrates. Moreover, some later Cyrenaics seem to respond directly
to Epicurus, and it is not clear how many Cyrenaic views belong to them rather than to
Aristippus the Socratic (the grandfather).”

We should not be surprised, however, that a disciple of Socrates defends hedonism and
identifies the good with pleasure.® For Aristippus follows the Protagoras in maintaining

5 On Aristippus as a Socratic see Aristotle, Rhet. 1398b30-3: “‘When Aristippus heard Plato saying something in a rather
authoritative tone (epangeltikdteron) (as Aristippus thought), he said to Plato, “Well, but our friend <said> nothing of
that sort”, meaning Socrates.” It is not clear if ‘nothing of that sort’ means (a) no view of that sort, so that Aristippus
attacks Plato’s view, or (b) nothing in that dogmatic tone, so that Aristippus attacks Plato’s non-Socratic confidence. In
the context (a) makes Aristotle’s point better. On Aristippus as a companion of Socrates see also DL ii 60, iii 36.

¢ The most important passage is the long conversation in Mem. ii 1, which includes Prodicus’ story of the Choice of
Heracles (ii 1.21-34). Xenophon'’s account assumes that Aristippus accepts eudaemonism (see 1.11, 26). But both Socrates’
advice and the story of Heracles deal with the importance of postponing immediate gratification for the sake of greater
pleasure in the future. Socrates concludes by warning Aristippus to attend to what concerns his future life (34). Xenophon
may realize that Aristippus tends to neglect the long-term prudential attitude that is characteristic of the hedonism in the
Protagoras. Such ‘neglect’ has a special point if Aristippus accepts Cyrenaic objections to hedonistic prudence. If that is so,
then Xenophon might provide some indirect, but early, evidence of Aristippus’ anti-eudaemonism.

7 Critics differ about how many Cyrenaic doctrines belong to Aristippus the Socratic, how many to his daughter Arete,
and how many to her son, also called Aristippus, who was ‘taught by his mother’ (métrodidaktos). According to one view,
Aristippus the Socratic endorsed hedonism as a way of life, but only the later Aristippus provided the philosophical basis.
This view rests primarily on the frail support of Eusebius, PE xiv 763d—764a (perhaps not derived from Aristocles; on
Eusebius’ possible sources see Chiesara, AM xxviii—xxx). Cf. Mannebach, ACF 114-17; Giannantoni, C74-115; Guthrie,
HGP iii 494-7; Giannantoni, SR iii 164—9; Tsouna-McKirahan, ‘Socratic origins’ 377—82.

8 “Those who adhered to the views of Aristippus and were called Cyrenaics held the following view: They established
two affections (pathé), pain and pleasure, taking one of them, pleasure, to be a smooth motion, and the other, pain, to
be a rough motion. In their view, one pleasure is not superior to (or “different from”; diapherein) from another, nor
is one at all pleasanter than another. One affection is welcome, and the other repellent, to all animals. However, the
bodily pleasure that they take to be the end (according to Panaetius in his book on the philosophical schools) is not the
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unqualified hedonism.® Socrates defends this unqualified hedonism by appeal to hedonist
eudaemonism.!® He takes eudaemonism to be obviously true (cf. Euthd. 278e3—6; 280b5—6;
282a1-2), and he defends hedonism by arguing that happiness consists in the predominance
of pleasure over pain in our life as a whole (Pr. 353c9—354e2). When he says that pleasure is
the end (telos, 354b7), he does not mean that pleasure rather than happiness is the ultimate
end. He takes happiness to be the end, and argues that happiness consists in pleasure, not in
the pleasure of the moment (en td(i) parachréma, 353d1), but in pleasure summed over one’s
whole life.

This eudaemonist defence of unqualified hedonism allows Socrates to draw some of the
distinctions that we can draw if we discriminate between good and bad pleasures. He does
not accept all pleasures as good on the whole, because some of them have bad future effects.
Hence he makes room for the recognized virtues, even though they sometimes require us
to forgo short-term pleasures. Virtue is knowledge because we need a science of measuring
pleasures and pains for ‘the salvation of life” (sdtéria tou biou, 356d4-5); ‘life’ refers to one’s
life as a whole. The supposedly distinct virtues are all to be identified with this science of
measurement.

The Gorgias rejects the unqualified hedonism of the Protagoras; it distinguishes good from
bad pleasures and recommends the pursuit only of good pleasures (Gorg. 499c—500a). Plato
defends this selective recommendation of pleasure in his later dialogues, and Aristotle agrees
with him. The selective view rejects unqualified hedonism, since it does not identify the
good with pleasure. The goodness and badness of pleasure does not consist simply in the
hedonic consequences of different pleasures; it rests on some prior facts about the goodness
and badness of the objects of different pleasures.

30. Hedonism without Eudaemonism

Though Aristippus returns to the unqualified hedonism of the Protagoras, he does not return
to Socrates’ eudaemonist defence of unqualified hedonism. !* For he affirms that pleasure
is the end, but denies that happiness is the end. Happiness, in his view, is a collection of
pleasures, and is worth pursuing only for the sake of the momentary pleasures that compose
it.12 He is a hedonist of the present, and so he denies that our ultimate end is pleasure
maximized over a whole life.

static pleasure taken in (or “following on”, epi) the removal of pains—a sort of undisturbed condition (anochlésia), which
Epicurus accepts and takes to be the end’ (DL ii 87). Epicurus: see §151, on DL x 136.

° ‘Further, pleasure is a good, even if it comes about from the most unseemly things (according to Hippobotus in
his book on the philosophical schools); for even if the action is unthinkable, still the pleasure is choiceworthy because of
itself and good’ (DL ii 88). Cf. Plato, Pr. 351b7-e7.

10 See §21 on hedonism.

11 The connexion between Aristippus and the Protagoras is stressed by Grote, POCS i, 199-201. Grote remarks that
Aristippus does not appear to emphasize the importance of practical wisdom in planning for maximum pleasure in one’s
life as a whole. This silence in Aristippus is intelligible if he has doubts about eudaemonism.

12 ‘Moreover, in their view, the end differs from happiness. For the end is particular pleasure, whereas happiness is a
collection made out of particular pleasures, among which are counted together both past and future pleasures. Particular
pleasure is choiceworthy because of itself. Happiness, on the other hand, is choiceworthy not because of itself, but
because of the particular pleasures...." (DL ii 87-8). “The Annicerians <i.e. followers of Anniceris> in the Cyrenaic
succession set down no definite end of the whole of life, but claimed that there is a special end for each action—the
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§31 For and against Eudaemonism

Since Aristippus rejects the eudaemonist aspects of Socrates” hedonism, he allows only
a reduced role to the measuring science. If we aim at pleasure in our life as a whole, we
need some knowledge of the longer-term hedonic effects of different actions, and some
knowledge of our future aims and preferences. This sort of knowledge may reasonably be
attributed to temperate and brave people. But if our temporal horizon is shorter, and we
are only concerned with what will give us most pleasure here and now, foresight of future
effects and of our future preferences does not help us as much. That is why Aristippus
believes that wisdom does not always do better than folly in securing pleasure, and allows
that some virtues are found in foolish people.!? By this he may mean that temperance and
bravery do not always go with the ability to secure short-term pleasures, and so may belong
to ‘foolish’ people who are not very good at securing these pleasures.

We cannot tell whether Aristippus intends his rejection of eudaemonism to reply to
the Protagoras, or the Protagoras defends Socrates against Aristippus. At any rate, it is
useful to compare these alternative statements of hedonism. Since the Socratic view that
makes happiness the ultimate end is the dominant assumption in Greek ethics, Aristippus’
rejection of the eudaemonist assumption is especially worth examining. Does he challenge
an assumption that others thoughtlessly take for granted, or does the assumption rest on a
reasonable basis that he fails to appreciate?

31. For and against Eudaemonism

Our evidence on Aristippus does not include an argument against eudaemonism. But we
can perhaps see why he might reject it if we consider Plato’s argument against hedonism
in the Gorgias. We distinguished a less radical from a more radical objection to hedonist
eudaemonism. Socrates’ less radical argument claims that a hedonist eudaemonist cannot
advocate the virtues, including bravery and temperance, that require active planning,
resolution, and execution of our rational plans. His more radical argument suggests that
hedonists cannot reasonably be eudaemonists; for if they do not care about rational agency,
they cannot explain why we should care about our lives as a whole. Socrates intends this
argument to refute hedonism, since he assumes that we will accept eudaemonism.
Aristippus, however, seems to draw the opposite conclusion. He rejects the adaptive
strategy for happiness, since it rejects intense pleasures that are more difficult for us to
do without. The objection to these pleasures rests on considerations about the future; the
intense pleasures cause us greater pain if we cannot enjoy them, and even if we can enjoy

pleasure resulting from the action’ (Clement, Strom. ii 21, 130.7-8). “Aristippus welcomed the experience of pleasure
(hédupatheia), and said it is the end, and that happiness is founded on it. And he said that it was for a single time only
(monochronos). Like prodigal people, he thought that neither the memory of past gratifications nor the expectation of
future ones was anything to him, but he discerned the good by the single present time alone. He regarded having been
gratified and being about to be gratified as nothing to him, on the ground that the one no longer is and the other is not
yet and is unclear—just like what happens to self-indulgent people, who suppose that only what is present benefits them’
(Athenaeus, xii 544a-b).

13 “In their view, it is not true that every wise person has a pleasant life, or that every bad person has a painful life, but
it is true only for the most part. It is enough if we bring on even one pleasure at a time with enjoyment. . . .. Some of the
virtues are present in foolish people as well <as wise people>" (DL ii 91).
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them, we suffer greater disturbance until we can enjoy them again. Aristippus answers this
objection by rejecting the eudaemonist assumption that underlies it. Socrates’ argument
depends on our preferring long-term over short-term satisfaction. It does not refute someone
who is indifferent to long-term satisfaction.

Aristippus expresses indifference to long-term satisfaction by asserting that happiness is
worth while only because of particular pleasures that compose it, and denies that memory
and anticipation of pleasures have any value.'# He is not concerned about the past or future
self that has a whole life to plan for. If we plan for our good in a temporally-extended
life, we show that we have some concern for ourselves as temporally-extended beings, and
so we might naturally expect to be pleased or displeased by what has happened or will
happen to ourselves in the past or the future. Aristippus, however, argues that memory and
anticipation do not matter. The only good is the present stimulation of the soul; memory
gives us at best a faint trace of past stimulation, and anticipation matters to us only if we
care about the future.

In distinguishing pleasure from happiness, and denying that happiness is really the end
or the good, Aristippus shows how it is natural to understand eudaimonia, and why the
identification of pleasure with eudaimonia is not to be taken for granted. He thinks of
happiness as extending over a temporally-extended life, and describes it as a collection of
pleasures, which we want only for the sake of the particular pleasures composing it.

This may seem a rather peculiar claim; for why should we not value the collection of
pleasures if we value the individual items in the collection? Aristippus might compare this
case with other cases where we might choose a collection even though we value only the
individual items, and not the collection as a whole. Perhaps I want to buy a miscellaneous
and ill-matched collection of paintings at a sale. Each one of them is valuable to me, because
I already have a large gallery of paintings, and each painting in the collection would fit
somewhere at widely scattered places in the gallery. But I might say that I attach no value
to the collection in itself, as such; what I value is this Rembrandt, this Degas, and so on, as
individual paintings, not the collection as a whole. This would be even clearer if I attached
no value at all to most of the collection, and I bought it simply because it was the only way
to buy the particular Watteau I had always been looking for. If, as Aristippus thinks, I am
concerned only about the present, I might accept a happy life if it is the safest way to secure
what [ want in the present.

The rejection of eudaemonism opposes the predominant view of Aristippus’ contempo-
raries and his successors. Aristotle implies that eudaemonism is generally taken for granted,;
people generally agree that the final good is to be identified with happiness, which is also
to be identified with ‘living well” (eu zén) and “doing well’ (eu prattein) (EN 1095a15-20).
Aristotle remarks that, in contrast to this point of general agreement, people disagree about
what happiness is.

If Aristotle’s remark tempts us to suppose that there is no room for disagreement about
whether the final good is happiness, then Aristippus should change our minds. For he believes
that pleasure is the ultimate good, choiceworthy (haireton) for its own sake, and that anything
else is choiceworthy for the sake of it; but he denies that this ultimate good is happiness.

14 See nl2 above.
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§32 Epistemological and Metaphysical Objections to Eudaemonism

32. Epistemological and Metaphysical Objections
to Eudaemonism

If Aristippus claims that we have no reason to care about happiness unless we care about
our future, he implies that the ultimate basis of reasons lies in our desires. If this is his
objection, he should concede that if we care about our future, we have reason to care about
happiness. On this view, it is neither reasonable nor unreasonable to care about our future;
the basic desire is the foundation of reasonable and unreasonable choices. We might rely
on this aspect of Aristippus’ views to understand passages in which he describes a prudent
attitude to pleasure.!*

Some of his remarks, however, suggest that he intends a broader attack on the pursuit of
happiness, claiming that people who care about it are misguided. In the Euthydemus Socrates
takes it for granted that we all pursue happiness. Aristotle follows him in taking the ultimate
status of happiness to be a feature of common beliefs. He argues that the good must be
complete and self-sufficient; and he infers that since happiness satisfies these criteria, it is
the final good (1097a34-b6, b15-21). This argument helps to fix the points where Cyrenaics
reject eudaemonism. If the Cyrenaics deny that happiness is the final good, then they must
claim either (i) that Aristotle is wrong about the criteria for the good, or (ii) that Aristotle
is right about the criteria, but wrong in thinking that happiness meets them, or (iii) that
Aristotle is wrong on both counts.

Aristippus accepts the Platonic and Aristotelian belief that the good is complete,!¢ but he
believes that only pleasure meets this condition.}” He also maintains that pleasure is self-
sufficient, in that nothing can be added to it to make a greater good. Aristotle, following Plato,
believes that we can add something to pleasure (1172b26—35). But he forms this belieffrom the
standpoint of ‘the many and the wise’, who have formed the common beliefs about goodness.

To show that Aristotle is wrong, Aristippus appeals to something more fundamental
than common beliefs: our initial ‘affections’ or ‘passions’ (pathé). Pleasure and pain are
introduced because they are passions. He treats the passions as the basis for beliefs
about good and evil because they are prior to education and rational belief.® Aristotle
mentions the hedonist Eudoxus, who believes that this argument from the primitive
character of pleasure give us a good reason to believe that pleasure is the good.!® Philebus
relies on a related fact about pleasure, that it is common to all animals (Phil. 11b4—6;
60a7-bl). Since pleasure is an aspect of sensory experience (aisthésis; cf. Tht. 156b), it
belongs to animals and young children; it is our starting point for forming beliefs about good
and evil.

15 See, e.g., Stob. Ecl. iii 17.17 = SR 98: “The one who masters pleasure is not the one who abstains from it, but the
one who uses it, but is not carried away (ekpheromenos), just as <the one who masters> a ship or a horse is not the one
who does not use it, but the one who leads it where he wishes.” Cf. DL ii 69 = SR 87; Tarrant, ‘Socratic theories” 124;
Tsouna-McKirahan, ‘Origins’.

16 Plato and Aristotle represent the belief that the good is complete as widely shared (even though most people do
not see its implications). Aristippus need not be influenced by Plato or Aristotle in particular.

17 Cf. Clement, Strom. ii 21, 178.43 = Usener, Epicurea §450 (referring to the Cyrenaics without further attribution).

18 ‘A proof (pistis) that pleasure is the end is the fact that we find it akin to us without any decision (aprohairetés
.. .0(i)keidsthai) from our childhood, and that once we get it we seek for nothing in addition, and that we avoid nothing
as much as the opposite of pleasure, pain’ (DL ii 88).

19 Aristotle, EN 1172b9-25. Cf. 1153b25-32; 1094a1-3 (probably referring to Eudoxus).
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Aristotle accepts the primitive, sensory, universal, and undisputed character of pleasure as
areason to believe that it is a good (1172b35-1173a2). But he does not take this to show that
pleasure is the good. Aristippus’ claim that our initial affections represent pleasure rather than
happiness as the good is plausible. Non-rational animals and young children lack (he assumes)
a conception of their lives as a whole and are not concerned for their longer-term satisfaction.
But Aristotle believes that rational agents pursue happiness as the good once they are mature
enough to form a conception of a good for their lives rather than a good for the moment.

Aristippus agrees with Aristotle in believing it is possible to desire something other than
pleasure; but he claims that people reject pleasure only because of some perversion (DL
ii 89). What sort of perversion or mistake turns us from pleasure to happiness? Aristippus
supposes that facts about initial affections show that happiness is not the ultimate end.
Why should we agree with this inference from facts about initial affections? Why not agree
with Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics that a conception of one’s life as an object for rational
deliberation and choice is a basic feature of adult rational agency?

Cyrenaics oppose eudaemonism for broader epistemological reasons. They trust exclu-
sively in our affections, and are sceptics about everything else.2° One aspect of this austere
attitude is the Cyrenaics’ scepticism about the existence of any external world. Their doubts
rest on grounds that are familiar in early modern philosophy, but hard to parallel in Plato
and Aristotle. They rely on an argument from conflicting appearances. Protagoras (in Plato’s
Theaetetus) argues that if you find the drink bitter to the taste, and I find it sweet, the drink
in itself cannot be either bitter or sweet. Aristippus uses conflicting appearances to argue
that we cannot say anything about the properties of the drink; we can only say what our
affections are like (see, e.g., Plato, Tht. 156a—157c¢).

Sensory affection, according to the Cyrenaics, underlies our grasp of the end for action, as
well as our grasp of reality.?! Their reason for distrusting any non-sensory claims about the
external world applies to practical beliefs as well. As Aristotle admits, once we go beyond
pleasure to happiness and non-hedonic goods, we face conflicting appearances. People
disagree about which things are goods,?? and hence about what constitutes happiness. They
agree in the name they use for the final good, calling it ‘happiness’, but they disagree on the
content of happiness (EN 1095a17-22). But if we are enjoying some pleasure we are in no
doubt at the time that this is good.

20 “The Cyrenaics say that the criteria are the affections; they alone are grasped, and are undeceiving, whereas none
of the things that produce the affections is graspable (grasped? katalépton) or undeceiving. For, they say, it is possible to
say without being deceived or refuted that we are being whitened or sweetened; but we cannot affirm whether the thing
producing the affection is white or sweet. ... Hence, if one must speak the truth, only the affection is apparent to us;
the external thing that produces the affection perhaps exists, but is not apparent to us’ (Sx, M190—4). Plutarch discusses
Cyrenaic epistemology at Col. 1120c—d. He suggests that while the Epicureans reject Cyrenaic scepticism, they really
have no escape from it within their own assumptions (1120-1121e).

21 * It seems that what these people say about ends corresponds to what they say about criteria. For the affections
also extend as far as the ends. For some affections are pleasant, some painful, others intermediate, and, in their view,
the painful ones are evil and their end is pain, the pleasant ones are good and their undeceiving end is pleasure, and the
intermediate ones are neither good nor evil and their end is what is neither good nor evil, an affection intermediate
between pleasure and pain. . .. Ofall things, then, the affections are criteria and ends, and, they say, we live by following
these, relying on obviousness (or ‘evidence’, enargeia) and approval (eudokésis)—on obviousness in relation to the other
affections, and on approval in relation to pleasure’ (Sx. M199-200).

22 The discussion between Aristippus and Socrates in Xenephon, Mem. iii 8.1-7 suggests that Aristippus tries to expose
conflicting beliefs about goods. Socrates argues that some of these ‘conflicts” are innocuous.
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§33 Doubts about the Continuing Self

Can we attribute this epistemological reason for preferring hedonism over eudaemonism
to Aristippus the Socratic, or does it belong to the later development of the Cyrenaic position?
The discussions about the senses and the external world in the Theaetetus and about pleasure
and the good in the Philebus do not introduce the precise epistemological view that we have
ascribed to Aristippus. Xenophon refers to his indifference to long-term happiness,?? but
does not mention any defence of it. But the questions raised in the Philebus and Theaetetus
show that an appeal to the affections on epistemological grounds is highly relevant to the
arguments in these two dialogues. Hence it would not have been anachronistic or irrelevant
for Aristippus the Socratic to have put forward this epistemological claim.

Aristippus has a further reason to argue in this way, in the light of Democritus’ views. From
the Cyrenaic point of view, Democritus expresses conflicting attitudes to the senses. He
denies, as the Cyrenaics do, that the senses give us knowledge of external reality; he appeals
to conflicting appearances to show that the senses cannot tell us whether anything external is
really hot or cold. But in the area of practice he affirms both hedonism and eudaemonism.24
He assumes that our sensory affections are misleading in failing to recognize the longer-term
good, but he believes they are correct about the character of the good, in identifying the
good with pleasure, whereas they are misleading about the character of the external world.
But he does not explain why he draws a different conclusion in these two areas.?*

It would be reasonable for Aristippus to believe that he has reached a more consistent
position than Democritus reaches; whereas Democritus applies his sceptical arguments
only to theoretical knowledge, Aristippus applies them to practical knowledge as well.
Democritus sees no question, just as Socrates in the Protagoras sees none, about the
consistency of hedonism with eudaemonism. But the Gorgias raises just this question. The
position that our sources ascribe to the Cyrenaics suggests an argument that Aristippus
might plausibly construct in defence of hedonism against the objections of the Gorgias. The
appeal to our sensory affections exploits one aspect of Democritus’ epistemology. Epicurus
exploits a different aspect of Democritus, and reaches a different result about hedonism
and eudaemonism. But Democritus and Plato show us why Aristippus the Socratic might
reasonably have pursued his own defence of hedonism through an appeal to sensory affection.

33. Doubts about the Continuing Self

The argument from sensory affection supports a sceptical conclusion about happiness,
showing that once we go beyond our immediate appearances of pleasure and good, we find
ourselves unable to resolve conflicting beliefs about happiness. The Cyrenaics would have a
further reason for rejecting happiness if they believed that the idea of happiness itself rests
on an error. To speak of a person’s happiness is to speak of a good that belongs to his life

23 See Mem. ii 1.34 (n6 above).

24 On Democritus see Socrates $21. Taylor, ALD 233, mentions ‘a structural parallel between ethics and epistemology,
in that each area of thought requires a contrast between immediately apprehended data (immediate pleasure in the
practical sphere, perceptual data in the theoretical) and the truth revealed by reflexion, respectively the theses that the
good is not immediate pleasure but long-term cheerfulness and that things are in reality not as they appear to the senses
but as atomic theory shows them to be.’

25 Taylor comments on the non-sceptical aspect of Democritus’ eudaemonism, at ‘Pleasure’ 26.
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as a whole; to believe in such a good we need to believe that one and the same person
persists at all the times at which we consider his good. Do the Cyrenaics believe, on the
epistemological basis they allow themselves, in this continuing self> The evidence is not
clear, but the question is important enough to deserve some further discussion.

We may consider one argument that influenced some Greek philosophers, and then ask
whether the premisses of the argument might be expected to appeal to the Cyrenaics. In
an argument ascribed to Epicharmus, a debtor argues that he is not obliged to pay his
debt because he has changed from how he was when he promised to pay it, and therefore
is not the same person.2é This argument begins from examples of quantitatively defined
subjects—a length, a measure, a number, or a heap. For these subjects it is plausible to
say that any ‘growth’ or ‘shrinkage” implies going out of existence, since the subject has its
quantitative properties essentially. The inference about the debtor presupposes that persons
are also quantitatively defined subjects.?”

In the Theaetetus Plato uses this argument to develop a Protagorean and Heracleitean
theory of perception and its objects. According to this theory, all ostensible subjects with
a number of qualities are really just heaps (hathroismata) of perceptible qualities (Tht.
157b8—c2). Since heaps are defined purely quantitatively, they are open to Epicharmus’
argument; hence healthy Socrates is not the same person as sick Socrates, because of the
change in the previously healthy Socrates (158e—159c).2®

From the Cyrenaics’ point of view, the continuing self is open to doubt. They may agree
that I am aware of myself in my particular sensory affections; but the continuing self has to
be a heap of these particular episodes of awareness extending into the past and future. Since
itis a purely quantitative subject, undergoing change with every new affection, Epicharmus’
argument applies, and it cannot be a continuing subject. Aristippus speaks of happiness as
a collection (sustéma, DL ii 87), and speaks of the ‘heaping’ (athroismos, ii 90) of pleasures
that produce happiness. If he thinks of happiness as a collection, not a genuine continuant,
it would be reasonable for him to think of the self in the same way.

If Aristippus holds this view about a continuing self, he has a strong reason for claiming that
any concern with an extended future for myself rests on illusion and unwarranted belief.?°
When Aristippus speaks of ‘empty’ belief,?° he will not, if he sticks to his own epistemological

26 See Plu. CN 1083ab = LS 28A. The reference to the debtor comes from the reports in Plu. SN 559a-b (in the course
of an argument against a purely quantitative conception of the persistence of an individual human being or a city); Tranq.
An. 473c—d (discussing the bad effects of forgetfulness).

27 *Suppose someone chooses to add a single pebble to a heap . .. or to take away one of those already there; do you
think the number of pebbles would remain the same? ... Now consider human beings in the same way: One person
grows, and another shrinks; they are all in course of change the whole time. But a thing that naturally changes and never
remains in the same state must always be different from what has changed. In the same way, you and I were one pair
yesterday, are another today, and again will be another tomorrow, and will never remain the same people, according to
this argument’ (DL iii 11).

28 Anon. in Tht. 70.5-26 = CPF iii 454—-6 = LS 28B, wrongly ascribes this extreme view to Plato in Symp. 207d-208b.
A connexion between the Heracleitean theory of change and Cyrenaic scepticism is noticed in Anon. in Tht. 65.18—39 =
CPF iii 442, but it does not refer specifically to questions about continuing subjects. On whether the Tht. alludes to the
Cyrenaic position see Giannantoni, Cirenaici 144—5; Mannebach, ACF 114. Tsouna-McKirahan, ECS 130-5, denies that the
Cyrenaics accept the growing argument. See also Tsouna-McKirahan, ‘Exception’.

22 On pleasures of memory and anticipation see §154.

30 “The wise person will neither envy nor fall in love (eran) nor fear the gods superstitiously, since all these are a result
of empty belief. He will, however, feel pain and fear, since these come about naturally’ (DL ii 91).
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principles, claim to know that the relevant beliefs are false; he will claim that they have no
warrant, since they have no warrant from affections, which are the only source of immediate
and irrefutable knowledge.

34. A Conflict between Hedonism and Eudaemonism?

We have found some reason to believe that Aristippus supports his doubts about eudae-
monism by appeal to doubts about personal identity. To explain why he might be moved
by these doubts, we have explored the implications of his scepticism about anything beyond
immediate sensory affections. Our exploration has taken us beyond any direct evidence
about the Cyrenaics. Speculations about personal identity, however, are not necessary for
our main argument about the significance of Cyrenaic hedonism. Even if we reject all the
reasons for believing that the Cyrenaics raise doubts about personal identity, we must admit
that they are sceptics about anything beyond the affections, that they appeal to the affections
to show that pleasure is good, and that they deny that happiness is the good. The link
between their positive claim about pleasure and their negative claim about happiness is their
reliance on the affections and senses.

Someone reflecting on Socrates” moral arguments might reasonably find the resort to
the senses plausible. Socrates normally relies on what Aristotle calls the ‘common beliefs’
(endoxa). Though he criticizes his interlocutors, he takes some of their beliefs to be reliable,
and uses these to modify others. But he does not explain why he takes some beliefs to be
more reliable than others. It seems reasonable to ask for an explanation. For the conflicting
appearances that support scepticism about external objects seem to raise even more serious
questions in ethics. Different people, even within one society, disagree about good and evil;
and when we take account of differences between different societies, it seems even more
difficult to get beyond the conflicting appearances to any justifiable claims about what is
really good or evil.

Both Socrates (in the Protagoras) and Aristippus follow the lead of Democritus in believing
that an appeal to pleasure allows us to argue at an epistemologically more basic level that is
free from the questions raised by conflicting appearances. In the Protagoras Socrates supposes
that everyone acknowledges pleasure as the ultimate good, and that the anti-hedonist
elements of common sense rest on a failure to distinguish short-term from long-term
pleasure. He does not say why he takes everyone to agree about pleasure. Aristippus
gives a reason that is similar to Democritus’ reason; just as we must take the immediate
appearances of our sensory affections to be evident, we must take our immediate affections
of pleasure and pain to be evident. Socrates is right to suppose that, if we set aside superficial
disagreements, we will find that we all treat pleasure as the good; we find this agreement
when we focus on the affections that are beyond doubt.

But at this stage Aristippus departs from both Socrates and Democritus. In his view, they
are right to turn to pleasure as the right epistemological foundation, but they inconsistently
revert to unwarranted common sense by endorsing eudaemonism. Against them he argues
that if we accept his argument for hedonism, we cannot be eudaemonists. For hedonism
rests on the evident appearances of the affections, which do not recognize happiness as
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the end. We cannot, then, use Socrates’ argument to show that everyone really accepts
hedonism, once they distinguish short-term from long-term pleasure; that is an argument
for hedonist eudaemonism, which we cannot defend from the affections.

This argument does not show that hedonism and eudaemonism are incompatible. But if
it is cogent, it shows that the most plausible justification of hedonism undermines eudae-
monism. Hedonism seems a plausible account of the good that rests on an uncontroversial
epistemological basis. But this epistemological basis is too narrow to justify eudaemonism.
If we take eudaemonism to be justified, we broaden our epistemological base so as to raise
doubts about hedonism.

On this point Aristippus agrees with Plato (in the Gorgias, Republic, and Philebus) and
Aristotle. But they draw a different conclusion, since they prefer eudaemonism over
hedonism. Epicurus revives the combination of hedonism and eudaemonism that Socrates
defends in the Protagoras; we will want to ask whether he has a way out of the Cyrenaic
argument to show that one part of his position undermines the other.
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THE CYNICS

35. Socrates and the Cynics

The Cynic school had a long life, extending well into the Roman Empire. It appears (from
the patchy evidence provided by our sources) to have included sharply different attitudes
on central moral questions. The early founders of Cynicism, Antisthenes and Diogenes,
seem to have denied that pleasure is a good, and to have maintained that virtue is sufficient
for happiness.! This side of Cynicism helps to explain why the Stoics trace their origins to
Cynicism. Zeno the Stoic was a pupil of Crates the Cynic.2 According to one Stoic, the sage
will live like a Cynic; “for the Cynic life is a short road to virtue’.? The Stoic Ariston of
Chios shows the continuing appeal of Cynicism for Stoics; he deviates from other Stoicsin a
markedly Cynic direction.# But the aspect of Cynicism that appeals to Stoics is only one side
of later Cynicism; other aspects are independent of Stoicism, and even opposed to it.*

The most helpful approach to the Cynics begins from their connexion with Socrates.
Antisthenes appears in Xenophon’s Memorabilia and Symposium, where he is one of Socrates’
closest associates (Mem. iii 11.17). He wrote a number of works on different virtues,
overlapping in content with Plato’s Socratic dialogues.® Diogenes takes himself to put
Antisthenes’ principles into practice better than Antisthenes did.” Antisthenes accepts an
austere interpretation of Socrates” principles.® Diogenes infers that conventional behaviour,
ordinary comfort, courtesy, decency, sexual modesty, and so on, are insignificant. Hence we
should not put any effort into them, but we should live without them as far as possible. That
is why Diogenes is said to have lived in a barrel, masturbated in public, and so on. These

! The evidence (collected in SR VA 22-6) for treating Antisthenes as the founder of a Cynic ‘school’ is open to
reasonable doubt. But for convenience I will treat both Antisthenes and Diogenes as Cynics. Cf. Tsouna-McKirahan,
‘Origins’ 369-77.

2 See DL vi 91, vii 2-5; §161.

3 DL vii 121. DL attributes this remark to the 2nd-century Bc Stoic Apollodorus, not to one of the three major Stoics.
But see n26 below and SR VA 136 for other references to the remark.

4 Sx, M xi 64-7; DL vii 160 = LS 58 F-G.

5 Seneca, Ben. vii 1.3-2.4 states the opinions of Demetrius the Cynic (cited by Stewart, ‘Democritus’ 181-4, as evidence
of the currency of Democritus’ sayings among Cynics). Demetrius agrees with the Stoics (2.2) in claiming that only the
honestum is good. He rejects pleasure (with no qualification) as short-lived and beneath human nature. But he also
recognizes a kind of pleasure that is free from disturbance and fit for human beings (2.3). Whether this concession to
pleasure goes back to the original Cynics or not, it is easily introduced into a position that is generally opposed to pleasure.

¢ See SR VA 41-4. 7 Dio Chrys. 8.1-2 = SR VB 584. 8 See Xenophon, Symp. iv 61-4.
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Cynic attitudes have Socratic sources. Socrates was also supposed to be quite indifferent to
clothes, shoes, and washing, but he did not go to extremes in denying himself conventional
goods and evils other than virtue.

The Cynics as well as the Cyrenaics dispute Plato’s claim to uphold the most defensible
form of an authentically Socratic position.® Our sources report some sharp comments by
Plato and Diogenes on each other. Diogenes rejects Plato’s theory of purely intelligible
forms, and Plato describes Diogenes as “Socrates gone mad’.1° Plato may mean that Diogenes
accepts some Socratic positions, but takes them to such extremes that the result is incredible,
both theoretically and practically. This claim fits the Cynic attitude to Socrates” belief that
virtue is sufficient for happiness. The Cynics take Socrates to imply that we have no reason
to care about anything except virtue, and hence we have no reason to care about any of the
non-moral goods that occupy most people in many aspects of their life.

Plato’s attack on Diogenes raises a useful question about Socrates and the Cynics. We
might take any of three possible attitudes: (1) Plato is right, because the Cynic outlook is a
perversion of Socrates’ views. (2) Diogenes is right, because Socrates’ views really justify the
Cynic outlook. (3) Neither of them is exactly right, but each has a legitimate objection to the
other, because Socrates’ views are consistent with a Cynic outlook, but do not require it.

If we pursue these questions about the Cynics, we may reasonably hope to understand
the basis of the early Cynic position. But even if the questions were irrelevant to the
historical understanding of Cynicism, they would still be highly relevant to the philosophical
understanding of Socrates and Plato. For a clear statement of the relation between Socrates’
views and the presumed views of Antisthenes and Diogenes will help us to see a possible
development of Socratic principles that Plato tries hard to avoid. In separating the core of
Socratic ethics from its Cynic expression, Plato tries to find an expression that rules out
Cynic inferences.

36. Socratic Alternatives to Hedonism: Virtue
or Self-Sufficiency?

Socrates’ belief that virtue is necessary and sufficient for happiness is compatible both with
hedonism and with the rejection of hedonism, and allows virtue to be either instrumentally
or non-instrumentally good. The argument in the Euthydemus defends the necessity and
sufficiency of virtue, but does not commit Socrates to a definite view on the other questions.
The Protagoras combines the Socratic claim about virtue and happiness with hedonism. It
argues that virtue is the measuring craft that allows us to maximize pleasure in our life
as a whole, and is therefore necessary and sufficient for happiness. If we look beyond the
present and the immediate future, we see that we increase our pleasure by observing the
prescriptions of the cardinal virtues. The Gorgias raises reasonable doubt about this claim in
the Protagoras, but what alternative does it offer?

° Aristippus on Plato: see §29n5.
1o For Diogenes’ comments on the forms see DL vi 53 = SR VB 62. Cf. VA 149, where the same story is attached to
Antisthenes. For Antisthenes’ comments on Plato see, e.g., DL vi 7. On Diogenes and Socrates see DL vi 54 = SR VB 59.
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One answer relies on the conception of happiness that Socrates opposes to Callicles’
conception. According to Socrates, those who lack nothing are happy, and the best way to
achieve this condition is to adapt our desires to the means available for satisfying them; we
have called this an ‘adaptive’ conception of happiness. Socrates implies that hedonism is
plausible to the extent that it includes a conception of happiness as the satisfaction of one’s
desires and preferences, but Calliclean hedonism is mistaken to the extent that it requires
the expansion of one’s desires so as to maximize one’s pleasure. Since happiness consists in
satisfaction, not in maximization, and since our desires are plastic, we do not need to pursue
the pleasures that involve previous pain, effort, and anxiety; we can achieve satisfaction
better by fitting our desires to the available resources.

This reaction to the Gorgias recognizes that Socrates’ argument raises a reasonable doubt
about hedonist eudaemonism. If we favour an adaptive conception of happiness, we retain
eudaemonism; for the adaptation of desires to circumstances protects us against the pain
and frustration of future loss. The less susceptible we are to attractions that will cause us
pain and disturbance if we lose them, the better we protect our future. This is the Cynic
view that austerity makes us more adaptable.

These views may incline us to one of the positions discussed and rejected in the Philebus
(43a-50e), identifying the most desirable state with the absence of both pain and pleasure.!!
Antisthenes denies that pleasure is either an instrumental or an intrinsic good, and claims
he would rather go mad than feel pleasure.!? According to this view, both the hedonism
of Callicles and the hedonism of the Protagoras interfere with the adaptation of desires to
circumstances. It is clear how this objection affects Calliclean hedonism, but Antisthenes
might reasonably argue that it affects the Protagoras as well. Since pleasure essentially
involves some psychic disturbance, and inevitably attracts us to external objects that we
may or may not manage to acquire, it interferes with any rational strategy for the adaptation
of desires to circumstances. If we adapt our desires to the available resources, we are free
of many sources of pain, since pain results from unsatisfied desires; and once we see that
happiness requires satisfaction rather than maximization, we will also free ourselves from
the pleasure that results from the removal of pain, frustration, or anxiety. Since the pursuit
of maximum pleasure is not the only source of pain and pleasure, our concentration on
satisfaction may not free us entirely from pain and pleasure; Socrates does not guarantee
that we will not suffer pain if someone sticks a knife in us. But pain and pleasure will no
longer be the primary elements of good and evil.

This conception of happiness as adaptation and satisfaction still leaves virtue with a purely
instrumental role. Instead of arguing that virtue is the science that measures pleasures
and pains, Socrates argues that the cardinal virtues are means of restraining and ordering
our desires so that we match them to the available resources. This is why he emphasizes
temperance among the virtues (Gorg. 491d—e). Temperate people have learnt to modify
their desires so that they do not exceed the reasonable limits; the adaptive conception fixes
these reasonable limits according to the available resources. This conception of happiness
gives us no reason for valuing temperance or any other cardinal virtue non-instrumentally.

11 On anti-hedonism in the Philebus see Schofield, ‘Duschereis’ (who takes these people to hold Speusippus’ views on
pleasure, which are different from the Cynic views).
2 See SR VA 119-22.
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We may reach a different conclusion about virtue and happiness, however, if we consider
Socrates” argument to show that Callicles’ position is inconsistent. He does not move
Callicles by simply contrasting the hedonist conception of happiness with the adaptive
conception; Callicles remarks contemptuously that Socrates’ conception implies that rocks
and corpses are happy (492e). To show that Callicles cannot consistently be a hedonist and
advocate bravery as a virtue, Socrates does not appeal to claims about satisfaction, but argues
that Callicles” hedonism conflicts with the value that he attaches to rational agency. Bravery,
according to Callicles, is valuable because it allows us to carry out our own plans and aims
without the distraction of fear. Socrates argues that in valuing this aspect of bravery Callicles
recognizes a non-hedonic good that may conflict with maximization of pleasure.

Socrates does not point out that his adaptive conception of happiness might well appear
to be open to the objection that he urges against Callicles” hedonism. Callicles’ derisive
comment about rocks and corpses points out that we could have satisfied desires without
rational agency. If we value rational agency for its own sake, we cannot agree that happiness
consists simply in satisfaction of preferences.

If we attend to this aspect of the Gorgias we may be inclined to conclude that virtue
is not simply a means to happiness, but identical to it. According to this view, we value
rational agency not because it leads to satisfaction of desire, but for its own sake. This
outlook on happiness may encourage us to accept the position that the Philebus opposes to
hedonism—the identification of the good with rational intelligence. The Republic and the
Philebus show that this is not the direction Plato takes; but it is an intelligible conclusion
from the Gorgias.

The imprecise aspects of Socrates’ alternative to hedonism may be relevant for under-
standing the Cynics. One might reasonably infer from the Gorgias both that Socrates endorses
an adaptive conception of happiness and that he ascribes non-instrumental value to virtue.
If we try to expound the outlook of the Gorgias and to put it into practice, we may find
ourselves formulating an account of happiness that includes these inconsistent elements.
This reflexion on Socrates may throw light on the Cynic position.

37. Happiness and Adaptation

In the Euthydemus Socrates concludes that alleged goods other than wisdom are not really
good, but are ‘greater goods’ than their opposites if wisdom leads them. The Cynics try to
explain the claims in the Euthydemus by appeal to the adaptive conception of happiness that
Socrates defends in the Gorgias. Antisthenes claims to be proud of his ‘wealth’, even though
he lacks what most people would recognize as wealth. He is wealthier than conventionally
wealthy people because he has ample resources to satisfy his minimal desires (Xenophon,
Symp. iv 34—45). Those who are rich in the conventional view are really needy, because they
always want more and have too little to satisfy their needs.!? Antisthenes, however, is used

13 ‘Need’ or ‘lack’ (endeia) makes conventionally rich people commit crimes to get more. They are like people who
eat and drink more and more and are never filled (iv 36-7). This picture of desire and filling recalls Plato’s descriptions in
the Gorg., R. ix, and the Phil.
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to the cold, and so does not need warm clothes; he satisfies his inevitable and minimal needs
with whatever is available, and so he is not anxious for more.'# His adaptation of desires to
the circumstances is the basis of his virtues of temperance and justice; he lacks the urgent
desires that would tempt him to intemperance and injustice.!® This is why Antisthenes
claims that virtue is sufficient for happiness.!¢

Antisthenes’ description of the strategy suggested by an adaptive conception of happiness
brings Socrates quite close to Diogenes. For it implies that the Cynic who lives in a barrel,
wears no clothes, eats and drinks only what he needs to stay alive and active, and does not
care what his more conventional neighbours think about him, achieves happiness, as long
as he has formed only the desires that can be satisfied in this way of life.

If we identify virtue with the state of character that adapts desires to resources, we have
a reason to affirm the Socratic claim that virtue is sufficient for happiness, and we can see
why Socrates is right to infer that no supposed ‘goods” other than virtue are really good. If
we have a million dollars to spare, and we want to buy a house costing this amount, we will
(to this extent) achieve satisfaction through adaptation by buying the house. But we have
no reason to prefer having enough to buy this house over having enough to buy a tent in
circumstances where we only want a tent. Provided that our desires match our resources,
at either a high or a low level, we have no reason to prefer the high level of desires and
resources over the low level.

Antisthenes’ strategy seems reasonable if we accept Socrates” claim that wisdom is the
only good (Euthd. 281e) and external goods (i.e., those external to wisdom)'” are not good.
But Socrates also says that when external goods are led by wisdom, they are ‘greater goods’
than their opposites (281d). How is this claim consistent with the claim that wisdom is the
only good?

Socrates might answer that wealth (for instance) is a greater good than poverty, but still
not a good, it is a greater good only in so far as it is closer to being a genuine good. Though
itis preferable to poverty, Socrates may not agree that it is thereby good. What is good is the
wise person’s use of wealth; though we prefer to have wealth to use, we can still be virtuous
by acting wisely in poverty.

This answer, however, raises further questions about Socrates” position. If wealth led by
wisdom is a greater good than poverty led by wisdom, a wise person apparently ought to
seek wealth rather than poverty. But if in some circumstances a wise person ought to seek
wealth rather poverty, does it not follow that, in these circumstances, wealth is better than
poverty? If it is better than poverty, is it not good in these circumstances? If it is good in
these circumstances, does it not promote the agent’s happiness in these circumstances?

One might defend Socrates by questioning some of the steps in this argument; that is how
the Stoics maintain that virtue is the only good, while still avoiding the Cynic conclusion
that we have no reason to prefer wealth to poverty.!® Socrates does not make it clear how he

14 “If his body ever needs sexual intercourse, he can satisfy it with those women who are available; he tries those
whom no one else wants’ (iv 38).

15 ‘It is reasonable to expect those who aim at minimal use of resources (euteleia) to be more just than others; for those
who are most satisfied with what is available (hois . . . malista ta paronta arkei) are the least prone to desire what belongs
to others’ (iv 42).

16 See DL vi 11, discussed in §35 below. 17 For convenience I use an Aristotelian term.

18 See §8161-2.
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intends to defend the consistency of his position. But at any rate he does not seem to agree
with Diogenes’ conclusion. Diogenes believes we have no reason to prefer more external
goods to fewer. Socrates disagrees on this point, though he does not clarify the basis of his
disagreement.

We might try a defence of Socrates that comes closer to the Cynic position. Perhaps it
is easier to adapt our desires to circumstances if we have a reasonable supply of external
goods. If we do not have to watch every penny to provide ourselves with a bare minimum
of food and shelter, we need not eliminate as many desires as a poorer person would have to
eliminate in order to match desires to resources. External goods, then, are preferable, not for
those who have already achieved happiness, but for those who are looking for the best way
to achieve it. According to this view, Diogenes has no reason to want more external goods
than he has. If he has adapted his desires to his circumstances, the fact that adaptation might
have been easier for him in less rigorous circumstances is irrelevant. If he has achieved the
goal by a more difficult route, it does not matter that he might have taken an easier route.

38. Do the Cynics Improve on Socrates?

The argument so far suggests that Socrates’ views on virtue and happiness give no reason
to object to Diogenes’ way of life as a possible route to happiness. If happiness requires
adaptation, we might achieve it either with Diogenes’ low level of external goods or with a
higher level. We seem to have no reason to prefer one level to the other, if the supply of
external goods is reliable. While Socrates, on this view, has no reason to object to the Cynic
way of life, he has no more reason to reject a well-adapted life at a higher level of external
goods.

These concessions to the Cynics do not make Socrates into a Cynic. For the Cynics do not
simply claim to have found one route to happiness; they also defend the stronger conclusion
that they have taken the best route. In particular, they claim they are better off than they
would have been if they had got rid of fewer external goods and had adapted their desires to
the higher level.

We might defend this Cynic claim by appeal to Socrates” assertion that if we are wise, we
do not need good fortune in addition to wisdom. According to Socrates, wisdom guarantees
us all the good fortune we need (Euthd. 280a-b). Diogenes might argue that this is true
only if we plan for a minimal level of external goods. If Croesus adapts his desires to his
enormous wealth, and lives temperately but without austerity, his adaptation of desires to
circumstances is unstable. For (as we know from Herodotus) greater resources are exposed
to circumstances that we cannot control, however wise we may be. If we are used to having
more, it is harder for us to adapt our desires to having less than it would be if we were used
to having less all along.

We might answer, on Socrates” behalf, that this argument for austerity fails to reckon with
Socratic moral psychology. Socrates might argue that, contrary to Diogenes’ suggestion,
a higher level of external goods does not make it more difficult to adapt our desires to
circumstances if we lose the external goods we had. A loss of external goods will make it
more difficult to adapt ourselves to circumstances only if we remain stubbornly attached
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to aims and goals that we can no longer achieve, so that we regret our inability to achieve
them. If that is our reaction to misfortune, our desires have not followed our beliefs about
the good. But Socrates’ argument in the Protagoras seeks to show that our desires necessarily
follow our beliefs about the good. If this is correct, people who recognize that happiness
consists in adaptation will not continue to desire the external goods they cannot have.

But this argument to show that we will not become too dependent on unreliable external
goods proves too much for Socrates’ purposes. If Socratic psychology is true, and enlightened
people do not miss external goods that they lose, why should they bother keeping them
in the first place? The most plausible argument for preferring a higher level of external
goods claimed that they make adaptation easier; but for enlightened people who see that
happiness consists in adaptation, they do not seem to make adaptation easier. If we know
that happiness consists in adaptation, we will not regret the loss of external goods.

If, then, we combine strict Socratic psychology with an adaptive conception of happiness,
we seem to have no reason to prefer Socrates’ preference for a higher level of external
goods or to prefer Diogenes” austerity. Neither outlook seems to contribute anything to the
adaptation that is needed for happiness.

These implications of Socratic psychology may help to explain Antisthenes” apparent
modification of Socrates’ claims about virtue and happiness. He is reported as saying that
virtue needs ‘Socratic strength’ added if it is to be sufficient for happiness.!* He may intend
to reject Socrates” assumption that our belief about what is better immediately determines
our choice. Perhaps we need some further ‘Socratic strength’ to reconcile ourselves to a
lower level of external goods even when we know it does not harm us.

If this is what Antisthenes means by his reference to Socratic strength, he might seem to
support a preference for a higher level of external goods; for they seem to make adaptation
easier for people whose desires will not automatically follow their beliefs about the good.
But he might draw the opposite conclusion, that we should prefer a lower level of external
goods. For even if more external goods make adaptation easier in favourable conditions,
they also seem to make it less stable, because we cannot count on favourable conditions. If
adaptation is more difficult in less favourable conditions, should we not get used to these
conditions from the start, instead of waiting until it is more difficult for us to get used to
them?

A similar argument explains why the Cynics are hostile to pleasure. If we think of
happiness as adaptation, pleasure seems either dangerous or irrelevant. It is dangerous if we
modify Socratic moral psychology enough to allow some degree of irrational attachment.
Pleasure is an obvious source of such attachments; if we start to enjoy some unnecessary
external good, we may find it more difficult to reconcile ourselves to the loss of it. This is
why Antisthenes is not worried that the satisfaction of his minimal needs give him too little
pleasure. On the contrary, he would prefer these satisfactions to give him less pleasure, since
they seem to him to be ‘pleasanter than is expedient’ (hedid tou sumpherontos) (Xenophon,
Symp. iv 39).

If pleasure does not cause us to form irrational attachments, it may none the less distract
us from our real good. Things appear in a favourable light if we enjoy them, and this

1 Virtue is self-sufficient for happiness, needing nothing added, except for Socratic strength’ (DL vi 11).
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appearance might mislead us into thinking they are good. But this appearance is no guide
to our good, which consists in adaptation of desire. We are better off if we simply ignore
pleasure, and get used to avoiding it; once we do that, we will find (following Diogenes’
remarks about training) that pleasure and pain do not bother us. We will reach the state of
freedom from affection (apatheia; cf. Phil. 21e2)?° that makes it no longer necessary for us to
concern ourselves about the potentially disruptive effects of pleasure.

Is this an unnecessarily austere attitude to pleasure? One might argue that the adaptation
of our desires to circumstances and our awareness of our independence and self-sufficiency
will itself be a source of pleasure. This sort of pleasure appears to be inseparable from the
Cynic way of life, and might reasonably appear to be an advantage of being a Cynic. It is not
surprising, then, that some sources take Diogenes to hold a favourable view of the pleasures
that belong to the Cynic life.! But one may doubt whether this moderate interpretation of
the Cynic attitude to pleasure takes proper account of Antisthenes’ main point. Even if we
take the right sort of pleasure in the right sorts of objects, it may appear, from Antisthenes’
point of view, that this pleasure is still a non-rational attachment, and that it is still potentially
dangerous. It may encourage us to prefer pleasure to pain, and so it may burden our lives
with a concern that we could do without. The austere attitude ascribed to Antisthenes and
Diogenes fits better with their aim of getting rid of all potentially disruptive and disturbing
attachments and aims.

If, then, we prefer Cynic austerity over a less rigid attitude towards external goods,
we have some reason to question Socrates’ moral psychology. But it is not clear how far
Diogenes advocates his austere way of life as a pattern for everyone to imitate in detail. He
compares himself to a chorus-master who begins with too high a note so that the chorus will
be able to hit the right note.?? Cynic training produces appearances that give our souls free
movement’ for virtuous actions.?? Perhaps Diogenes’ ostentatious contempt for convention
gives us the vivid appearance that observance of convention is not necessary for a reasonable
and virtuous life. This appearance releases us from our unthinking attachment to convention
and allows us to move freely towards the appropriately self-sufficient attitude. Diogenes
may have hit too high a note, in so far as he has trampled on convention more than we need
to once we have recognized its relative unimportance; but his exaggerations help us to see
why external goods do not matter if we are trying to adapt our desires to circumstances. It

20 See §55. On Aristotle’s objections to apatheia see §85.

21 Dio Chr. 8.20-6 represents Diogenes as claiming that we have to struggle against pleasure because it is deceptive,
insinuating, and dangerous. Diogenes draws no distinction among pleasures here. On the contrary he suggests that ‘it is
not possible for anyone who keeps company with pleasure or even tries it out continuously to avoid being completely
captured by it” (24). But 6.9-12 remarks that Diogenes got much more pleasure from his simple and inexpensive pursuits
than others gain from more costly pursuits (he always enjoyed the change of seasons). Like Epicurus, he enjoyed simple
food more than others enjoy costly food (6.12). The Persian king is worse off because of his fears and anxiety about
poverty, illness, and death (6.35). But once the fear of death is removed, no further distress remains (6.42). Similarly,
a remark ascribed to Diogenes describes eudaimonia as true enjoyment (euphrainesthai) and freedom from pain, so that
reaches tranquillity (hésuchia) and cheerfulness (hilarotés) (Stob. v 906.10-17). These passages make it easy to understand
why some aspects of Cynicism appealed to Epicureans; see §143n4. Cynic attitudes to pleasure are fully discussed by
Goulet-Cazé, AC (see, e.g., 45, 73).

22 DL vi 35 = SR VB 266.

23 In the askésis of the soul the appropriate phantasiai eulusian pros ta tés aretés erga parechontai (DL vi 70 = SR VB 291).
Cicero, Fam. xvi 18.1, uses eulogia for loose—i.e., not constipated—bowels; this metaphor is characteristic of Diogenes.
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is helpful to practise austerity so that we do not get too attached to external goods that are
unnecessary for happiness.

This attitude to external goods helps to explain why the traditional Greek heroes whom
the Cynics praise are those who can cope with different circumstances, not those who set out
to be ascetics. They praise Odysseus, whom Homer calls a ‘man of many devices’,?* because
he adapts himself to wealth and poverty, to war and peace, to prosperity and adversity,
to Penelope, Circe, and Calypso. Another Cynic hero, Heracles, shows the same sort of
adaptability in all the different circumstances required by his various labours.2* Neither
Odyssues nor Heracles tries to get rid of external goods. But each of them copes with sharp
reversals of fortune, because (according to the Cynics) he can adapt his desires promptly
to the circumstances. If we train ourselves to live Diogenes’ life, we will be able to face
reversals of fortune as resourcefully as Odysseus and Heracles did.

This understanding of Diogenes” advice makes his outlook seem a reasonable expression
of the attitude to virtue and external goods that Socrates defends in the Euthydemus. It does
not seem completely fair to describe Diogenes as Socrates gone mad. For it does not seem
at all mad to defend Diogenes’ attitude to external goods from Socratic premisses. If the
conclusion is mad, that is a reason for saying that the madness lies in the Socratic premisses,
not in Diogenes’ inferences from them. If this defence of Diogenes rests on a mistaken
account of Socrates’ position, the mistake is at any rate not obvious. Though Socrates does
not draw Diogenes’ conclusions, we may fairly wonder how he could avoid them without
giving up some of his claims in the Euthydemus and Gorgias.

39. Socrates and the Cynics: Is Virtue Identical to Happiness?

So far we have identified the Socratic aspects of the Cynic outlook by attending to Socrates’
claims that virtue is sufficient for happiness and that happiness consists in the adaptation of
one’s desires to the circumstances. We might explain Socrates’ views differently, however,
by taking him to claim that virtue is identical to happiness, not simply an instrumental
means to it. We have seen that Socrates’” argument against Callicles seems to presuppose
the non-instrumental value of rational agency, and therefore the non-instrumental value of
virtue as the embodiment of practical reason. Does this conception of virtue and happiness
fit the Cynic position? Diogenes Laertius attributes the view that virtue is the end to the
Cynics, and in particular to Antisthenes.?¢ But we do not know what remark by Antisthenes
underlies this report.

If we believe that virtue is a non-instrumental good, that happiness includes all non-
instrumental goods, and that virtue is necessary and sufficient for happiness, we must infer
either that virtue is identical to happiness, or that the only components of happiness are

24 See Odyssey i1 (andra . . . polutropon).

25 The Cynics’ treatment of these Greek heroes is discussed by Hoisted, CHCK.

26 This is part of DL’s review of the doctrines that the Cynics held in common: “They also hold that living in accord
with virtue is the end, as Antisthenes says in the Heracles, similarly to the Stoics, since there is some common ground
between these two schools. That is why they have said that Cynicism is a short road to virtue. And that was how Zeno
of Citium lived’ (DL vi 104).
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virtue and whatever other goods virtue infallibly secures. If, for instance, virtue secures
pleasure or peace of mind, these may be components of happiness that are in some way
distinct from virtue, since non-virtuous people may also achieve them. But this view does
not seem to be open to Socrates, since he affirms that wisdom is the only good,; if pleasure
and peace of mind are distinct from virtue, they cannot be goods, and hence they cannot be
elements of happiness. Virtue seems to be the only element of happiness that Socrates can
allow, if he takes virtue to be a non-instrumental good.

Though virtue may help us to adapt our desires to the circumstances, the adaptive
conception of happiness does not agree completely with the view that virtue is identical to
happiness. The cardinal virtues are only one means to secure adaptation of desires. I might
have well-adapted desires by nature, because I happen to want very little, even though I do
not see that adaptation is the most rational course of action; or my past experience may have
reduced my desires to a minimal level. If happiness consists in adaptation, I am as happy if
my desires are adapted to circumstances by these routes as I would be if they were adapted
by practical reason. If, however, we believe that virtue is identical to happiness, only the
adaptation that results from practical reason can belong to a happy life.

In Plato’s early dialogues Socrates does not choose between these two accounts of the
relation between virtue, happiness, and adaptation. These dialogues do not make it clear that
he needs to choose between the two accounts. The Gorgias presents claims about adaptation
and about virtue without saying how they affect each other. The Cynics do not seem to
make the choices any clearer. We might take Diogenes to believe that nothing matters
except virtue. From this point of view, he does not care whether his actions are offensive,
shocking, bizarre, anti-social, unhealthy, or dangerous. These considerations do not matter
to him once he has decided that only virtue matters; if he gave way to them he would be
going back on his principles.

If we argue against him by suggesting that a conception of happiness with all these
strange implications must have gone wrong somewhere, he might reply that our attempt
to argue against his conception of the ultimate end is misguided. Choices (he might say)
are reasonable in the light of our ends, but our ends must simply be chosen. Virtue and
happiness consist in living with complete integrity in the light of our ultimate commitments.

Here we might find in Diogenes an expression of the ‘existentialist’ interpretation of
Socrates” attitude to virtue. It denies that we can have any reason for pursuing virtue, as
Socrates conceives it, rather than the vices opposed to the cardinal virtues. If the only virtue
consists in integrity, it may not be very close to common views about the content of the
virtues; in fact, it may have no specific content at all. This defence of Socratic integrity raises
doubts about the first steps of Socratic moral inquiry. Socrates criticizes common moral
beliefs, but he also relies on them to identify the outlines of the different virtues. Butif we try
Diogenes’ defence of the view that virtue is all that matters, we may find ourselves moving
away from the virtues as Socrates conceives them.

Cynicism, therefore, captures two distinct elements in Socrates’ views about virtue and
happiness. We might find Diogenes attractive either because of his adaptation or because
of his integrity. From one point of view, he has achieved happiness because he is free
from anxiety about unfulfilled desires. From another point of view, he is happy because
he achieves what matters most, sticking firmly to his virtuous resolution without being
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distracted by unimportant external goods. Neither conception of happiness captures all that
Socrates wants to say about the virtues, but each captures one element in Socrates’ position.

40. An Objection to Cynicism

This account of Cynicism suggests that its attitude to external goods supports both an
adaptive conception of happiness and the identification of virtue with happiness. But the
conclusion is open to doubt. For we may reasonably doubt whether we can consistently
regard virtue as the only non-instrumental good. The cardinal virtues try to achieve certain
specific non-moral results that secure different ranges of external goods. Brave people do not
simply try to act fearlessly; they face danger in order to protect themselves or their friends,
or to secure safety and peace for their community. Just people do not simply try to restrain
their acquisitive desires; they try to make sure that they do what they owe to other people,
so that other people get what they deserve. What would be the point of trying to achieve
these results if they were not good results? It is not clear why the virtuous person should
be so concerned about them and make such efforts to secure them if they are not worth
securing.

This argument also suggests that if we regard virtue as a non-instrumental good, we
cannot accept an adapative conception of happiness. For the virtues do not infallibly secure
the good results that they aim at; they are subject to fortune and to external circumstances.
Hence virtuous people are liable to frustrated desires that they could avoid if they cared less
about the virtues. Hence virtue is not the most effective way to achieve the adaptation of
desires to circumstances.

According to this argument, Diogenes’ view that external goods are worthless is incom-
patible with virtue. Virtuous people might choose to live in a barrel if any higher level of
comfort would require, say, inappropriate compromises with unjust rulers. But they could
not share his view that the external goods that they give up are worthless, so that he sacrifices
nothing that is really worth having. The convictions about value that Diogenes offers to
explain his way of life are inconsistent with the virtuous outlook. We should therefore
conclude that his convictions express an adaptive conception of happiness that conflicts with
belief in the non-instrumental goodness of virtue.

If this is a legitimate criticism of Diogenes, it is a legitimate criticism of Socrates as well.
His claim that virtue is the only good is intended to show that he takes virtue seriously;
it ought to explain why the Athenians ought to be concerned about virtue before external
goods. What better reason could they have than the fact that virtue is the only good? On
closer examination, however, the exclusive claim about the goodness of virtue turns out to
be incompatible with a genuine commitment to virtue. A genuine commitment to virtue
requires us to value the external ends that the virtuous person aims at; we do not seem to
value them appropriately if we do not think they are goods and we do not aim at them as
elements in happiness.

The existentialist interpretation avoids these objections by denying that the virtues require
us to make any serious efforts to achieve specific external results. If virtue simply consists
in the unwavering commitment to our ultimate values, whatever they may be, it does not
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require us to believe that any particular sort of external result is worth trying to achieve.
Instead of believing that the point of virtue consists partly in aiming at these specific results,
we might argue that specific types of action are significant only because they develop or
display one’s unwavering commitment and one’s adaptability to circumstances. A labour of
Heracles, for instance, might be praised not because it was worthwhile to have the Augean
stables clean, but because Heracles” successful performance of this task displayed his strength
and adaptability. But this purely athletic conception of virtue does not match the common
view that a virtue involves real concern for a specific type of result.?”

These questions about the goodness of virtue and of external goods are the starting point
of Stoic arguments about virtue and the preferred indifferents. These arguments try to
maintain and to defend the claim in the Euthydemus that virtue is the only good. But the
same questions are also relevant to Plato’s views on virtue and happiness. Though he does
not argue that the belief that virtue is the only good is incompatible with the belief that it
is a non-instrumental good, he may recognize the conflict between these beliefs. For in the
Republic he does not maintain that virtue is purely instrumental to happiness, or that it is
the only good, or that it is sufficient for happiness, or that happiness consists in adaptation.
Whereas Republic i ends with the claim that justice is sufficient for happiness, the rest of the
dialogue does not repeat this claim. In the Philebus Plato discusses both extreme hedonism
and extreme anti-hedonism, and develops a composite conception of the good that rules
out both hedonist and adaptive views. Here Plato makes it clear that the sense in which the
good is ‘sufficient” (hikanon) cannot be identified with the sense in which the Cynic claims to
be self-sufficient and independent of external circumstances.

In all these cases, then, Plato abandons the Socratic claims that allow a Cynic to argue
for Diogenes’ attitude to external goods. Republic ii considers a situation that might invite
a Cynic response; the just person suffers for being just and loses external goods. From the
Cynic point of view, what he loses is worthless, and nothing to regret. But the Republic does
not take this position. Plato argues at length to show that justice is preferable to injustice,
even if the just person suffers for being just and the unjust person is well supplied with
external goods; but he never suggests that the just person has lost nothing worth having, or
that justice by itself makes him happy.

Plato may be aware of the Cynic use of Socrates” arguments. He does not argue that
the Cynics have misunderstood Socrates. On the contrary, he implicitly agrees with the
Cynics” understanding of him, or at least agrees that it legitimately develops a Socratic line
of argument. To avoid the Cynic conclusions, he affirms that virtue is to be chosen for its
own sake and refrains from affirming that virtue is sufficient for happiness, or that virtue is
the only good. The Cynic arguments make Plato aware of the aspects of Socratic ethics that
need to be reconsidered. Plato and Aristotle defend the ethical position that results from
taking virtue as seriously as Socrates takes it, but does not offer the opening that Socrates
offers to Cynic arguments.

27 See Adam Smith on the Stoics, §182.
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41. Plato’s Reflexions on Socrates

Aristotle takes some of the dialogues in which Socrates is the main speaker to express the
views of Plato rather than Socrates. If we arrange the dialogues in accordance with his
division, we can discern a reasonably plausible order of the dialogues, and a reasonably
intelligible development in the views that ‘Socrates’ (the speaker) maintains in them. Though
a detailed defence of these claims raises complicated questions about the Platonic corpus as
a whole, we will form a reasonable view of Plato’s views on Socratic ethics if we take the
Phaedo, Republic, Symposium, Phaedrus, and Philebus as our main sources of Plato’s views.

Plato may not have intended a sharp division between the dialogues that expound Socrates’
views and those that develop his own views without any explicit Socratic precedent. The
Protagoras, Gorgias, and Meno might plausibly be taken to mark a transition between
exposition of the Socratic position and the introduction of a distinctively Platonic position.
If we want to understand Plato’s ethical views, we may usefully compare the Republic with
the Socratic dialogues. The structure and style of the Republic encourages this comparison.
For Book i is a short dialogue in the manner of the earlier dialogues, designed to introduce
the main dialogue, which reflects at length on the themes introduced in Book i. Plato signals
that he intends us to think about the issues raised in the Socratic dialogues, by providing us
with a short dialogue that recalls some of these issues, but from his later point of view.!

We have seen that the one-sided Socratics develop Socrates” views in different directions.
The Socratic positions that they consider are recognizable in Plato’s early dialogues. If
Cynic and Cyrenaic views go back to Plato’s contemporaries, we should suppose that he
writes the middle and late dialogues against a background of conflicting interpretations and
evaluations of Socrates. According to the Republic, some identify the good with pleasure,
others with intelligence (R. 505b). Plato mentions these two candidates again in the Philebus
(11b—c). These descriptions capture the Cyrenaic and the Cynic attitudes to virtue, pleasure,
and happiness. Plato disagrees with both of them. If we suppose that he has these opposed
Socratic positions in mind, we may reasonably ask why he takes his views to be preferable to

! Some have argued, unconvincingly, that Republic i is an independent earlier dialogue, later added to the Republic.
See Vlastos, SIMP 248-51. For further references see Irwin, PE 376.
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those of Aristippus and Diogenes, and whether he can reasonably claim that they are more
genuinely Socratic in spirit.

This debate about Socrates and about ethics in the Socratic spirit introduces later ethical
debates. Aristotle agrees with Plato on the main points on which Plato disagrees with the
one-sided Socratics. But Plato and Aristotle do not dominate later reflexion on Socrates or
later ethical theory. On the contrary, the one-sided Socratics influence the main Hellenistic
ethical theories; the Stoics seem to derive more from the Cynics, and the Epicureans from
the Cyrenaics, than either school seems to derive from Plato or Aristotle. To see whether
the Stoics or Epicureans are right, or both schools are wrong, we should ask why Plato
rejects the one-sided positions, and why Aristotle agrees with him.

42. The Scope of Plato’s Ethical Thought

Socrates is the first moral philosopher, but Plato is the first philosopher who places moral
philosophy within a broader conception of philosophy. Aristotle notices that, whereas
Socrates confines himself to ethics, Plato tries to connect Socratic concerns to more
general issues in metaphysics and epistemology. These broader philosophical interests
make it appropriate to discuss Plato’s views in meta-ethics, especially the metaphysics and
epistemology of morality, and in moral psychology.

Aristotle tells us that Plato treated the forms, the objects of Socrates’ search for definitions,
as non-sensible and separated from sensibles. He also makes it clear that Plato disagrees with
Socrates in moral psychology; for though he criticizes Socrates for his denial of incontinence
and for his general neglect of the role of the non-rational part of the soul in virtue, he never
criticizes Plato on this point. We may reasonably follow Aristotle’s lead, and explore the
significance of these differences between Socrates and Plato.

On Socrates’ views about virtue and happiness, we have less explicit guidance from
Aristotle. But he offers an important implicit suggestion. In his view, the virtuous person
correctly chooses virtue and virtuous action for their own sake, since they are non-
instrumental goods. We have seen that Socrates does not express this view about virtue.
Plato, however, expresses it clearly in Republic ii, where the interlocutors ask Socrates to
prove that justice is worth choosing for itself, and not only for its consequences. If we
compare Aristotle with the Socratic dialogues, on the one hand, and with the Republic, on
the other hand, we see that on this point he agrees with Plato against Socrates.

With the help of these suggestions from Aristotle, we can now try to see why Plato departs
from Socrates on these points. To understand his disagreements with Socrates, we have to
assemble evidence from different dialogues, since Plato does not set it all out in a continuous
treatment of ethical problems. His longest treatment of central ethical questions is contained
in the Republic, but this treatment is not self-contained. We will understand it better if we
consider passages from other dialogues that help to explain some of the important moves in
the course of the Republic. After setting out Plato’s main disagreements with Socrates, we
will turn (in §57) to a more consecutive discussion of the Republic.?

2 I do not intend to rely on any claims about the relative date of the dialogues I will discuss. Though I believe the
Phaedrus and the Philebus are later than the Republic, I believe they may properly be used to clarify the Republic. They
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43. Definitions and Disputes

According to Aristotle, Plato developed his theory of non-sensible, separated forms in
response to Socrates’ search for definitions in ethics, because he believed that Socratic
definitions could not apply to sensible, and hence changeable, things (Met. 987a32-b10;
1078b12-1079a4; 1086a37-b11). What difference do these Platonic claims make to Socrates’
inquiries into the virtues?

Though Socrates believes his inquiries are important, he also believes they fail. He never
offers an account of a virtue that he announces as a correct answer to his question about
what the virtue is. He reaches descriptions of the virtues that he apparently takes to be
correct, so that, for instance, he regards all the virtues as the knowledge of good and evil;
but he does not claim that any of them is a correct definition. Why is Socrates unsuccessful?

To estimate his prospects for success, we need to see what he expects from a definition.
One of his conditions is epistemological. In the Euthyphro he asks for a “pattern’ or ‘standard’
(paradeigma) for judging that something is or is not an instance of piety. He seems to assume
that such an account must eliminate ‘disputed terms’ (Eu. 7¢10—d5). If we can describe a
virtue only in terms that we cannot apply to particular cases without causing dispute, we
have not found a paradigm.

This condition helps to explain why Socrates does not claim to have found definitions
when he offers descriptions such as ‘bravery is knowledge of what is to be feared and faced
with confidence’ (La. 199d1-2; Pr. 360d4-5), or the descriptions in the Gorgias of the virtues
as types of psychic order (Gorg. 506e2—-507b8). Further dispute might still arise about what
is to be feared, or about what counts as the right order; these disputes would need to be
settled by appeal to our judgments about fine, just, and good things, but those are the areas
that are subject to dispute.

The Euthyphro points out that in some areas we can eliminate disputes about the
application of a term by appealing to measurement. The Protagoras suggests that this method
of eliminating disputes is open to us in ethics. Plato speaks of the ‘measuring craft’ that
settles questions about goodness and badness by estimating present and future pleasures.

Socrates, therefore, seems to aim at reductive definitions of moral properties; they should
reduce them to non-moral properties by eliminating the terms that cannot be applied without
the use of moral judgments. Without these reductive accounts, proposed definitions offer
only what Price later calls ‘mere synonymies’, defining one moral property only by reference
to others, which have to be defined in turn by reference to it. Reductive definitions would
reduce moral properties to those that Moore calls ‘natural” properties, intending these to be
non-evaluative and non-normative.?

These divisions of properties and terms (natural v. non-natural, moral v. non-moral,
evaluative v. non-evaluative, normative v. non-normative) are not equivalent. But Socrates’
remarks are too brief to make it reasonable for us to inquire more precisely into what
he has in mind. It is enough for present purposes to notice that he assumes that we need

may express views that Plato has not explicitly formulated, but inarticulately takes for granted in the Republic. I have not
said much about the ethical discussions in the Laws. For a brief discussion of Plato’s later ethical views see Irwin, PE,
chs. 19-20, and for a fuller discussion see Bobonich, PUR.

3 See Price, RPQM 141; Moore, PE 93.
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something more informative than a circle of definitions clarifying one moral property only
by reference to others. Many who have sought definitions of moral properties have accepted
this assumption. In saying that moral properties are an area of dispute, Socrates suggests
that we can resolve moral disputes only by eliminating distinctively moral terms, and that
we cannot find a suitable paradigm until we have done this.

44. Why Explanation Requires Non-sensible Forms

This epistemological demand on acceptable definitions already makes it difficult to find
definitions of moral properties. But Socrates makes his task even more difficult by insisting
that correct definitions must also meet his explanatory condition. In his view, an account of
the property F must reveal the property that explains why F things are F. As the Euthyphro
explains, we might find an account that is extensionally adequate but still fails to reveal the
explanatory property; that is why ‘the pious is what all the gods love’ is not an adequate
definition of the pious.

Plato notices that the explanatory demand makes the epistemological demand harder to
satisfy. The explanatory demand involves a counterfactual test that appeals to change. If the
gods were to love something different, and nothing else changed, it would not follow that
what is pious also changes; for we assume that it is something about the pious itself that
explains why the gods love it. Hence the account that Socrates rejects seems to meet the
epistemological condition, but to fail the explanatory condition. Similarly, we might find
an extensionally adequate account (let us suppose) of justice by identifying it with the
provisions of Athenian law; such an account would also meet the epistemological condition.
But it would not give us an explanatory account. Even if all and only the provisions of
Athenian law were just, it would not follow that justice is to be defined as what Athenian
law prescribes; for if Athenian law changed, and nothing else changed, it would not follow
that what is just would change too. We assume, as we assumed about piety, that facts about
just actions (etc.) themselves explain why just laws are just, and so we assume that changes
in the law do not by themselves imply changes in what is just. The explanatory condition,
therefore, requires us to reject proposed definitions that would be satisfactory if we required
only extensional adequacy.

Reflexion on Socrates’ explanatory condition, therefore, might reasonably lead us to
doubt whether his epistemological condition is reasonable. The most plausible candidates
for reductive definitions meeting the epistemological condition do not seem to satisfy the
explanatory condition. Plato might reasonably conclude that we cannot expect a definition
to satisfy both conditions and that we need to choose between them. Plato decides that the
explanatory condition is more fundamental, and that we ought to give up the epistemological
demand for a reductive definition that eliminates evaluative terms.

This is why Aristotle believes that Plato develops his account of non-sensible forms
in response to Socrates’ search for definitions of ethical properties. In the Phaedo Plato
introduces the ‘just itself” and all the other essences that concern Socrates, and claims
that they are inaccessible to the senses (Phd. 65d4-5, 74all, 75c10-d3, 76d7-9). A correct
account of the forms must provide a satisfactory explanation of why things have the relevant

72



§45 Appropriate Definitions

properties. Being beautiful cannot be the same as being bright coloured, because being
bright coloured is not the property that makes things beautiful (100c9—e3). Similarly, the
fact that children bury their parents does not make this particular action of these children
burying their parents fine; for that fact might equally be found in a shameful action (if, for
instance, the children had murdered their parents first).

This explanatory demand helps us to understand Plato’s repeated claim that whereas the
form of F cannot be both F and not F, sensible Fs are both F and not-F, or (as he also
expresses it) change from being F to being not-F. The many beautifuls (justs, equals, and so
on) are both beautiful and ugly (R. 479a5-b10). In contrast to the F things that are both F and
not F, the form of F must be free from this compresence of opposites (Symp. 210e5-211a5;
cf. HMa. 291d1-3). Even if we believe that necessarily the gods love only what is pious, the
god-beloved changes from being pious to being impious. If the gods were to love unjust
action, and if unjust action is necessarily impious, god-beloved action would be impious; but
the pious itself cannot undergo this change from being pious to being impious.

The explanatory role of the forms helps to explain why Plato claims that forms, in contrast
to sensibles, are free of change and flux. The form of F must be free of flux, not liable to
variation between being F and being not-F, whereas sensible Fs are liable to this variation
(Phd. 78d—e). Sensible properties such as being what the gods love, or being prescribed by
Athenian law, are liable to variation between being pious or just and being impious or unjust.
Plato’s explanatory demand suggests that the change he has in mind includes counterfactual
change as well as actual change. If Athenian laws changed so that they rewarded murder
rather than punishing it, and nothing else changed, Athenian laws would become unjust
rather than just, but justice would not require us to reward murder. Even if actual Athenian
law coincided with the demands of justice, we could not identify justice with the demands of
Athenian law; for Athenian law is subject to change from being just to being unjust, whereas
justice is not subject to these changes.

45. Appropriate Definitions

If Plato takes his claims about non-sensible and unchanging forms to follow from the
acceptance of Socrates’ explanatory condition and the rejection of Socrates’ epistemological
condition for definitions, we would expect him not to reject attempted definitions that fail
to reduce moral properties to non-evaluative properties. Moreover, we might expect him
to be readier than Socrates is to accept definitions that meet the explanatory but not the
epistemological condition.

Our expectations are fulfilled by the progress of the argument in the Republic. At the
outset Socrates rejects an account of justice as telling the truth and returning what we have
received. This property of returning what we have received offers us a reductive definition,
since no moral dispute enters into whether we have received something and whether we are
returning it. But the property changes from being just to being unjust; it is unjust to return
our friend’s sword to him if he has gone mad and is threatening to kill himself (R. 331c7-9).
Plato assumes that necessarily a just person does not inflict undeserved harm on others and
that we would be doing this if we gave back our friend’s sword in these circumstances.
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Thrasymachus’ intervention draws our attention to questions about the search for
reductive definitions. For Thrasymachus wants ‘perspicuous and accurate’ (336c6—d4)
accounts that eliminate such terms as ‘due’ or ‘appropriate’. If we could satisfy Thrasymachus’
demand, we would find accounts that would eliminate disputes by reducing moral to non-
evaluative properties. The search for perspicuity and exactness seems to underlie Socrates’
search for definitions of moral properties as well.

In Republic i Socrates does not comment directly on Thrasymachus’ demand, and, since
he offers no definition of justice, he does not make it clear whether or not he thinks
he ought to satisfy it. But he certainly does not endorse the demand for a perspicuous
and accurate account that would satisfy Thrasymachus. He seems to be sympathetic to
Simonides” account of justice as ‘rendering what is due to each person’ (331e3—4). He does
not say that this is an adequate account, but he does not rule it out on the ground that it
contains a disputed evaluative term (‘due’).

We can reach a more positive conclusion, however, if we consider Book iv. This marks a
sharp contrast with the inconclusive Socratic dialogues, which fail to reach accounts of the
cardinal virtues. In Book iv Plato claims to define all of them as conditions of the well-ordered
soul. He takes these definitions to satisfy the explanatory condition; he claims that virtuous
acts are virtuous because they are appropriately related to good order in the soul. But if he
still accepted the epistemological condition, he would not accept these definitions. For they
do not eliminate disputed moral terms. Plato’s account of justice has the same form as the
Simonidean account. Justice involves ‘doing one’s own’, one’s proper function, and thereby
‘having one’s own’, what is due to one (433e6-434al). The explanations of ‘doing one’s own’
and ‘having one’s own’ imply that, like the Simonidean account, Plato’s accounts contain
moral terms, and so do not satisfy Thrasymachus’ demand for perspicuous and accurate
accounts.

The same is true of the other virtues that Plato discusses in Republic iv. Bravery is
described as preservation of right belief under the control of the wisdom in the rational
part; temperance is concord between the parts under the control of the wisdom in the
rational part. Each of these accounts mentions the rational part and its wisdom, which is
its knowledge of the good. Similarly, justice consists in each part doing its own work under
the control of the wisdom in the rational part. These accounts would eliminate moral terms
only if we could specify knowledge of the good in non-moral terms; and to do this we would
need an account of the good in non-moral terms. Plato says nothing to suggest that he can
provide such an account; nor does he suggest that he needs such an account in order to give
an adequate account of the virtues.

It is not surprising, then, that Plato does not repeat Socrates” acknowledgment of failure
in the search for definitions. He believes that he succeeds, not because he believes he can do
just what Socrates was trying to do, but because he believes Socrates was trying to do what
could not be done. Given that Socrates expected acceptable accounts to be both explanatory
and reductive, he was right to think he failed to find accounts of the virtues. But Plato
concludes that we should look for explanatory but non-reductive accounts, and he offers
such accounts in the Republic.

On this point Plato agrees with Price and Moore in rejecting attempts to define moral
properties as ‘natural’ properties (if natural properties are understood as non-normative
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properties). But he does not believe moral properties are simple or indefinable. Price and
Moore reach this conclusion partly because they believe that a definition must analyse the
definiendum into simpler elements. This demand for simplicity is not exactly the same as
Socrates’ demand for the elimination of disputed evaluative terms, but it has the same effect;
for Price believes that if we use further evaluative terms in defining an evaluative property,
we are offering a ‘mere synonymy’ rather than a proper definition. Plato implicitly answers
this objection. In his view, an account that captures the appropriate explanatory role of
the relevant property meets any reasonable condition on definitions. If we insist on the
elimination of disputed terms, we cannot find accounts of moral properties.

With these arguments about non-sensible forms Plato formulates a meta-ethical position
to support moral inquiry. Socrates’ inquiries depend on meta-ethical presuppositions; Plato
makes some of these presuppositions explicit, and tries to identify the metaphysical and
epistemological commitments we undertake in looking for the moral properties that explain
why things are good, just, fine, and so on. Aristotle correctly attributes this meta-ethical
interest to Plato, taking it to be the source of the reflexions that result in the theory of
non-sensible forms. While Plato’s interest in the metaphysics and epistemology of the forms
goes beyond its meta-ethical sources, his meta-ethical interests make him the founder of
meta-ethical inquiry, and in particular of a distinctively realist, non-naturalist, non-reductive
doctrine of the nature of moral properties.

46. Non-rational Desires

Aristotle mentions the theory of separated forms as a Platonic development of Socratic
doctrine; Plato agrees with Socrates about the importance of forms in Socratic inquiry,
but differs from Socrates in claiming that the forms are separate from sensibles. In moral
psychology Aristotle claims that Plato disagrees more directly with Socrates. Aristotle
criticizes Socrates for identifying the virtues with knowledge, and thereby eliminating
the non-rational part of the soul, passion, and character (MM 1182a15-23); in rejecting a
non-rational part of the soul, he makes the virtues “pointless’ (1183b8-18).* Aristotle praises
Plato for recognizing a non-rational part of the soul (1182a23-6).

Aristotle sees that Socrates’ cognitive account of the virtues depends on his rejection of
the possibility of incontinence, and, more generally, on his rejection of non-rational human
motives; if he did not reject them, he could not reasonably resist Protagoras’ suggestion that
virtue requires the training of non-rational desires, and so cannot be confined to knowledge
(Pr. 352a4—c7). If, then, Plato recognizes a non-rational part of the soul, he should reject
Socrates’ views on incontinence, and should nothold a purely cognitive account of the virtues.

The main discussion of rational and non-rational desires appears in Republic iv. Though the
Gorgias anticipates the discussion of parts, and the reference to these parts in the description
of the different virtues (Gorg. 493b1-3; 505b), it does not argue as clearly for the partition of
the soul. We may reasonably turn to the Republic, then, to see how and why Plato disagrees
with Socrates.

4 On the MM see §66n3.
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It is relatively easy to see how he disagrees with Socrates.” He remarks that sometimes we
are thirsty, and yet refuse (or ‘are unwilling’, ouk ethelein, 439c2) to drink, because of some
reason that inhibits us from drinking (439d1, ek logismou). He does not suggest that in such
cases our belief that we ought not to drink or that it is better not to drink invariably controls
our desire or determines our action. On the contrary, he suggests that our judgment about
the good does not control us. He mentions the unfortunate Leontius, whose urge (epithumia)
to look at corpses moved him to action even though he thought it was bad and shameful
(439e6—440a3). Leontius does not provide a direct counter-example to Socrates, since the
conflict he suffers involves two of his non-rational parts, the spirited and the appetitive parts.
But Plato’s comment on this example generalizes the point so that it also applies to a conflict
between the rational part and the appetitive part (440a8—b7). He does not take it for granted
that the desires of the rational part will always move us to action against the tendency of
our non-rational desires.

Since Plato’s description of these examples implies that it is possible for an agent to believe
that one action is better than another, but to choose the one believed to be worse, he
commits himself to rejecting Socrates’ claim, defended in the Protagoras, that such choices
are impossible. That is why he warns us not to assume that all our desires are for goods
(438a1-5). The thesis that Plato questions is the Socratic thesis that all desire is for the good,;
Plato notices cases in which an agent acts on a desire that is not flexible in relation to beliefs
about the good.

47. Why a Tripartite Soul?

While these points about the opposition between Plato and Socrates are relatively clear
(though not wholly indisputable), it is more difficult to see why Plato disagrees with Socrates.
Socrates recognizes cases that we intuitively describe as cases of incontinence; but he argues
that this description embodies an error, and that there are no real cases of incontinence.
Does Plato simply assert that there are such cases because they are intuitively obvious? That
would not be much of an argument against Socrates” claim that the assumptions underlying
our intuitive description are false.

If Plato were simply saying that incontinence is possible, despite Socrates” denial, it would
be surprising that he takes so long to say it. For he embeds his remarks on incontinence in
a division of the soul into three ‘parts’ or ‘kinds’. We might reasonably expect Plato to use
this tripartiton to explain how incontinence is possible, rather than simply to assert that it is
possible. But to see how it might explain incontinence, we need to see what the tripartition
means. Why should we assign different desires to three different parts?

Different mental activities do not require different parts of the soul (cf. 436a8-b3) unless
they are contrary to each other; contrary activities require different explanatory principles
(cf. Phd. 96c¢—97b, 100c—101c). To find the relevant kind of contrariety between desires Plato
distinguishes those that rest on reasoning from those that are simply impulses towards
certain satisfactions, and from those that display anger (R. 439c9—e4).

5 Carone, ‘Stoic’, denies that Plato disagrees with Socrates on these points.
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Many readers have been willing to accept Plato’s two-way division between rational and
non-rational desires, but unwilling to accept his three-way division into three parts, rational,
spirited, and appetitive. The spirited (thumoeides) part has aroused most suspicion. It strikes
many readers as being intrusive and ill-conceived; at first it seems to include only anger,
but then it expands to love of honour. Neither of these descriptions seems to yield a class
of desires parallel to the rational and non-rational. Some have suggested that Plato simply
fabricates this part to provide an intra-psychic parallel to the three classes in the ideal state
of the Republic.°

We may form a more favourable view of Plato’s tripartition, however, if we attend
more carefully to his description of the different parts. The mark of the rational part is not
simply the fact that its desires depend on some sort of reasoning; for instrumental reasoning
about how to satisfy hunger or thirst does not make the resulting desire for food or drink a
rational desire. Though Plato does not make this point explicit in Book iv, he insists on it in
Books viii—ix, in his description of the different kinds of unjust souls corresponding to the
deviant constitutions. The oligarchic person engages in frequent and effective instrumental
reasoning about how to make money; but in confining the rational part to this role, he
subjects it to the desires of the appetitive part (553d1-8). The mere fact that he has engaged
in instrumental reasoning does not make the resulting desires into desires of the rational
part. The oligarchic person fails a condition for rational desire that Plato has already stated
without explanation; we act on desires of the rational part only when the desires are based
on a conception of what is good for the whole soul and for each part (442c6-8). This holistic,
optimizing attitude belongs to desires that are flexible in relation to our conception of the
ultimate good; hence, we may say that they involve eudaemonist rationality, as Socrates
conceives it.

This description of the rational part helps us to understand the kind of ‘contrariety’ that is
necessary for a division into parts. Plato does not believe that every sort of conflict between
desires creates the relevant sort of contrariety; the desire for food and the desire for sleep
may conflict if I am both very hungry and very sleepy, but Plato does not assign them to
different parts. We come closer to Plato’s idea of contrariety if we think of our forming
desires that embody objections to other desires. To form an objection, we need something
more than a mere aversion; we also need to have something against the desire we are averse
to, so that we criticize it and reject it. We might, then, suggest that contrariety towards a
desire requires an evaluative attitude towards it.

If this is what Plato has in mind, his tripartition is intelligible, and his description of the
spirited part appears less arbitrary. For he notices that evaluative attitudes to desires are not
confined to those that rest on the holistic outlook of optimizing practical reason. We can
usefully distinguish criticisms based on some consideration of good and bad from those that
are based on global practical reason. This distinction makes room for the distinctive outlook
of the spirited part. To be angry and ashamed at our desires and at the actions they move
us to, we need not evaluate them from the global perspective; we need only have some
conception of good and bad beyond the satisfaction of this or that appetite.

s See, e.g., Penner, “Thought’.
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The suggestion that the spirited part embodies an evaluative, but incompletely evaluative,
point of view, is illustrated by a remark of Aristotle’s. He suggests that the spirited part hears
the instructions of reason, but incompletely, like a hasty servant who rushes off to carry out
an order before he has heard all of it. When he hears ‘Bring me . . .", he does not wait to hear
‘a pen’, but, completing the instruction wrongly, goes to bring a book (MM 1202b12-21; EN
1149a25-b1).

We can grasp the same point by a comparison with one of Plato’s bipartite divisions.
In Republic x he discusses perceptual illusions in which (e.g.) the stick still appears bent
to me, though I also believe, on the basis of relevant evidence, that it is really straight
(R. 602c7-603a6). Here he contrasts the immediate visual impression, insensitive to evidence
about the context, with the beliefbased on all the relevant evidence.” In this two-way contrast
Plato does not mention any intermediate case. But reflexion on his principle of division
suggests that he ought to allow the possibility of an intermediate case. For we might revise
our initial impressions on the basis of some relevant evidence without considering everything
relevant; hence we might form a belief that is sensitive to some evidence and insensitive to
other evidence. The spirited part is partially sensitive in this way to evaluative considerations
relevant to the acceptance and rejection of desires. Even though Plato sometimes uses a
bipartite instead of a tripartite division, the underlying principle of division leaves room for
a tripartition.

But even if a tripartition is intelligible, why is it relevant? Why not simply distinguish
simple appetites (altogether insensitive to evaluation) from desires that respond (to whatever
degree) to evaluation? Plato’s tripartition is reasonable if he seeks to isolate a class of desires
and motivational states that are partly responsive and partly non-responsive. This class
includes many emotions that are relevant to morality. As Plato sees, anger, pride, self-
esteem, and pity are not simple impulses. If I am hungry or cold, I feel the same way even
if I reflect that I ought not to be hungry (I have just eaten quite enough) or cold. But anger
is not quite the same; if I am angry at you for having kicked me, but I come to believe you
did not kick me and so you are not an appropriate object of my anger, I will no longer be
angry at you, though some other emotion may be left.® This does not mean my anger will
respond to all the relevant considerations; even if I know this is not a good time to be angry,
or that what you did is not important enough to be angry about, I may still be angry.

Recognition of incomplete evaluative outlooks is relevant for understanding both emo-
tions and virtues. The desires of the appetitive part are similar to those in non-rational
animals, in so far as they do not respond to considerations of better and worse. But Plato
sees that considerations of better and worse are not confined to the global point of view of
the rational part. Some of these considerations may be embodied in motives of the spirited
part; this embodiment is comparatively rigid, in so far as the desires do not respond to all
the relevant rational considerations.

7 Plato describes them as two cases of belief (doxazein), 603a1-2.

8 Butler explores this general point about emotions in his discussion of resentment in Sermon viii. In viii 5 he
distinguishes purely instinctive and non-evaluative ‘sudden anger’ from anger, including some cases of ‘hasty anger’, that
depends on some evaluation. As I understand Plato, Butler’s ‘sudden anger’ does not belong to the spirited part, but some
‘hasty anger’ does. Bernard’s note ad loc. mentions Hobbes as a source for Butler’s distinction, but does not mention
Plato. Against Bernard's suggestion that the N'T use of ‘thumos” and ‘0rgé’ matches Butler’s distinction see Kittel, TDNT
iii 168.
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The rigidity of spirited motives is relevant to the moral training of people who, in Plato’s
view, are not capable of guiding their life correctly by the outlook of the rational part. If their
rational part is easily confused, and likely to reach the wrong conclusions, it may be better if
they are controlled by the more rigid motives of the spirited part; for these motives may be
trained to retain sounder views than the rational part would reach on its own account.

The spirited part has this role not only in people—such as the auxiliaries in Plato’s
state—whose rational part is incapable of guiding correctly, but also in people with an
enlightened rational part. For we may recognize on some occasions that our reasoning is
likely to be mistaken on other occasions—if, for instance, we have to decide what to do at
very short notice in an emergency. In such cases it may be sensible to decide to allow our
spirited emotions to guide us in the situation we foresee. If the rational part guides one’s life
as a whole, it may still decide not to impose its guidance on each particular occasion.

Plato may reasonably claim, therefore, that his tripartition of the soul allows a more
complex and more plausible account of motivation than we can construct on the basis
of Socrates” views, or on the basis of a simple division between rational and non-rational
desires. The spirited part makes it especially clear why someone who shares Socrates’ belief
in the moral importance of practical reason need not be reluctant to allow desires that are
not wholly responsive to practical reason. In the Protagoras Socrates suggested that if we
recognize such desires, we allow knowledge to be dragged around like a slave. In the Gorgias
Plato recognizes non-rational desires, but suggests only that they need to be restrained and
controlled. In the Republic his view is more qualified. Some non-rational desires need to
be restrained, but others help us to embody the control of practical reason. On this basis
Plato might reasonably claim to be defending Socrates’ claim that virtue requires the rule of
practical reason, by giving up his over-simplified claims about the relation of reason to desire.

48. Why Parts of the Soul?

We have now seen why Plato has a reasonable argument against the Socratic rejection of
non-rational desires, and why his tripartition of desires is not arbitrary, but an important
element in his argument. But we have not yet explained why he represents his division
as a partition. He does not simply classify desires into these three different types. He also
ascribes to each part some of the features of a subject of desires; for some mental conflicts
are described as disputes between the parts of the soul, as though these were somewhat
similar to disputes between different people. How seriously should we take this aspect of
the tripartition?

If Plato treated each part as an agent, he would apparently be duplicating a problem rather
than solving it. If we are trying to understand the relations between desires that constitute an
agent, we do not seem to make much progress by treating them as relations between agents;
for we are presupposing the relations that we are trying to understand. This objection does
not apply, however, if each part is a simplified agent that results from abstracting certain
elements from an actual agent.®

° Bobonich, PUR, ch. 3, provides an illuminating treatment of the parts of the soul as agents, though he goes further
in this direction than I would be inclined to go.
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A non-rational part is similar to an agent in so far as it has some conception of itself. Each
non-rational part can recognize the ‘kinship” of reason to itself (402a3—4); hence it has some
conception of itself that it can consider, to see what reason can do for it. In a well-governed
soul the different parts agree about which part ought to rule (431d9—el). Since the rational
part rules in the interest of the whole soul and of each part (442c6-8), this is the basis on
which each part consents to rule by the rational part. If the non-rational parts recognize that
the rational part rules in their interest, they have a conception of themselves and of their
interest. If we have a conception of ourselves, we refer to the past and future; we are capable
of regret (in the minimal sense of displeasure at something we have done in the past, if, for
instance, we have foolishly forgone some pleasure we could have had) and of fear and hope.
If the non-rational parts have conceptions of themselves and some concern for themselves,
they are capable of these attitudes.

If the appetitive part has desires that rest on this conception of itself, it is sometimes moved
by the awareness that x is a more efficient instrumental means than y; considerations of
efficiency tell me that one means fits better than another with my various appetitive aims. But
we do not always act on these considerations; though we recognize that our future appetites
will be satisfied if we do not satisfy this particular appetite now, we may choose to satisfy
it none the less. This conflict of preferences, however, does not imply incontinence, since
incontinence requires us to recognize the merits of a particular course of action apart from
the strength of our desires. The appetitive part lacks a system of values that takes account of
something more than the comparative strength of different desires. It lacks Butler’s division
between power and authority, which ascribes authority to the rational part.!°

According to Plato, this outlook of the appetitive part is the outlook of a simplified agent
who lacks the rational and holistic outlook of the ordinary rational agent. If we believe
that the only function for practical reason is instrumental, revealing the means that causally
contribute to satisfying non-rational desires for ends, we will believe that Plato’s picture
of appetitive agency is an accurate account of agency. The outlook that Plato ascribes to
the appetitive part is very similar to the account of agency that we derive from the Greek
Sceptics and from Hobbes and Hume. According to this account, virtue does not require
practical reason to rule over non-rational passion; it simply requires the appropriate passions
to be strong enough to dominate the others.

If each part of the soul has some aspects of agency, Plato’s partition helps to explain some
features of incontinence that provoke Socratic objections. Socrates sees that a single desire
by itself does not explain an action; a particular desire makes an action intelligible because
the desire itself is intelligible, fitting into some longer-term pattern of choices and actions.
Socrates infers that desires make action intelligible because they ultimately aim at the agent’s
happiness. Plato, however, believes that happiness is not the only long-term aim that allows
us to explain particular actions. The non-rational parts of the soul have some of the structure
that Socrates attributes to the desires of the rational agent, but only the rational part has
the structure that focusses on the agent’s happiness. The tripartition of the soul suggests
that incontinence is not only possible, but also—within certain limits, and from a restricted
point of view—reasonable.

10 See Butler, Sii 14.
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It does not make clear, however, how incontinence happens. Does the non-rational part
overcome because it is somehow too strong for the rational part? Or is the rational part
somehow too lazy, so that it does not assert its position as forcefully as it should? These
metaphors of strength, laziness, and forcefulness need further explanation before we can
see whether Plato takes non-rational strength or rational deficiency to explain action against
reason. Though he does not discuss incontinence fully, some of his remarks in the Republic
allow us to grasp more clearly the sort of position he endorses.

49. The Tripartite Soul, Virtue, and Vice

So far we have seen how the doctrine of a tripartite soul contributes to the understanding
of mental conflict, and hence to a sounder conception of moral education and the moral
virtues. Plato has explained why virtue requires the co-operation of the different parts of the
soul, under the control of the rational part. The control of the rational part ensures that the
ends we choose on the basis of rational deliberation about the good will control our choices
and actions.

This description of rational control is not yet a description of virtue. For the virtuous
person makes the right choice of ends, but Plato acknowledges that some people’s rational
deliberation and choice of ends is mistaken. To explain the mistake, he appeals again to
his account of the three parts of the soul. Since each of the non-rational parts includes a
conception of itself and of its ultimate ends, the agent (the person whose soul includes all
three parts) has a choice of different ways to think of himself; he may adopt a non-rational
part’s conception of itself as his conception of himself. Since each of the non-rational parts
has a conception of itself that represents it (the part) as a sort of agent, the agent (the whole
person) may think of himself as having only the sort of agency that a part recognizes.

Plato does not believe that people who accept the outlook of a non-rational part are
virtuous, even though they are, in one respect, controlled by the rational part. The rational
part chooses to accept the conception of one’s ends that belongs to a non-rational part,
and this choice is effective; to that extent the rational part controls. But since the ends that
control the lives of these agents are the ends of a non-rational part, the non-rational part
controls them.

Plato describes the different people who make these mistaken choices in his account of the
different constitutions resulting from the collapse of the ideal state (R. viii—ix). The different
individuals whose souls have the structure of the different imperfect constitutions are those
who have made the wrong choices about the ends that are worth pursuing. As Plato puts
it, each of the individuals has made a different decision about handing over power to one
or another part (550b6, 553b—c). These decisions are made by the rational part, taking the
point of view of the whole soul, but relying on a false conception of the interests of the
whole soul, because it takes the outlook of a non-rational part too seriously. In handing over
power to a non-rational part, the rational part abdicates responsibility and control.

This abdication is attractive to the rational part if it accepts the conception of practical
reason that underlies the outlook of the non-rational parts. Their impoverished conception
involves some degree of scepticism about the competence and scope of practical reason;
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the only role they see for it is an instrumental role in finding ways to satisfy non-rational
desires. If reason has no non-instrumental role, we cannot rely on it to answer questions
about the ends we ought to pursue; we must rely on desires that are independent of reason.
The non-rational parts present us with these desires. Hence someone whose rational part
is unduly influenced by these views about the functions of the rational part will come to
believe that his rational part ought not to be looking for any ends distinct from the ends
of the non-rational parts, because it is not competent to find them. It convinces itself that
Hume is right about the scope of practical reason.

Someone who sees only an instrumental role for practical reason implicitly denies that
Butler’s distinction between strength and authority applies to the choice of ends. In Butler’s
view, reasonable self-love is distinguished from the particular passions in so far as it acts on
reasons for doing x that are recognized as distinct from the strength of my desire for doing
x.11 In deciding whether to do x or y, rational self-love does not simply try to register the
comparative strength of my desire for x and for y, but considers the comparative merits of
the actions themselves. If a strictly instrumental view of practical reason were right, there
would be no comparative merits to be considered; hence there would be no basis apart from
comparative strength of desires for deciding between one end and another.

We will doubt the strictly instrumental view, if we believe, contrary to Hume, that it is
rational to plan for the efficient satisfaction of our desires. If we allow that this is rational,
we seem to give practical reason a non-instrumental role. The efficient planner agrees that if
I have desires of equal strength for A, B, and C, and if x will get me A and B, whereas y will
get me only C at the cost of A and B, then I have reason to choose x over y. Hume denies
that this concern for efficiency is rational; that is why he denies that it is contrary to reason
to prefer the destruction of the world to the scratching of my finger. But his denial rests on
his inadequately-defended view of the scope of practical reason.!? If we believe, contrary to
Hume, that concern for efficiency is rational because it rests on concern for my whole self,
we have equally good reason for some discrimination among ends. If at the moment I care
equally about A, B, and C, but I realize that any pursuit of C will prevent my getting A and
B, whereas pursuit either of A or of B does not interfere with the pursuit of the other, why
is it not rational for me to abandon C in favour of A and B? If comparative considerations
can induce me to adjust my choice of means, they can also induce me to adjust my choice
of ends.

The rational part finds appropriate ways to adjust desires because it has a conception of
the interest of the whole soul that is distinct from the satisfaction of the desires of each
part. In so far as it has a conception of a self that is independent of current desires and
their strength, it has a point of view that allows it to criticize the aims of current desires. A
non-rational part relies entirely on considerations that are independent of the considerations
appealing to the other parts of the soul, and it gives no weight to the concerns of the other
parts. The rational part, however, takes account of these concerns and their comparative
merits. The fact that something satisfies our appetites is a point in its favour, whether or not
it appeals to our sense of honour and shame; the fact that something appeals to our sense of
honour is a point in its favour whether or not this fact is reflected in any of our appetites.

11 See Butler, Sii 13. 12 See Hume, T'ii 3.3, §6, 416.
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A non-rational part relies on considerations that are independent of the considerations
appealing to the other parts of the soul, but the rational part takes proper account of these
considerations and their comparative weight. The fact that something satisfies our appetites
is a point in its favour, whether or not it appeals to our sense of honour and shame; the fact
that something appeals to our sense of honour is a point in its favour whether or not this
fact is reflected in any of our appetites.A non-rational part relies on considerations that are
independent of the considerations appealing to the other parts of the soul, but the rational
part takes proper account of these considerations and their comparative weight. The fact
that something satisfies our appetites is a point in its favour, whether or not it appeals to our
sense of honour and shame; the fact that something appeals to our sense of honour is a point
in its favour whether or not this fact is reflected in any of our appetites.A non-rational part
relies on considerations that are independent of the considerations appealing to the other
parts of the soul, but the rational part takes proper account of these considerations and their
comparative weight. The fact that something satisfies our appetites is a point in its favour,
whether or not it appeals to our sense of honour and shame; the fact that something appeals
to our sense of honour is a point in its favour whether or not this fact is reflected in any of
our appetites.

The rational part, therefore, decides by considering the merits of different desires and
their objects, from the point of view of the whole soul rather than a part. Once we recognize
the one-sided outlook of the non-rational parts, we will see that we cannot adopt such an
outlook if we are concerned with the good of the whole soul; even if we do not know
what the good of the whole soul consists in, we can see that the non-rational parts are too
one-sided to give us any reason for confidence in them. Plato develops these objections
to the non-rational parts in order to show why we need to recognize non-instrumental
practical reason. He argues that we are better off if we are guided by the rational part, since
its outlook is impartial between the aims of the non-rational parts, and comprehensive in its
concern for the whole soul.

This conclusion shows why Plato’s partition of the soul does not simply reject Socrates’
denial of incontinence. We might disagree with Socrates on the existence of non-rational
desires and their potential conflict with rational desires, while still accepting his account of
rational desires. Socrates says nothing to suggest that practical reason has anything more
than an instrumental role in finding means to the satisfaction of a non-rational desire. In
his view, the only ultimate end we pursue is happiness; for all he says, we might take
our desire for happiness to be non-rational, and might take practical reason to be wholly
concerned to find instrumental means to happiness. Plato’s partition of the soul implies that
the non-rational parts pursue distinct ultimate ends, and that the task of practical reason is to
find the correct ultimate ends to pursue. Though neither Socrates nor Plato discusses these
different views about practical reason formally and explicitly, it is convenient, and not too
inaccurate, to summarize their differences by saying that Plato rejects Socrates” Humean
conception in favour of a Butlerian conception.

Plato believes that this account of the rational part of the soul is important not only for
moral psychology, but also for an account of the virtues. He believes that a well-ordered
soul that is genuinely guided by practical reason will also possess the cardinal virtues, and
in particular that it will be just. Contrary to Socrates, he does not affirm the unity of the
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virtues, since he does not identify all the cardinal virtues with wisdom. But he affirms their
reciprocity. We cannot be genuinely brave unless we are guided by wisdom in the rational
part of the soul, and similarly, we cannot have any of the other virtues unless our soul is
guided by the rational part, with the other parts in harmony.!? To see why Plato believes
this, we need to look more closely at his conception of the virtues, and in particular at his
conception of justice.

50. Why is Justice to be Chosen for Itself?

We found that in the earlier dialogues Socrates takes virtue to be sufficient for happiness,
and that he affirms the unity of the virtues; hence he claims that the just person is happy.
In Republic i he argues for this claim against Thrasymachus, but in Book ii Glaucon and
Adeimantus persuade Socrates to re-open the question, because they find the answer to
Thrasymachus unsatisfactory. Hence the Socrates of Book i appears to agree with the
position of Socrates in the earlier dialogues, and the Socrates of Republic ii appears to regard
that position as unsatisfactory. Is this appearance correct?

To see what is unsatisfactory about Socrates’ previous answer, we need only consider
Glaucon’s demands on an adequate defence of justice. He expects a defence to show
that justice is worth choosing both for its own sake and for its consequences, and he
complains that Socrates has not shown that justice is worth choosing for its own sake
(357b4-358a3). But even if Socrates answered this demand, he would not have satisfied
Glaucon and Adeimantus. For they ask Socrates to prove not only that justice is some sort
of non-instrumental good, but also that it is so great a non-instrumental good that the just
person, simply by being just, is better off than anyone else, no matter how badly off the just
person may be in other ways and no matter how well off anyone else may be in other ways
(367a5—e5).

These demands have no parallel in the earlier dialogues or in Republic i. In these dialogues
Socrates does not defend, and does not even formulate, the claim that justice is to be chosen
for its own sake, apart from its consequences. All his claims about virtue are consistent with
his believing that virtue is simply a causal means to the non-instrumental good of happiness,
not a non-instrumental good in its own right. In describing virtue as the measuring craft that
discovers what maximizes pleasure, Plato shows how virtue is instrumental to happiness.
Similarly, if he accepts an adaptive conception of happiness, he treats virtue as a means
to securing the appropriate match between desires and circumstances. We have found it
difficult to decide whether Socrates always assumes this purely instrumental conception of
virtue in relation to happiness, but we have found no reason to suppose that he explicitly
rejects it. Plato, however, believes it is important to deny that justice is a purely instrumental
good.

Glaucon and Adeimantus argue that this is important because it allows us to separate
those who are really just from those who are only apparently just. In their view, if we
value justice only for its consequences, we are not really just. If we value justice only for its

13 On the unity and reciprocity of the virtues see §12.
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consequences, and we find that we can secure these consequences by appearing just without
the disadvantages that result from really being just, we will prefer apparent to real justice.
Glaucon infers that if this is our preference we are not really just; for we do not expect a just
person to be ready to abandon justice if he could gain equally good or better consequences
by being unjust.

Glaucon illustrates his point by the example of Gyges’ ring (359c6—360d7).1* He considers
a counterfactual situation in which someone can have all the advantages of appearing just,
but also all the advantages of being actually unjust; Gyges gains all the benefits of aggression
on other people, without being suspected of being unjust. Glaucon suggests that most people
would prefer to be unjust, if they had Gyges’ ring, and that therefore they are not really just,
because they do not choose justice for its own sake.

Is this a reasonable condition for being just? Plato agrees with Kant in deciding someone’s
commitment to morality by considering circumstances in which the other motives that
usually support one’s commitment to morality do not support it; hence Kant considers cases
in which honesty is not good for business, and cases in which we lack the sympathetic feelings
that normally make us pleased to help other people.!* Some of Plato’s ancient critics agree
with some of Kant’s modern critics in rejecting this appeal to counterfactual circumstances
as a test of genuine commitment to virtue. Carneades argues that in the reversal of fortune
imagined by Glaucon it would be absurd to prefer the just person’s situation (Cic. Rep.
ili 27), but this does not show that we should not prefer justice in actual circumstances.
As Cicero remarks, some philosophers (probably Epicureans'®) reject the appeal to Gyges’
ring since the example is fictitious, indeed impossible. Cicero replies that this objection is
irrelevant,!” but we might not agree. Why should the fact that we would choose injustice
if we could have Gyges’ ring show that, as things actually are, we really prefer the unjust
person’s life?

It is legitimate to object to counterfactual suppositions if the situations they describe are
too remote from actual circumstances to allow us to see how our moral principles might
apply to them, or if they differ from actual circumstances in exactly the respects that give
our moral principles their point. If, for instance, Glaucon were to describe cases in which
individuals are absolutely self-sufficient and invulnerable, needing no material goods for
their own welfare, he might fairly be accused of removing the circumstances that give justice
its point; the fact (if it is a fact) that we would not care about justice in these counterfactual
circumstances would not at all show that we are not really just or that we care only about
apparent justice.

Glaucon’s counterfactual suppositions, however, simply make clearer, by abstraction and
exaggeration, a consideration that is clearly relevant to our decisions in actual circumstances.
If the only things that matter are the consequences of justice and injustice, then we have

14 Cf. 612b. On what Plato says about Gyges in 359d1, and on the identity of Gyges, see Adam, Rep. i 126-7; Slings,
CNPP 22—4.

15 See Kant, G 397. 16 See Holden on Off. iii 39.

17 “We put them on the rack, so that, if they reply that they would do what was expedient with the prospect of
impunity, they admit that they are criminals’ (Cic. Off: iii 39). See §158. Ambrose, Off. iii 30—2, repeats Cicero’s story, but
then adds (in 33-6) that he will not confine himself to fictions, but will offer actual Scriptural examples. He mentions
David’s decision to spare Saul’s life (1Kgs. 16) and John the Baptist’s decision to denounce Herod (Mt. 14:1-12) as two
illustrations of the priority of the honestum over everything else (37; cf. §332).
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reason to prefer injustice when it has better consequences. While the story of Gyges describes
an unrealistic situation, the sort of opportunity that Gyges takes on a large scale is open
to us on a smaller scale in realistic situations. For we all have the opportunity sometimes
to commit injustice with impunity; and if we agree that Gyges had good reason to do
what he did when the fear of punishment was removed, we must also agree that we have
good reason to commit injustice when the fear of punishment is removed. The kinds of
opportunities that Gyges exploits are precisely the kinds of opportunities that we expect a
just person not to exploit; they are cases where we can commit injustice and get away with
it. Hence anyone who thinks Gyges did the right thing in his situation shows an inadequate
commitment to justice.

Is Glaucon right to suggest that most people endorse the choice that Gyges made? We
might argue that he is wrong, by reminding ourselves of Glaucon’s original explanation of
justice by appeal to a social contract (R. 358b—359b). If we want the benefits of a peaceful
and a stable society, it is reasonable for us all to agree to do what justice requires, for the
sake of these consequences. But Gyges seems to neglect these benefits in his decision to act
unjustly.

An account of justice that emphasizes the benefits of an agreement to observe rules of
justice comes close to the views of Epicurus and Hobbes about the basis of morality in
the pursuit of security. But Hobbes recognizes that Glaucon raises a reasonable question
about this defence of justice. He considers the ‘fool’ who wonders why he should keep
the agreements he has made if he can get away with violating them; though he admits
the advantages to him of general observance of the rules of justice, he does not see why
he should observe them.!® The weakness of Hobbes’s answer to the fool tends to support
Glaucon’s assumption that the benefits of agreeing to observe rules of justice do not answer
his objections to people who choose justice for the sake of its consequences.

On this point justice seems to differ from the self-regarding virtues. In the case of
temperance, we might argue that the ‘natural’ consequences of intemperate actions—the
consequences that result apart from ‘artificial” consequences coming from sanctions from
other people or from divine rewards or punishments—show that we are better off by being
temperate.'® In the case of justice, however, the natural consequences seem to be good for
other people, but not always good for the just agent. Hence an appeal to the consequences of
justice seems to make injustice seem more reasonable. If we look at what actually happens,
the artificial consequences of justice and injustice do not seem to change our minds; social
sanctions can sometimes be avoided, and divine sanctions do not seem to operate uniformly
in the present life.

Plato has made a reasonable case, therefore, to show that those who regard justice as a
purely instrumental good imply that the life of the astute unjust person is better (358c5-6).
The astute unjust person in actual circumstances does not take every opportunity to commit
injustice; he takes the opportunities that promise him advantage with no danger of discovery.
Most of us have some opportunities of this sort; in so far as we are willing to take them, we
show (as Cicero says) that we really prefer to be unjust rather than just.

8 On Epicurus see §158. On the fool see Hobbes, L 15.4.
12 On natural v. artificial consequences see Foster, ‘Mistake’; Mabbott, ‘Utilitarian?’. Cf. §204.
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51. How is Justice a Non-instrumental Good?

Kant uses a counterfactual argument somewhat similar to Plato’s to argue that agents lack a
good will and that their actions lack moral worth if they choose to do what duty requires for
the sake of its good consequences. He concludes that we have a good will only if we choose
‘duty for duty’s sake’, so that we choose what is morally required precisely because it is
morally required and not because of some further aspect of it that is not essential to its being
morally required.?® Plato draws a similar conclusion to Kant’s, in so far as he requires a just
person to choose justice for the sake of justice. The fact that an action is just is a sufficient
reason for the just person to choose it, irrespective of its other properties.

If we agree with Glaucon about what will happen if people choose justice only for the sake
of its consequences, we may reasonably agree that it is better to persuade people to choose
justice for itself, simply because it is just. A society of people who hold this belief might well
be more stable and more cohesive than a society of people who choose justice only for its
consequences. It is a further question, however, whether justice really is worth choosing
for itself apart from its consequences. If we adapted the views of Critias or Mandeville, we
might treat the belief that justice is to be chosen for itself as the outcome of artifice or
convention.?! Plato is sometimes ready to advocate the propagation of useful myths because
of their social benefits, even if they are false.22 If he took that view about justice, he would
hold an ‘opaque’ two-level theory, in which the first-level reason for being just (as it appears
to the just person) conflicts with the second-level justification for cultivating justice (from
the point of view of the theorist). According to such a view, it is instrumentally beneficial
to cultivate the just outlook that regards justice as worthwhile for itself; this is why we will
take care to praise just people even though we do not believe they are right about the value
of justice (cf. 360d2-7).

In the case of justice, however, Plato is not satisfied with an opaque two-level theory.
Glaucon asks Socrates to show that a just person who chooses justice for itself is not
deceived, and that therefore justice deserves to be chosen for its own sake. He assumes that
if justice deserves to be chosen for itself, it must be a non-instrumental good. Hence Socrates
is asked to show that it is a good to be chosen both for its own sake and for its consequences
(357b4-358a9; 367c5—el). Since it is agreed that it is worth choosing for its consequences,
Socrates is asked to set these aside and to concentrate on showing that it is good in its own
right, apart from its consequences.

What is needed to show that justice is good in its own right? We might expect Plato to
claim that justice is good simply in so far as the predicate ‘justice” attaches to it, and that no
further reason can be given to show what makes it good. For any further reason, we might
suppose, would have to introduce some other predicate besides ‘justice’; hence it would not
show that justice is good in so far as it is justice, and so would not show that it is good in
its own right. The only sort of argument that could be given to show that justice is good
in its own right, according to this conception, would consist in reminding us, by appeal to

20 This is an over-simplified statement of Kant’s requirement in G 400.

21 This is Critias’ explanation of the rise of belief in gods who punish injustice that society does not detect. See Sextus,
M ix 54. On Mandeville see Kaye in Mandeville, FB i, Ixiv—Ixvi.

22 Cf. 414b8-415d2 (the noble lie’); Laws 663d6—664a8.
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different examples, that we implicitly treat justice as such a good, apart from predicating
anything else of it.

But if this is what Plato meant by claiming that justice is good in its own right, the
question that Glaucon and Adeimantus ask Socrates would be surprising. For they do not
simply ask him to show that we treat justice as good in itself; they also say something about
the property of justice that would make it good in itself. They ask him to show that a just
person, by being just, is better off than an unjust person (361c3—d3), and to show that justice
in the soul is the greatest good for the soul (366e5-367a4; 367b2—6, c5—e5). In claiming that
something is good in itself, we claim that it is good for someone “who is going to be happy’
(358a1-3).

This statement of the question shows that Plato interprets the claim that justice is good
in itself, and to be chosen for its own sake, as implying that (1) justice promotes happiness,
by making a person happier than he would otherwise be, and that (2) we should prove
this by showing that some other predicate than ‘justice’ belongs to justice. Glaucon and
Adeimantus want Socrates to show what justice is; he was side-tracked from this question in
his discussion with Thrasymachus (354a12—c3). They want him to answer this question by
saying what justice ‘does’ in the soul (366e5-6; 367b4; e3). The answer to this question tells
us what justice is; justice is a state of the soul, and we say what a state or ‘power’ is by
saying what it does (477c1-d6). If we find a Socratic definition of a virtue, we do not simply
repeat the predicate that we initially use to describe the definiendum; we find some other
predicates that give us an account of the property we seek to define. If, then, a Socratic
definition of justice shows that justice is good in its own right, Plato does not suppose that
no other predicate can be substituted for ‘justice” if we want to show that justice is good in
its own right.

From these different remarks we can see what Plato believes is needed for a proof that
justice is a non-instrumental good. He seeks to show that it is non-instrumentally good by
showing that it benefits the just person and promotes his happiness. We find through a
Socratic definition that justice essentially has some further aspect (some further predicate
besides ‘justice’) that shows how it promotes happiness for the agent. The definition does
not introduce a further property besides justice, but it introduces a further predicate of the
same property.

We may wonder whether this explanation of Plato’s position leaves him with a consistent
view about what he wants to prove. We are supposed to show that justice is a non-
instrumental good, and hence that it remains good even when we abstract from its
consequences. But if we try to prove that justice promotes happiness, or that justice makes
someone happier, are we not appealing to a consequence of justice? If so, Plato’s account of
what it is to be good in its own right seems to be an account of something different.

To resolve this apparent conflict in Plato’s position, we need to explain how the claim
that justice makes us happy does not introduce one of the consequences of justice that he
has excluded from consideration. We can explain this if we suppose that Justice makes us
happier’ refers to a non-causal relation, not involving two distinct events or states.?? If it

23 More exactly, we might say that it is not an efficient-causal relation. It would be the relation that Aristotle calls
‘formal causation’.
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means that by being just we are happier, it says what justice is like in its own right, and does
not refer to a causal consequence of justice.*

If happiness is not a consequence of justice, but justice makes the just person happy,
justice must be a constituent of happiness, so that being happy is not separate from being
just. By setting out to prove this about justice and happiness in the Republic, Plato goes
beyond any of Socrates” arguments. We have seen that some of Socrates’” remarks about
virtue and happiness take the relation to be instrumental, and that his other remarks do not
make it clear whether virtue is a means to happiness or identical to it. Plato’s reflexions on
the character of the just person convince him that we can show why it is worthwhile to be
really just if and only if we can show that justice is a constituent of happiness.

52. Is Justice Sufficient for Happiness?

If justice is a non-instrumental good, it must be a constituent of happiness. But if Plato
believes this, he does not commit himself to any view about how many constituents
happiness has. If justice is the only constituent, justice is identical to happiness. According
to this view, justice ‘benefits’ the just person by making him happy. If Plato takes this
view, he remains close to Socrates. Even if, as we have argued, Socrates takes virtue to be
instrumental to happiness, he always takes it to be necessary and sufficient for happiness.
Plato agrees with him on this point if he takes justice to be identical to happiness.

Whether or not Plato takes justice to be the only constituent of happiness, he takes it to
be necessary for happiness, and on this point he agrees with Socrates. To see how far he
departs from Socrates, therefore, we need to ask whether he believes that justice is sufficient
for happiness. What position does the Republic take on this question?

At first sight, the evidence is puzzling. In Book i Socrates states and defends the sufficiency
of justice for happiness (353e10—354a9). The just person is better off than the unjust because
justice is sufficient for happiness and injustice is sufficient for unhappiness. This was the
position of the Gorgias (Gorg. 507a5—c7). The sufficiency thesis is never rejected in the
Republic. But it is never repeated. In Books ii—ix Socrates sets out to prove only that the just
person is in all circumstances happier than the unjust. This comparative thesis is consistent
with the sufficiency thesis, but does not imply it. The comparative thesis is still true if
happiness has other constituents besides justice, but justice is more important than the other
constituents. We may say that if justice itself makes the just person happier than anyone
else, it is the dominant component of happiness.

In Books ii—ix Plato defends the comparative thesis, but never the sufficiency thesis.
Nor does he explicitly deny the sufficiency thesis. We might argue, then, that he takes the
sufficiency thesis for granted, since it has been stated at the end of Book i, and is never
rejected. But a retrospective comment in Book x casts doubt on this argument. Socrates
recalls the fact that in Book ii they abstracted from the consequences of justice in order
to show that justice itself is the best thing for the soul, and that one ought to act justly

24 For further discussion of these questions about consequences of justice, and references to different views, see Irwin,
PE §133.

89



Plato 5

(R. 612a8-b6). Having shown that, they can now legitimately consider what justice leads to
if it is followed by its typical consequences in this life and its invariable consequences in the
afterlife (612b7—c7). When we add these consequences to justice, we find that justice leads
to happiness (621b8—d3).This conclusion does not imply the sufficiency thesis; for it does
not imply that justice itself is sufficient for happiness, but only that justice, together with its
consequences in this life and the afterlife, results in happiness.

This retrospective comment suggests that Plato does not take himself to have proved
the sufficiency thesis in Books ii—ix. On this point the Republic differs from the Gorgias. The
earlier dialogue also ends with a story about the afterlife, which reinforces the conclusion
of the main argument of the dialogue, that justice is sufficient for happiness in this life, by
showing that it leads to happiness in the afterlife as well. The Republic, however, introduces
the afterlife to defend a claim that has not been defended in the main argument of the
dialogue, that justice leads to happiness. Since Plato draws our attention in Book x to the
restricted conclusion (the comparative thesis) that has been defended in the main argument,
we may reasonably infer that he intends to defend only this restricted conclusion in the main
argument (in Books ii-ix) and does not take himself to have defended the sufficiency thesis
as well.

We can support this conclusion if we consider Plato’s attitude to external goods in
the Republic. In the Euthydemus Socrates supports the sufficiency thesis by claiming that
nothing except wisdom is really good. In the Gorgias he supports it by assuming an adaptive
conception of happiness.2* But in the Republic he maintains neither of these views. He does
not suggest that the external goods that the just person undeservedly loses are not genuine
goods, or that they cannot deprive the just person of happiness. Though being just always
makes us happier than we would be if we lacked justice and had all these external goods,
Plato does not suggest that the loss of external goods is not a genuine harm.

It is unlikely that Plato’s failure to say that external goods are not genuine goods is a mere
oversight. The belief that they are not genuine goods is one source of the Cynic argument
for austerity and rejection of external goods. Though Socrates in the early dialogues does not
endorse Cynic austerity, we have seen that it is difficult for him to argue against it, given his
claim about virtue and external goods. Plato’s claims, however, do not offer any opening for
a Cynic argument. If he believes that Socrates’ position on external goods makes Cynicism
seem too attractive, he has a good reason for sticking to a comparative claim about justice
and happiness.

Why does Plato reject Cynic austerity? He might have either of two grounds for rejecting
it: (1) He takes happiness to leave out some goods that are worth pursuing, and so he believes
that, though justice is sufficient for happiness, external goods are worth pursuing apart from
happiness. (2) He takes happiness to comprehend all goods that are worth pursuing, and
so takes it to include external goods (as non-dominant components) as well as justice (the
dominant component). It is unlikely, however, that he holds the first view. For when he
claims that justice is a good that is worth choosing in its own right, he assumes that if it is such
a good, it must benefit the just person by contributing to his happiness. This assumption is

25 On Euthd. 281e see §15. On Gorg. 492e3—494a5 see §25.

920



§53 Inadequate Conceptions of Happiness

reasonable only if Plato assumes that happiness is comprehensive. Probably, then, he holds
the second view about the relation of external goods to happiness.

The Republic does not allow us to decide this question conclusively, because Plato does
not tell us in any detail what he takes happiness to be, and hence does not tell us whether
it is comprehensive. But he fills some of these gaps in the Republic with his discussion of the
good in the Philebus. To understand his position, it will be useful to interrupt our discussion
of the Republic to examine the relevant part of the Philebus. Even though the Philebus is a
later dialogue than the Republic, it helps us to see why someone might reasonably say what
Plato says in the Republic.

53. Inadequate Conceptions of Happiness

The Philebus begins with an instructive examination of two candidates for the ultimate
good—pleasure and intelligence (phronésis; Phil. 11b—c; cf. R. 505b). These candidates
remind us of Cyrenaic and Cynic conceptions of the good, which we have traced to different
directions of reflexion on the Protagoras and Gorgias. In the Protagoras Socrates endorses a
hedonistic conception of the end. The Gorgias seems to reject hedonism, and the Phaedo
(67-9) seems to speak with contempt about the balancing of pleasures and pains. Dialogues
later than the Phaedo qualify this apparent hostility to pleasure. In Republic ix Plato implies
that it is important to show that the just person gains more pleasure than the unjust
(R. 580d—588a). The Laws explains why this is important, by affirming that it is pointless to
expect us to act on the arguments for justice if we are not convinced that the just life is the
pleasantest.2¢

The Philebus enters this debate about the relation of pleasure to the good. It is not clear
whether Plato has the Cyrenaic and Cynic positions clearly in mind. He does not, for
instance, take explicit notice of Aristippus’ rejection of eudaemonism; the Philebus takes it
for granted that defenders of both candidates for the good try to discover the state of one’s
soul that will make one’s life happy (Phil. 11d5-6). But it is still worth asking whether Plato
implicitly considers the questions that the one-sided Socratics raise about the good and
happiness.

Plato rejects both of the one-sided candidates by appeal to general conditions on the good.
These are ‘formal’ conditions, in so far as partisans of different candidates might fairly be
expected to accept them as reasonable conditions for assessing their candidates. Plato does
not explain why they are plausible formal conditions; he leaves that task for Aristotle.?” In
his view, the good must be complete (20d1), so that it lacks nothing and needs nothing
added (20e5-21a2).28 As in the Euthydemus and the Gorgias, Plato assumes that the goodness
of actions, states of mind, and people depends on the human good, which is the goodness

26 See Laws 662c5-d5; 733a1-734a8. For discussion of pleasure in the later dialogues see Bobonich, PUR 350-73.

27 See §66.

28 This abbreviates Plato’s four conditions: (1) It is complete (teleon, 20d1). (2) It is adequate (hikanon, 20d4). (3) It is
universally attractive; every agent who knows it pursues it, wants to get it, and cares nothing about anything else unless
the agent can achieve this other thing together with goods (20d7-10; cf. R. 505d—e). (4) It lacks nothing, needs nothing
added (Phil. 20e5—21a2). Probably (4) is intended to express, or to follow from, the previous conditions.
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of a human life as a whole for the agent who lives it. Hence the discussion of pleasure and
intelligence as candidates for being the good examines their claim to constitute the goodness
of a good human life.

To show that pleasure is not the good, Socrates asks Protarchus whether the life of pleasure
without intelligence is choiceworthy or not (21d3; cf. 22b6). We might be puzzled by this
question. For Socrates takes ‘intelligence” very broadly, so that it covers self-consciousness,
memory, and anticipation, as well as rational reflexion. Surely no sensible hedonist will deny
that intelligence, so understood, helps to increase one’s pleasure. As Socrates argues in the
Protagoras, we need rational calculation to find the life that gives us maximum pleasure on the
whole; hence, we might suppose, hedonism cannot be supposed to advocate a life of pleasure
without intelligence, since a life that maximizes pleasure must also include intelligence as
a means to pleasure. We saw earlier that Socrates’ assumptions in the Protagoras about
prudence may go beyond what the Cyrenaic hedonist accepts.?’ But Plato seems to take
account of the Cyrenaic view with his broad conception of intelligence. As he conceives
it, even Cyrenaics believe that a life of maximum pleasure needs some intelligence. The
supposition of a life of pleasure without intelligence does not seem to be relevant to any life
that a hedonist would endorse. Perhaps, then, we might take this to be Plato’s point: even a
hedonist has to recognize some role for intelligence in the best life.2°

But if this were Plato’s point, it would not help him to show that pleasure alone cannot be
the good. For if the place of intelligence in the best life were purely instrumental, its presence
would not refute the claim that pleasure is the only non-instrumental good. To decide
whether pleasure is the good, we ought not to consider a life that wholly lacks intelligence
but maximizes pleasure; for we may be unable to conceive such a life. We ought instead to
consider a life that maximizes pleasure in abstraction from the means to this pleasure. To
make the point clear, we may imagine that the pleasure that actually results from intelligence
results from some other process instead. Such an abstraction ought not to leave this life,
regarded as pleasure without intelligence, deficient in any non-instrumental goodness. If,
then, it lacks some non-instrumental goodness, pleasure is not the only non-instrumental
good. Since this abstraction is relevant to the question about whether pleasure alone is the
good, we may reasonably assume that this is what Plato intends, and see what we think of
his argument on this assumption.

Plato argues that the life of pleasure without intelligence lacks the different forms of
rational consciousness that involve the agent’s thinking of himself as a rational agent
persisting through his different experiences and pleasures. Being pleased is an aspect of a
mental event or a state; it may be short-lived, and it has no particular internal structure (it
does not consist, e.g., of first aiming at a goal and then achieving it). If we simply think of
ourselves in short episodes that are long enough for pleasure and pain, we may overlook
some desirable features of our state of mind that become clear only when we think of our
whole life, and so think of ourselves as rational agents persisting through time. But if we
think that pleasure is the only non-instrumental good, it should not matter whether we
think of ourselves in episodes; we do not overlook any non-instrumental good if we think
of ourselves that way.

22 On the Cyrenaics see §29. 30 See Gosling, Phil. 183.
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If, then, we consider the form of consciousness that contains maximum pleasure, in
abstraction from any means to it, we find that it remains at an elementary level. Since
we lack memory, we do not remember that we had pleasure; in lacking belief, we
lack the awareness that we are having the enjoyment we are having; in lacking rational
calculation we lack the ability to calculate that we will enjoy ourselves in the future. In
this condition we would not be living a properly human life, but the life of the most
elementary sort of creature that is capable of feeling pleasure; and such a life would not be
choiceworthy.?!

If we have correctly understood Socrates’ question, and the abstraction that it involves,
we should understand his objection in the same way. He is not saying that a consistent
hedonist would live the life of a non-rational animal. He means that the non-instrumental
good contained in the hedonist’s preferred life could equally be present in a non-rational
animal; the fact that I am a rational agent makes no difference to the character of the
non-instrumental goodness in my life.

The rational consciousness that concerns Plato is the sort involved in being aware of
myself over time; memory, self-consciousness, and rational calculation are different ways I
am aware of myself as the same agent in all these experiences. Plato does not speak simply
of memory of pleasure in the past. He speaks in first-personal terms, of my remembering
that I was previously enjoying myself (21c1). Part of what is good about a life, and part of
what is missing in the unmixed life of pleasure, is the awareness of myself as a rational agent
in my different experiences. Part of what makes memory and anticipation pleasant to me is
my belief that they are mine. That belief is relevant to my enjoyment in so far as it connects
these experiences with my concern for myself and my life as a whole.

Plato assumes that our self-concern as rational agents includes concern for ourselves as
temporally extended rational consciousness. If hedonism attaches no intrinsic value to the
relevant sort of rational consciousness of oneself, including memory and anticipation, it
gives the wrong account of happiness. This argument in the Philebus develops a point in
the Gorgias (in the argument with Callicles about bravery), arguing that hedonism conflicts
with eudaemonism. If the good for us as rational agents must include rational concern for
ourselves as rational agents, it cannot consist only in pleasure.

This is not a decisive argument against hedonism. A consistent hedonist may deny, as
Sidgwick does,?2 that rational consciousness has any non-instrumental value. But it is difficult
to accept this denial; if we suffer some loss of rational consciousness, we seem to be worse
off, whether or not we happen to gain less pleasure as a result. If a hedonist claims that
this belief about the non-instrumental value of rational consciousness is simply an intuitive
common-sense assumption that does not deserve our confidence, we may reasonably ask

31 “But if you were without intellect, memory, knowledge, and true belief, you would necessarily, I imagine, in the
first place be ignorant of this very thing, whether you were or were not enjoying yourself, given that you would be empty
of all intelligence. . . . And. . . if you had no memory you would necessarily, I imagine, not even remember that you were
once enjoying yourself, and no memory at all would remain of the pleasure striking you at the present moment. And
again, if you had no true belief, you couldn’t believe that you were enjoying yourself when you were; nor yet, if you
were deprived of reasoning, could you reason that you would enjoy yourself later on. You would be living the life not
of a human being, but of some sort of sea-lung or one of those living creatures of the ocean whose bodies are incased in
shells’ (21b6-c8).

32 See Sidgwick, ME 395—6.
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why the intuitive assumptions underlying hedonism deserve our confidence if they conflict
with this other assumption.

This argument suggests a reasonable question about the hedonist eudaemonism of the
Protagoras. If we ascribe only instrumental value to rational consciousness, we represent the
ultimate end as available equally to non-rational agents. At the same time we represent it
as an end for the whole of one’s life. But why should we care about the whole of our lives
unless we conceive ourselves as rational agents who plan, anticipate, and execute our plans?
If we conceive ourselves in that way, how can the rational consciousness that belongs to
our conception of ourselves have no non-instrumental value? If we are eudaemonists we
seem to ascribe to rational consciousness the non-instrumental value that we deny to it in
describing the good as simply pleasure.

Could a hedonist answer that the best life consists of pleasure, but only in some
pleasures—those taken in forms of rational consciousness? On this view, not all pleasure
is part of the good, but none the less the good is altogether constituted by some specific
pleasures. But if pleasure taken in rational consciousness presupposes the intrinsic goodness
of rational consciousness itself, an argument proving that the good consists in this specific
sort of pleasure does not support hedonism. For if the pleasures are essentially tied to their
objects, and if they involve the belief that the object is intrinsically good, we cannot be
hedonists if we believe that the good life consists in these sorts of pleasures. If we understand
the character of pleasures taken in rational consciousness, we have a reason not to be
hedonists.

This question about the varieties of pleasure and their relations to their objects is discussed
in the rather complicated later stages of the Philebus, and it is a central question in Aristotle’s
analysis of pleasure. Without going into all the complications, we may simply notice that
Plato raises the question right at the beginning of the Philebus. For Socrates comments at the
outset that pleasures vary because they are taken in different objects. He remarks that the
temperate and the wise person take pleasure in being temperate and wise (12c8—d4), but he
does not say that intemperate and foolish people take pleasure in their intemperance and
foolishness. He suggests that the pleasures of the virtuous person depend on their object.
We might try to explain this by saying that wise people take pleasure in wisdom because
they regard it as non-instrumentally good.?? If they are genuinely wise people, their belief
about its goodness is true. And so, if the pleasure of wise people in their wisdom is part of
the good, wisdom must be a non-instrumental good, so that pleasure itself cannot be the
only non-instrumental good. A hedonist who restricts the pleasures to be included in the
good does not refute Plato’s objections to hedonism, but only confirms them.

54. Cyrenaic Hedonism v. Eudaemonism

When Plato argues against the identification of the good with pleasure, what versions of
hedonism has he in mind? His argument is directly relevant to the unqualified hedonism
of the Protagoras, the Gorgias, and the Cyrenaics, which refuses to distinguish good from

33 Aristotle on pleasure; §95.
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bad pleasures on any non-quantitative grounds. He recalls the position of the Protagoras in
saying that Philebus takes ‘pleasant” and ‘good’ to be two names for one thing (60a9-10).
Does he also presuppose that the hedonist is a eudaemonist, as Socrates is in the Protagoras?
In speaking of memory and anticipation, the Philebus may seem to presuppose that we are
concerned with pleasure over the whole of one’s life. This is how Socrates describes the
hedonist at the beginning of the dialogue (11d4—12a1). Similarly, he asks Protarchus whether
he would welcome living his whole life enjoying the greatest pleasures (21a8-9). And so we
might suppose that Plato argues only against hedonist eudaemonism.

In that case, Cyrenaic hedonists may seem to avoid the force of Plato’s argument by
rejecting eudaemonism. They deny that they are trying to find a good to be achieved over
the course of a whole extended life, and so they deny that they attach any value to planning
for one’s extended life. In their view there is nothing especially rational about thinking of
one’s life in such a way that one wants one’s good to be appropriately spread over it. Since
the good is pleasure, not happiness, it is achieved only in the pleasure of the moment, not
in a sum of pleasure that is maximized over one’s extended life. Hence Cyrenaics cannot
be accused of explicitly ascribing purely instrumental value to rational consciousness while
implicitly ascribing non-instrumental value to it. We might even say that the Cyrenaics
use Plato’s argument to show why hedonism has to reject eudaemonism. Socrates in the
Protagoras, they might argue, relies on a eudaemonist assumption that cannot be defended
on purely hedonist grounds; hence he introduces a non-hedonic value into an allegedly
hedonist position. Plato’s reasons for thinking that concern for temporally-extended agency
recognizes a non-hedonic type of goodness show, according to the Cyrenaics, that hedonists
ought not to be eudaemonists.

It does not follow, however, that Plato’s argument is irrelevant to Cyrenaic non-
eudaemonist hedonism. Even though he does not discuss it as a distinct position besides
the hedonist eudaemonism he ascribes to Protarchus, some of his argument is relevant to
attempts to defend hedonism by rejecting eudaemonism. Socrates tells Protarchus that the
life he would lead without intelligence would not be the life of a human being, but the
life of a shellfish with the most elementary form of life. As far as non-instrumental good
is concerned, a rational conscious being would not differ from anything else capable of
pleasure. This objection is not confined to the past and the future. Socrates also objects
that the hedonist cannot attach non-instrumental value to our present recognition of our
pleasure. Even if we restrict ourselves to the present, we can distinguish our being pleased
from our second-order awareness that we are pleased. The hedonist cannot attach any value
to consciousness of pleasure beyond the value of pleasure itself. But—Plato implies—we
would surely believe we had lost some non-instrumental good if our enjoyment remained
just as intense as it was, but we lost our consciousness that we were enjoying ourselves.

Cyrenaics might reply that it is unfair of Plato to exclude the value of consciousness of
pleasure from their conception of the end. When they accept hedonism of the moment,
they do not mean—they might argue—to exclude consciousness of pleasure. They are free
to include this in the consciousness of the moment that they identify with the good.

This would not be a wholly satisfactory reply, for reasons we have already noticed. Plato
is right to suggest that if we attach value to consciousness of pleasure, we are attaching
value to consciousness and not just to pleasure. Even though pleasure itself is a mode of
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consciousness, the further consciousness of pleasure is something beyond pleasure, and
introduces a new element of value.

But even if we do not insist on this Platonic rejoinder, Cyrenaics face a further difficult
question. Plato suggests that the second-order consciousness includes self-consciousness; it is
awareness of myself having a present pleasure. But what is required for awareness of myself?
What, in other words, is the self that  am aware of when I attribute an experience of pleasure
to it? Plato says something about this question when he suggests that if I lack memory, not
only do I not recall my past pleasures, but I will also lack any memory of my pleasure in the
present moment (21c2—4). But how can I be conscious of myself enjoying this pleasure if I
retain no memory of it from one moment to another? Apparently I need enough memory
to recognize this as an episode of pleasure in relation to other episodes of consciousness.

This minimal concession to memory requires further concessions. For the sort of memory
that goes with self-consciousness is first-personal memory. I do not simply retain some past
mode of consciousness; I ascribe some state of consciousness to one and the same self to
whom I also ascribe a past and a future consciousness. It is reasonable of Plato, therefore, to
introduce present self-consciousness in connexion with memory and anticipation; we cannot
have any of these without the others. In all these cases we treat experiences as belonging to
a single self that both unifies present experiences with each other and unifies experiences at
different times. Plato discusses this unified self at some length in the Theaetetus; but there he
just mentions past and future briefly (Tht. 186a9-b1). The Philebus makes clear some of the
practical implications of recognizing the single self.

Once we see the place for the single temporally-extended self even in self-consciousness
in the present, we see why it is reasonable for us to attribute non-instrumental value to
rational consciousness. Since this rational consciousness in the present requires recognition
of the single self present in memory, anticipation, and deliberation, it commits us to concern
for the good of a temporally-extended self, and hence to eudaemonism.

Though Plato’s argument is brief, it raises an appropriate question about the Cyrenaic
attempt to avoid objections to hedonistic eudaemonism by abandoning eudaemonism.
Plato’s discussion of rational consciousness implies that the Cyrenaic attempt to confine
non-instrumental goodness to the pleasure of the moment overlooks the self for whom the
pleasure is valuable. When we try to understand the subject of the pleasure, we see that we
cannot prevent the nature of the subject from affecting what is non-instrumentally good.
For a rational conscious subject, pleasure without rational consciousness cannot be the only
non-instrumental good.

55. Why Intelligence is Not the Good

Plato takes the completeness of the good to rule out not only hedonism but also the view
that some state of rational consciousness alone is sufficient for happiness, whether or not it
has any further effects. Protarchus the hedonist maintains, and Socrates does not deny, that
a life of intelligence alone without pleasure would be unacceptable for a human being.3

34 Plato’s claim strictly applies to every being that is capable of intelligence (11b9—c2; 22b3-6).
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Plato does not expect the agent making the choice between lives to regard herself as a
purely rational agent, with none of the desires and feelings resulting from the non-rational
aspects of human nature. The complete life for a human being cannot make her “unaffected’
(apathés) by the normal feelings and passions of human beings (Phil. 21e1-2).3°

In denying that ‘freedom from affection’ (apatheia) is the human good, Plato rejects a
conception that appeals, in different ways, to Socrates, the Cynics, and the Stoics. If we
are free from the desires that lead us to look for pleasures that require bodily actions and
external resources, we are free of the mental disturbance of desires waiting to be satisfied
and from the pain resulting from failure and disappointment. But we also deny ourselves the
possibility of successes and satisfactions that are appropriate for human nature. Happiness
consists in rational direction and use of an appropriate range of desires and resources; it
does not consist in the contraction of the task of rational direction to a point where we
can guarantee success in our aims. In rejecting freedom from affection Plato anticipates
Aristotle’s view not only about virtue, but also about happiness.?$

We might say that this argument against intelligence as the good emphasizes the non-
rational side of human nature, whereas the argument against hedonism emphasized the
rational side. This is part of the truth; for Plato agrees that if we had a purely rational nature,
such as the gods have, intelligence would be the whole of our good (22¢5-6). But Plato
might also argue that the inclusion of pleasure is a further argument for the place of rational
agency in the good. Attempts to eliminate pleasure contract the scope of rational action, so
that practical reason no longer tries to secure the appropriate pleasures and external goods,
but simply withdraws from aims and tasks whose outcome is not entirely up to us. Plato
rejects this strategy of withdrawal.

His reasons for including pleasure, suitably directed by reason, in the good are relevant
to his reasons for denying that virtue is sufficient for happiness. Part of what we value in
practical reason is the fact that it is directed towards worthwhile ends beyond it. To give up
the pursuit of some pleasures as worthwhile external ends is to remove part of the value
that we reasonably ascribe to practical reason.

56. Responses to the Philebus

The conclusion of the Philebus endorses neither hedonism nor extreme opposition to
pleasure. Intelligence is the supreme component of the good, but not the only component.
The good also includes different types of pleasures. Pleasures that depend on rational activity
and do not depend on bodily needs and disturbances are more important; but ordinary
bodily pleasures are not excluded, though Plato does not welcome them with enthusiasm
(65e—66a).

The Philebus, therefore, both contributes to a debate among Plato’s contemporaries
and suggests different strategies that might appeal to us if we are not satisfied with its
contribution. The hedonist might argue that the position of Philebus has been dismissed too
abruptly. The argument against hedonism rests on assumptions about the value of rational

35 On apatheia see §38 and §85. 36 Cf. EN 1104b24—6.
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consciousness that a hedonist may have reason to question. Alternatively, a more moderate
hedonist might fasten on Plato’s selective acceptance of pleasure. Might we find a hedonist
argument for choosing Plato’s preferred pleasures over those that he rejects? He seems to
suggest such an argument by remarking that some pleasures result from severe pain and
cause still greater pain by increasing our appetite for them. These are the pleasures that
Callicles takes to belong to happiness; but, we might suppose, a more careful hedonist can
reject them because they cause us more trouble than they are worth.

But if the hedonist can find something to exploit in the Philebus, the extreme opponent of
pleasure might also claim support from the dialogue. For even though Plato accepts some
pleasures, he seems to suggest that he is conceding something to human weakness, and that
for a god the life of intelligence would be the complete good (22¢). Pleasure belongs to a
life of changeable sensations, and we might suppose that the best form of existence would
free us from dependence on the senses. If rational activity is valuable for itself, why should
we also want some pleasant sensation added to it? The desire for added pleasure seems to
reflect a human limitation that we might hope to escape. Perhaps, then, the lesson to learn
from the Philebus is that we are best off when we are free of any concern about pleasure
and pain because we are absorbed in the best activities. Plato’s suggestion that we are even
better off if we take pleasure in these activities may appear to be an ill-advised concession to
the advocates of pleasure.

If we notice these different arguments about pleasure and the good that might be
developed from suggestions in the Philebus, we do not imply that the argument of the
dialogue is indeterminate or ambiguous. On the contrary, Plato considers both hedonism
and extreme opposition to pleasure, and he rejects both positions in favour of the mixed life
of intelligence and pleasure. But it would not be surprising if different readers found some
parts of his argument more convincing than other parts. Plato defines his position both by
reflexion on discussions among his contemporaries and by further thoughts on his own
past engagement with pleasure and the good. He also presents a starting point for further
defences of the different positions he examines.

57. Why Justice is Insufficient for Happiness

We turned to the Philebus in the hope of finding a conception of happiness that might fill
a gap in the explicit argument of the Republic. Since Plato does not set out, in the main
argument of the Republic, to prove that justice is sufficient for happiness, we may reasonably
ask what conception of happiness he presupposes. The discussion of the good in the Philebus
suggests an answer to this question, since it insists that the good must be complete; neither
pleasure nor intelligence is the good, because we would reasonably prefer a life that contains
both elements over a life that contains only one of them. Plato’s argument implicitly raises
questions about the interpretation of ‘complete’ and related notions. We will consider these
questions more fully in discussing Aristotle’s use and explanation of these conditions for
the final good. For present purposes, it is enough to notice the relevance of the Philebus
to the Republic. Though the Philebus does not directly discuss the role of external goods
in happiness, the argument to show that pleasure needs to be added to intelligence might
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equally well be used to show that external goods need to be added to justice (and other
virtues), if we are to achieve a complete good.

If, then, Plato assumes in the Republic that happiness is complete, he has a reason to reject
the Socratic claim that justice is sufficient for happiness. For it seems reasonable for a just
person to prefer a life that includes both justice and external goods (wealth, honour, safety,
etc.) over a life that includes justice without these other goods. Indeed, it is difficult to see
why justice should be concerned with keeping promises to pay debts, or making sure that
people are not unfairly punished for crimes they did not commit, if money, imprisonment,
and so on are not genuine goods and evils, and if they do not contribute to a person’s
happiness. If Plato denies that the just person is happy on this ground, he rejects Cynic
austerity and its Socratic foundation. He sides with Aristotle and with the Peripatetic critics
of Stoicism, who reject the Stoic identification of virtue with happiness.

Since Plato neither explicitly rejects the Socratic thesis nor explains why he rejects i, it
is not surprising that his ancient readers hold different views about whether he accepts or
rejects it. But we may support the anti-Socratic interpretation by noticing that those who
are careful to distinguish Socrates from Plato also endorse the anti-Socratic interpretation.
Chrysippus agrees with Socrates in accepting the sufficiency thesis, and criticizes Plato for
rejecting it.3” Some of the ancient readers who attribute the sufficiency thesis to the Republic
fail to distinguish Socratic from Platonic views.?® Some ancient Platonists, for instance,
accept a ‘unitarian’ account of the Platonic dialogues, and take them all to express Plato’s
views.?* If we follow the one-sided Socratics, Aristotle, and Chrysippus, in distinguishing
Socratic from Platonic views, we ought also to agree with the ancient readers of the Republic
who recognize that it does not maintain the sufficiency of justice for happiness. The Philebus
suggests a good reason for the position of the Republic, though we would be unwise to
assume that Plato must have had precisely this reason in mind.

If Plato holds a composite conception of happiness as a complete good, containing different
parts, his whole position in Republic ii is intelligible. The composite conception shows why
he believes that if justice is a non-instrumental good it must promote happiness; he believes
this because he believes that happiness is complete, and that therefore any non-instrumental
good is a component of happiness.® In his view, we have been given a good reason for being
justifand only if we have been shown how justice promotes our happiness; he does not even
consider the suggestion that we have overriding reason to be just even if justice does not
promote our happiness. The same composite conception of happiness explains why justice is

37 On Chrysippus see §161. On the Stoics’ concern to distinguish Socratic from Platonic views see Long, ‘Socrates’
16-18.

38 Cicero tries to find the Socratic position in Plato, by appealing to the Gorgias and Menexenus. He takes it for granted
that passages in these dialogues present Plato’s views (TD v 35-6), even though he elsewhere recognizes a distinction
between the Platonic and the historical Socrates (Rep. i 16).

32 Atticus the Platonist takes Plato to hold a view close to the Stoic position, and so contrasts him sharply with Aristotle
(Eusebius, PE 794c6-d13): he assumes that Plato’s acceptance of the comparative thesis commits him to acceptance of
the sufficiency thesis. Alcinous claims that in the Euthydemus Plato accepts the Stoic thesis that only the fine is good (Did.
27 = 180.33-7). He infers that this Stoic thesis expresses Plato’s view in the Republic as well, and that Plato relies on this
thesis to prove that the virtues are choiceworthy for their own sakes (181.5-9). See Dillon, MP 251-2, 299; Whittaker,
Alc. 137n443. Lilla, CA 68-72, discusses Clement, Strom. iv 52.1-2, which appeals to R. 361e (cf. v 108.2). Annas, PEON,
ch. 2, defends this Platonist view of the Republic.

40 Contrast White, CPR 43-5, 80; ICGE 189-214.
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insufficient for happiness; since justice by itself is not the complete good, happiness includes
the external goods that are not infallibly secured by justice. In the light of his composite
conception of happiness, Plato claims that justice is the dominant component in happiness.
Since he does not explicitly develop a composite conception of happiness in the Republic, he
does not explain why his formulation of the question about justice and happiness is the right
one. But since the composite conception offers us the best way to understand his formulation,
we may attribute it to him with reasonable confidence. His position is reasonable if he takes
happiness to include a number of parts, including the various external goods whose presence
makes just people happier than they would be with justice alone. At any rate, Aristotle sees
that we need such a conception in order to defend Plato’s claims about justice.*!

58. Are Plato’s Questions Reasonable?

In maintaining that the just person chooses justice for its own sake and demanding a proof that
justice is worth choosing for its own sake, Plato begins a long tradition in moral philosophy.
Many would agree that those who choose morally virtuous actions simply because of their
consequences are missing the point of morality. Kant expresses this view strongly in claiming
that only the person who does what is right because it is right has a genuinely good will.
Though this demand on moral virtue is not universally accepted and is by no means beyond
controversy, and though it demands further explication before we can see what the reasonable
controversy is about, it seems to express one widely-shared conviction about morality. We
may find it surprising that Socrates does not articulate Plato’s demand. Though he expresses
an unreserved commitment to morality, we have found that he does not explicitly insist
that the moral virtues are non-instrumentally valuable. In insisting that they have this status,
Plato goes beyond Socrates’ claims. Perhaps he believes that Socrates” actual commitment
to morality is better expressed through Plato’s formula than through Socrates” apparently
instrumental conception. As Adeimantus says, we would expect a non-instrumental defence
of justice from someone who takes justice as seriously as Socrates takes it (R. 367d5—el).
But though this aspect of Plato’s demand on justice is widely accepted, his support for
Socratic eudaemonism is often deplored. Some readers, indeed, assume that since he regards
justice as non-instrumentally valuable, he cannot really mean that it is to be chosen only for
the sake of one’s own happiness. Schopenhauer praises Plato for insisting that virtue is to be
praised for its own sake, and so he does not regard Plato as a eudaemonist; he takes him to be
an exception to the eudaemonism of ancient ethics.*? Reid expresses a more usual reaction.
He complains that Plato, with the rest of the ancient moralists, reduce morality to self-love,
and therefore cannot explain why virtue is to be chosen for its own sake.#? Prichard states
this objection to Plato most strongly, arguing that the Republic is not really about moral
obligation. The concept of justice introduces morality, according to Prichard, but Plato’s
question about whether we ‘ought’ to be just is not about moral obligation, because Plato

41 Aristotle and Plato on happiness; §66.

42 “For Plato, especially in the Republic, of which the main tendency is precisely this, expressly teaches that virtue is to
be chosen for its own sake alone, even if unhappiness and ignominy should be inevitably associated with it (WR i 524).

43 See Reid, EAP iii 3—4, H 582b586a.
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takes ‘ought’ to refer to one’s own happiness.** According to the view of Plato’s critics, moral
requirements and principles ought not to be subordinate to any other principles, whether
these other principles refer to the agent’s good or to some other valued state of affairs.

Plato might reasonably reject these criticisms. Since he claims that justice is a dominant
component of happiness, not merely an instrumental means to it, he might deny that he
subordinates morality to other ends in any objectionable sense. One might go further and
claim on his behalf that even if we think the moral point of view is independent and
supreme, we should accept his version of eudaemonism. To say that morality is identical to,
or dominant in, one’s happiness is (on this view) simply to assert that the virtuous person
values it above everything else.** We noticed earlier that this is one way to understand the
Cynic conception of the supremacy of virtue.*¢

But if this is a reasonable defence against the charge that Plato subordinates morality to
other ends, is eudaemonism still worth defending? For if our conception of happiness is not
fixed and determinate independently of justice, we seem to lose one of the main reasons for
accepting eudaemonism in the first place. An account of happiness seems to give us some
basis both for the definition and for the justification of the moral virtues. We want our
definitions to show how the virtues promote happiness, as previously understood, and once
we have found the right definitions we will have shown why the virtues, so defined, are
worth choosing for rational agents aiming at their happiness, as already defined. If we cannot
say what happiness is apart from justice, we cannot appeal to concerns that are recognized
as rational by just and non-just agents alike in order to show that the concerns of the just
person are rational. But if we cannot use our conception of happiness for these purposes,
what is the point of eudaemonism?+”

It is useful to consider this question in trying to understand eudaemonist positions that try
to preserve the justifying force of an appeal to happiness without making morality purely
instrumental to non-moral aims. We need to see whether a description of happiness that does
not yet incorporate the virtuous person’s distinctive conception of its content can be definite
enough to offer some reasonable basis for defending the virtuous person’s conception. Aristo-
tle and his successors try to set out an appropriate description of happiness; they try to fulfil a
task that Plato sets in the Republic and the Philebus. Plato’s raising of these questions supports
Grote’s judgment that Republic ii presents some of the basic questions for ethical theory.*®

59. What is Psychic Justice?

Though Grote praises Plato for raising the right questions, he is far less impressed by Plato’s
answers. In his view, Plato entirely fails to show that the other-regarding virtue of justice

44 See Prichard, MO 103-9, 118-19. He concludes that ‘“any teleological theory of duty can be rejected, even without
considering its details, on the ground that it represents the moral “ought” as if it were the non-moral “ought”, and so is
not a theory of moral obligation at all’ (119).

45 See McDowell, ‘Role’ 16-20. 46 On Socrates and the Cynics see §§20, 39.

47 This is one way to express Sidgwick’s criticism of non-hedonist versions of eudaemonism at ME 91-3.

48 Grote, HG viii 539: ‘Hardly anything in Plato’s compositions is more powerful than those discourses. They present
in a perspicuous and forcible manner, some of the most serious difficulties with which ethical theory is required to

grapple.”
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promotes one’s happiness.*® Plato’s answer to his question relies on the tripartition of the
soul that we have already discussed. His account of the soul allows him to introduce a
virtue that he calls ‘justice in the soul’. He argues that someone who has this virtue of
psychic justice is happier than any who lack it, but, according to many critics, his argument,
even if it is successful, is beside the point. For when Glaucon and Adeimantus were asking
Socrates to prove that justice promotes happiness, the justice they had in mind was the
other-regarding virtue that underlies our obeying the laws, paying debts, and so on. Why
should we suppose that the psychic justice that Plato derives from his tripartition of the soul
is this other-regarding virtue?

It is useful to approach these criticisms by discussing Plato’s position in two stages. First,
we may ask why psychicjustice is a virtue, and how it is a dominant component of happiness.
Secondly, we may turn to the connexion with other-regarding virtue. A clear understanding
of what is non-instrumentally good about psychic justice may help us to see why Plato
believes it is good for other people as well.

Plato conceives psychic justice as an intra-personal analogue of justice in the state. Justice
in the state keeps the different classes performing their own functions, so that they do not
cause disorder. Similarly, psychic justice keeps the different parts of the soul in order, so that
they do not cause mental conflict and disorder (441d5-e2).

This simple description of psychic justice makes it misleadingly easy to show that it is
good for the agent. For we may agree that the avoidance of mental conflict is good for us,
no matter what our other values may be; and a simple way to describe psychic order is to
say that it consists in the absence of disorder among the parts.*°

This description, however, is too simple. If it were the whole truth about the role of the
rational part, Plato would not have shown why psychic justice is non-instrumentally good.
Some degree of psychic order seems to be instrumentally good; but it is not clear why we
are better off the more psychic order we have, and it is not clear why we should take this to
be a non-instrumental good, let alone a dominant non-instrumental good. We need a fuller
description of the role of the rational part, as Plato conceives it.

Plato does not suggest that every soul dominated by a non-rational part is full of conflict
and disorder; for we have seen that a non-rational part is capable of some kinds of concern
for the future, and of forming future-oriented desires that are strong enough to prevent
crippling mental conflict.** We do not need to be controlled by the rational part to keep
order in the soul. Plato makes this point clear in his description of the deviant souls (Books
viii—ix); some of these, at least, are free of crippling conflict, but none of them is controlled
by the rational part.

4 This objection is presented at length by Grote, POC iv 102-20. He contrasts other-regarding justice with self-
regarding Platonic justice, claiming that the other-regarding sense ‘is that which is in more common use; and it is
that which Plato assumes provisionally when he puts forward the case of opponents in the speeches of Glaukon and
Adeimantus’ (103). According to Grote, Plato proves (at most) that self-regarding psychic justice promotes happiness. In
commenting on the argument of Book ix Grote objects: ‘But when this point is granted, nothing is proved about the
just and the unjust man, except in a sense of these terms peculiar to Plato himself” (120). Some of the many further
discussions are Prichard, MO 106; Sachs, ‘Fallacy’; Vlastos, ‘Justice’; Kraut, ‘Reason’; Annas, IPR, ch. 6; Dahl, ‘Defence’.

50 Plato seems to distinguish psychic justice from mere continence (as Aristotle conceives it; see §84); just people do
not have to struggle to restrain unruly impulses.

51 See Hume on prudence and justice, T iii 2.7 §5.
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In Plato’s view, a just soul is controlled by its rational part if and only if the rational part
has formed desires resting on wise deliberation about what is good for the whole soul and
it uses these desires to guide the whole soul (442c5-d8). Even if someone’s non-rational
parts accept the instructions of the rational part, it does not follow that he also acts on wise
deliberation about what is good for the whole soul. The oligarchic person, for instance,
believes that the most important thing in life is making money, makes rational plans for this,
and attaches his anger, shame, and pride exclusively to these plans. But Plato denies that
such a person acts on a view about what is good for the whole soul; if the rational and the
spirited part serve appetite, they do not perform their own functions (cf. 553d1-7).

The outlook of the rational part is wider than that of the other two parts, in so far as it
has some conception of their good, and has some conception of them as forming parts of a
whole. It incorporates, but also modifies, the outlooks of the two non-rational parts. If we
can see all four sides of a building, we can understand the points of view of four observers
each of whom can observe only one side; each point of view is misleading by itself, and even
the sum of their four points of view is misleading, but we can see how far they are accurate if
we understand the whole building of which they observe different parts.*? The rational part
takes this wider point of view on the desires and interests of the non-rational parts, so that it
can satisfy their interests better than it would if it simply chose to be guided by their desires
(586e7-587a2). This is why each of the virtues requires control by the rational part. Since the
rational part takes the appropriate view of the good of the whole soul, it guides the impulses
of the non-rational parts in the right direction. In this respect the different virtues might be
regarded as aspects of psychic justice, so that we might expect Plato to affirm the unity of
the virtues. He does not go as far as Socrates, however. Since distinct courses of training are
needed for the different appetites and emotions that underlie bravery and temperance, he
treats them as distinct virtues, even though they both consist in having a just and wise soul.

60. How Psychic Justice Fulfils the Human Function

This holistic practical reasoning and the resulting desires of the rational part are instrumentally
beneficial, because they grasp the interests of the whole person impartially. But this
instrumental function does not explain why it is also non-instrumentally good to be ruled by
the rational part. Since Plato believes that any non-instrumental good is a part of happiness,
we can see why psychic justice is a non-instrumental good only if we can see how it is a part
of happiness. But to see this, we need some grasp of Plato’s conception of happiness in the
Republic.

In trying to answer this question, we have to face one of the gaps in the dialogue. It is
unlikely that Socrates could prove to Thrasymachus that justice is a part of happiness if

52 Murphy, IPR 32, comments: *. .. as Bosanquet said, “‘the rank of the intelligence comes primarily from its power to
represent the whole”, and its primary, or perhaps rather ultimate, task is to form a conception of the best life as what will
most completely satisfy all the springs of desire in the agent...". He refers to Bosanquet, CPR 365. The outlook of the
rational part might also claim to be more objective; “As in the theoretical case, we must take up a new, comprehensive
viewpoint after stepping back and including our former perspective in what is to be understood. But here the new
viewpoint will not be a new set of beliefs, but a new or extended set of values” (Nagel, VN 138).
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Thrasymachus were right about the composition of happiness. Thrasymachus assumes that
it consists in wealth, power, and all the other external goods that one might gain by being a
tyrant (cf. 343e7-344c4). When Socrates argues in Booki thatjustice is sufficient for happiness,
he does not mean that it is sufficient for gaining all the goods that Thrasymachus includes
in happiness; but he does not offer any alternative conception. The arguments of Glaucon
and Adeimantus make it even clearer that Socrates must disagree with Thrasymachus on
this point; for it would be absurd to claim that the just person suffering extreme ill-fortune
is happier than the unjust person if Thrasymachus had the right conception of happiness.
Socrates needs to reform not only our initial conception of justice, but also our initial
conception of happiness. But whereas the Republic expounds a revised conception of justice
at some length, it offers very little to help us grasp Plato’s conception of happiness.

He suggests some of his conception, however, in introducing the essential activity or
‘function’ (ergon) of a human being. Socrates appeals to functions in Book i, to clarify his
claims about virtues. Given the human function, we can find the virtues; they are the states
we need in order to perform our function well (352d8—353d2). The function of the soul is
supervising, ruling, deliberating, and living (353d3-10); if justice is the virtue that allows the
soul to perform this function well, the just person lives well and is happy. In this argument
Socrates assumes that happiness consists in performing one’s function well, but he does not
explain why he believes this.

In Book iv Plato returns to the human function. He initially speaks of the ‘work’ or
‘function’ (ergon again) of different individuals and classes in the city. When individuals
and classes perform their social function, that promotes the happiness of the whole city
(421a8-c6), but it remains to be seen how their function is related to the function that was
introduced in Book i. Plato explains the relation by saying that the social function provides
an analogy or image of one’s own function. Psychic justice is doing ‘one’s own’ (443c—d)
both in external actions and in the attitudes and relations of the parts of one’s soul, which is
truly oneself.*? Justice is the psychic analogue to the health of the body; health maintains the
natural order in the body, by ordering the different parts so that we can perform the normal
activities of a human life. Justice maintains the natural order in the soul, so that we can
engage in the human function. This is why someone who chooses psychic justice chooses
the rule of the human being within him, rather than the rule of the lion (the spirited part) or
the many-headed beast (the appetitive part; 589a6-b7).

Though he does not say explicitly that happiness consists in exercising the human function
of rational agency, Plato’s remarks about justice and the human function suggest that he
assumes this conception of happiness. He seems to agree implicitly with Aristotle’s claim that
happiness consists in a life of rational activity because a human being is essentially a rational
agent (EN i7).°* At the moment we need not try to explore questions about the legitimacy of
appeals to the human function, or of arguments from the human function to the human good.
Itis enough to notice that Plato appeals to the human function to explain how justice is a non-
instrumental good. If he is right about the nature of psychic justice, it is a part of happiness,
because happiness consists in using practical reason to control the direction of one’s life.

3 On the interpretation of ‘doing one’s own work’ see Irwin, PE §158.
54 On Aristotle’s function argument see §74.
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§61 Conflict—Justice and Happiness

We may support this claim about the Republic by recalling the argument in the Philebus
about the character and composition of the good. Socrates advocates a life that includes
intelligence for the creatures that are capable of it; he does not say that these creatures are
essentially rational, but he does not suggest that his argument would work if rationality
were an accidental or unimportant feature of them. In criticizing Protarchus, he suggests
that a life of maximum pleasure without reason would not be a life for a human being, but
might as well belong to some elementary form of animal existence (Phil. 21c6—d1). Those
who reject a life guided by reason act against their nature (22b6-8). Plato insists that the
good for a human being must be good for a creature with the nature of a human being;
and hence it must be a good that consists in the exercise of rational agency. Here again the
Philebus expresses more clearly a point about happiness that is presupposed, though not so
clearly articulated, in the Republic.

61. The Philosopher as Ruler: A Conflict between Justice
and Happiness?

Thrasymachus, Glaucon, and Adeimantus agree that it is difficult to see how my being just
promotes my own good because justice is essentially ‘another’s good’ (R. 344c; 367c2-5).
Aristotle agrees with this description of justice (EN 1130a1-5); in his view, justice completes
virtue by directing it to the good of others (EN 1129b25-1130a1). Plato and Aristotle disagree
with Thrasymachus’ assumption that justice is both another’s good and a harm to the just
agent; but they accept the first part of his assumption, and deny that it supports the second.
If, then, Plato is recognizably talking about justice, he ought to show that psychic justice
has this other-regarding aspect. But why is it reasonable to expect that someone who is
rationally concerned with the good of the whole soul, and who deliberates about which
ends to pursue, and values this practical reason as a part of happiness, will also be concerned
for the good of others?

If we have grasped the connexion that Plato sees between psychic justice, the human
function, and the human good, we can see why he takes psychic justice to be a non-
instrumental good. We can also answer some of the reasons for believing that psychic justice
is irrelevant to the other-regarding virtue of justice that ought to be Socrates” main concern.
Plato mentions some ‘commonplace’ examples of unjust actions—theft, treachery, neglect
of parents, etc.—and claims that the psychically just person would never do any of these
(R. 442d—-443b). We might object that someone without psychic conflict might have a careful
premeditated plan to carry out any of these unjust acts and might execute his plan; why
would this not be a case of psychic justice leading to an unjust act? Plato might reasonably
answer that we have not shown that such a person is psychically just. If he steals because
he covets what his neighbour has and wants it for his own gratification, or if he is angry at
someone and assaults or kills them to get his own back, he is dominated by a non-rational
part of the soul, and hence is not psychically just.

This reply on Plato’s behalf is reasonable as far as it goes. Many unjust actions of the
sort that concerned Thrasymachus and the others are undertaken because of aims of the
non-rational parts, and someone who is really controlled by the rational part will not be
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tempted by such actions. The unjust actions considered in Books i—ii might all plausibly
be traced to a non-rational motive that we would not endorse if we were controlled by
the rational part and exercising the human function. It is not clear, however, that an
appeal to an accurate account of psychic justice entirely disposes of objections relying on
the other-regarding aspect of justice. Even if the psychically just people avoid most unjust
actions, it does not seem obvious that they will have any positive concern for the good of
others; but we might reasonably expect this positive concern in a virtue that can properly be
called ‘another’s good’.

This is not simply a question that a critic might devise for Plato. Plato seems to agree that
it is a legitimate question. The philosophers who rule the ideal city receive a prolonged and
elaborate moral and intellectual training, until they eventually come to know the forms.
They need this knowledge in order to find the appropriate goal in the light of which they
can order social and individual life; the ideal city needs rulers who have grasped this single
goal (519b8—c6). But though the philosophers are qualified to rule the city, a question arises
about their desire to rule. Socrates suggests that after their intellectual enlightenment, they
will suppose they are living in the Isles of the Blessed. Once they see the possibility of a
better life spent in intellectual activity, they will not willingly undertake the task of ruling in
the ideal city (519¢). But it would be bad for the city if they were allowed to contemplate the
forms without interruption; for they are the best qualified to rule, since their knowledge of
the forms allows them to understand the shadows and likenesses in the cave (520c—d). If it is
necessary, they will embody their conception of the forms in the institutions of the city and
the characters of its citizens (500d); and since the interest of the city demands it, it becomes
necessary for them to take their part in ruling.

Glaucon is surprised by these remarks of Socrates on the philosophers. He asks whether
it is not unjust to demand this of the philosophers, since they are required to have a worse
life when it is possible for them to have a better life (519d8-9). Socrates replies that the ideal
city is designed for the happiness of all the citizens, not for the exclusive happiness of a
single group (519e9-520a4); it is best for the whole city if it is ruled by people who do not
regard ruling as a prize to be fought over, and so it is just to expect the philosophers to rule
the city as a repayment for their upbringing (520a6-d8). We might suppose that if they are
‘compelled’ (520a8; e2) to return to government, and if they regard it as ‘necessary’ rather
than ‘fine’ (540b2-5), they must be giving up happiness. If it promoted their happiness, why
would they need to be compelled, and why would they not regard it as fine?**

5 Foster, ‘Implications’, and White, ICGE 203—11, argue that the choice of the philosophers to rule involves a sacrifice
of their own happiness. On the other side see Kraut, ‘Return’. Foster regards it as the choice of duty over interest: ‘It
is remarkable because it contains the conception, expressed, to my knowledge, nowhere else in Greek philosophy, of
Moral Obligation, or Duty. . .. In the Republic all the acts in the life of a Guardian up to the point at which he is bidden
to return to the cave are. .. determined as right or wrong according as they are or are not means to his highest good,
which is the achievement of the best life. But the command to return to the cave both is and is clearly recognized to be a
command to surrender a better life for a worse one. If this act therefore is right, it is right in a different sense from that of
conducing to his highest good’ (301-2). Foster emphasizes this passage as an exception to the general tendency of Greek
ethics because he believes (partly under Hegelian influence; see Hegel, PR §184A) that the Greeks in general lack a clear
enough conception of the difference between one’s own good and the good of the community to formulate any general
problem about duty and interest. Foster, however, does not uncritically accept all of Hegel's account of Plato; see PPPH,
ch. 3. See also White, ICGE, ch. 4.
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§62 No Sacrifice of Happiness?

If we suppose that the obligations of justice conflict with the philosopher’s happiness,
we have to conclude that the initial question about justice and happiness has no simple
answer. Philosophers develop their rational desires and aspirations, and by doing this they
discover the ultimate good, which consists in the study of universal truths about the ultimate
character of reality, revealed in the nature and structure of the forms. This change of
focus from everyday concerns to the study of universal truths takes them beyond ordinary
temptations to injustice; they will not be interested in the recognized goods that might
lead them to want to get the better of their neighbours. In this way, they will avoid the
commonplace manifestations of injustice (442e—443b). But they also renounce the normal
sources of concern for the welfare of others. In the Theaetetus Socrates suggests that the
philosopher will take no interest in what happens in the city or in what his neighbours are
doing, because he is too absorbed in his study of the forms (Tht. 173c6-176a2). If this is
Plato’s view in the Republic too, ruling is a distraction from what is most worthwhile, and
some necessity distinct from the rational necessity of pursuing one’s ultimate good has to be
imposed on the philosopher. Though the rational order of the just soul is non-instrumentally
good for the philosopher, and though the philosopher will do actions required by justice
and refrain from unjust actions, the other-regarding aspects of justice are not in themselves
non-instrumentally good for him.

According to this view, the recognized moral virtues are useful partly for their ‘purifying’
or ‘purgative’ role (cf. Phd. 69a—e), in so far as they reduce the distracting effect of non-rational
desires and so help us to concentrate on the development of the rational part that eventually
leads to the grasp of the forms. They are also useful for their instrumental role in holding
together the society that the philosophers need to maintain their daily life and to supply
their needs. But the higher form of the virtues that belongs to the philosophers lacks any
non-instrumental concern for the good of others.

This view of Plato’s account of the virtues influences later Platonism in antiquity and
beyond.”¢ A complete history of moral philosophy might reasonably be expected to give this
aspect of Platonism a prominent place. It marks a turn away from the Socratic tradition, in
so far as it treats the moral virtues as preliminaries that can in due course be abandoned in
favour of some higher way of life. Though they may have a legitimate instrumental role
in the contingent circumstances of human life, they have no legitimate claim to capture any
ultimate non-instrumental values.

62. The Philosopher as Ruler: No Sacrifice of Happiness?

But before we attribute this Platonist view on justice and happiness to Plato in the Republic,
we should ask whether he commits himself to it. We may assume too readily that ruling
requires the philosopher to give up a non-instrumentally valuable activity for something
that is not worth choosing for its own sake as part of his happiness. It is not clear that Plato
endorses this suggestion.

56 Plotinus discusses civic and purifying virtues (referring to the Phd.) in Enn. i 2.1-3. See Annas, PEON, ch. 3; Gerson,
P199; AOP 242-52; Sedley, ‘Ideal’; Brittain, ‘Attention’. Plotinus is also influenced by the intellectualist conception of
happiness that he finds in Aristotle. On Aristotle see §82. On Christianity see §215. On Augustine see §234.
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He intends this passage to throw light on his main question about whether it is worth our
while to be just. For two aspects of this passage in Book vii recall some of the early moves in
Booki: (1) In saying that the philosophers rule unwillingly, Socrates recalls his remark in Book
ithatin a city of good men rulers would take on their task reluctantly, in contrast to the eager-
ness of most people now for the spoils of office; they would be reluctant because they would
realize that ruling is primarily for the benefit of the ruled (R. 347b5-d8). (2) In saying that the
philosophers repay the city, Socrates recalls the very first attempted description of justice, as
paying back what one has borrowed (331c). He implies that this first description, despite its
inadequacy, captured something important about justice. These two recollections of Book
i remind us of features of justice that might reasonably suggest that it is another’s good.

Plato acknowledges that this is an important feature of justice, and that it seems to create
a difficulty for his conception of the philosopher-rulers. They have just souls, in so far as
they realize the human function in rational agency. But it seems that they would do this
most fully if they continued their reflexions on the forms and did not have to turn back to
the vexations of government and administration. Glaucon seems to be right to ask Socrates
whether the philosophers are compelled to live a worse life than they would have led had
they reflected without interruption on the forms.

But Socrates does not directly answer Glaucon’s question about whether the philosophers
have a worse life than they would have had if they had not been compelled to govern. He
might give either of two answers to this question: (1) The city compels the philosophers to
have a less happy life than they would otherwise have, but it does not treat them unjustly.
(2) The city does not treat them unjustly and does not compel them to have a less happy life
than they would otherwise have. Plato’s position is difficult to settle, because it is difficult to
see which of these two answers he gives.

In favour of the first answer, we must admit that Socrates directly answers only the
question about justice. He argues that the city is asking the philosophers for a fair return
for their philosophical upbringing (520a6—d5). He asks Glaucon whether, in the light of this
consideration about justice, the philosophers will be unwilling (ouk ethelésousin, 520d7) to
take on the task of ruling. Glaucon answers that they will indeed be willing, since they are
just people, and the city is requiring just action of them. Socrates reminds Glaucon that the
ideal city is not constructed to secure the superior welfare of any one class in the city, but to
secure the welfare of the whole city. We might infer that the philosophers have to sacrifice
their welfare for the welfare of the whole city.

Socrates does not commit himself to the first answer, however. His comment on the
organization of the ideal city shows that the philosopher is expected to care about other
things besides her own good; it does not show that she is expected to care about these things
for the sake of some ultimate end other than her own good. Moreover, the main strategy of
the Republic might reasonably lead us to expect the second answer. Plato has set out to show
that the just person is happier than anyone else, irrespective of any external advantages or
disadvantages. He would raise a serious doubt about his strategy if he had to admit that the
happiest person is the philosopher who evades his task of ruling and remains contemplating
the forms. But we may suppose he has clearly conceded the most damaging point, when
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Glaucon suggests that it is possible (dunaton) for the philosophers to lead a better life than
the one they are required to lead.

We can perhaps see how to answer these questions if we reconsider Glaucon’s remark. He
asks “"Will we not treat them unjustly and make them live worse, it being possible (dunaton)
for them to live better?’ (519d8-9). But it is not clear whether ‘it being possible . . ." is part
of the question or an assertion of Glaucon’s. Does he mean ‘Given that they could live
better, will we make them live worse?” Or does he mean “Will we make them live worse
in circumstances where they could live better?” If we understand him to ask the second
question rather than the first, he does not assert that it is possible for the philosophers to
live a better life than the life in which they share in ruling. In any case, Socrates does not
concede that a better life really is possible for the philosophers, in the specific circumstances
of the ideal city. If human beings were self-sufficient, or if government were not needed,
perhaps the philosophers would have a better life open to them than the life that involves
ruling. But in the actual circumstances—Plato may believe—no life better than the life of
ruling is possible, because the life of ruling is the just life.

In that case, the references to compulsion and necessity do not show that the philosophers
sacrifice happiness by taking part in government. Compulsion may include rational necessity,
so that a course of action is ‘necessary’ or ‘required’ in so far as no other course is rationally
acceptable; this sort of compulsion does not imply that I am not doing what I think best
for the sake of my own happiness. Similarly, the fact that government in itself is necessary
rather than fine does not show that the just action of taking part in government is not fine.
In contrast to reflexion on the forms, government in itself is only instrumentally valuable;
one would not choose it except for its results. But the just action that consists in taking part
in government is fine, precisely in so far as it is required by justice. If we interpret Plato
in this way, he does not concede that a sacrifice of theoretical study for the sake of a just
person’s obligations is a sacrifice of happiness.

63. Love, Self-Concern, and Concern for Others

But even if the Republic maintains consistently that the person with a just soul is concerned
for others, and suffers no loss of happiness thereby, it does not explain why this is so. Plato
assumes that the philosophers will recognize a necessity to express and to embody what
they have learnt from their study of the forms, so that individuals, laws, and institutions
manifest the same rational order (500b7—-d9). He regards this as a rational necessity that the
philosophers recognize as giving them a good reason to legislate. But he does not describe
the basis of this rational necessity.

He suggests a possible basis, however, in saying that the philosophers act out of love
(erds) for wisdom and for the forms (485a10-d5; 490a—b; 499c1-2; 501c6). We might treat
these brief references to eros simply as strong expressions of the philosophers’ attachment
to their philosophical activity. But it may be relevant that in other dialogues, especially in
the Symposium and the Phaedrus, Plato explains how a desire that he calls ‘eros’ is an aspect
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of rational motivation. It is worth considering a few points from the discussion of eros in
the Symposium, to see whether they throw any light on the questions that the Republic leaves
without complete answers.

In the most relevant section of the Symposium Diotima, a woman of Mantinea, explains
to Socrates that eros, initially understood as a desire for the ‘beautiful’ or ‘fine’ (kalon),
really manifests the general desire for one’s own happiness (Symp. 204e1-205d9). To explain
the connexion between the desire for one’s own happiness and the desire for the fine, she
discusses rational concern for one’s own future, which she compares to the propagation of
one person by another. In self-concern for the future I seek to transmit my character and
personality to someone who in some ways is different from myself. The persistence of a single
person does not require any one component of the person to stay qualitatively the same
through a person’s lifetime; it requires the appropriate causal and qualitative connexions
between different stages.>” The future self that I have reason to be concerned about must
carry on some of the traits that I value; hence, as Plato puts it, I aim at propagation in the
‘beautiful’ or fine’ (kalon). Since enlightened self-concern belongs to the rational part, it rests
on concerns based on our values, and not simply on the strength of our desires. That is why
desire for one’s own happiness leads to desire for the fine. I aim at my own preservation by
aiming at the preservation of what I value in myself.

This analysis of self-concern is also relevant to concern for others because it helps to
explain why I might reasonably value states of others besides myself. If  want to propagate
states of myself that I value, I may do this by propagating them in others. I sometimes
ought to prefer propagation of these traits in others, since I cannot always ensure my own
continued existence, and this limitation may prevent me from fully realizing in myself
everything that I might value in myself. In these cases the reasons that lead me to care
about myself should lead me to prefer propagation of these valuable traits in another person.
That is why Diotima mentions poets and legislators among those who have propagated
themselves by propagation of the fine (208e5-209e4).%®

The desire for propagation in the fine explains the philosopher’s attachment to the forms
as a manifestation of the general desire to propagate what one values. As we come to learn
more about what is fine, we change our views about what is worth propagating. When we
reach the form, we understand most fully what is really fine and beautiful, and that is what
we want to propagate in ourselves and other people (210a4-212a7).>°

Plato’s explanation of the desire to propagate in the fine suggests that we would lack
this desire if we were immortal, because we would not need to propagate valuable traits in
others as a second-best to maintaining them in ourselves.*® But this is not always his view.
In the Timaeus he suggests that immortal agents also aim at propagation. The creator of the
ordered world is a “craftsman’ (démiourgos), a good god who is free from spite; he does not
take pleasure in making others worse off, and so he would not make anything worse than

57 Plato’s claims about persistence and self-concern are treated more elaborately in recent discussions of survival and
identity, including Parfit, RP, ch. 12; Warner, ‘Love’; Wolf, ‘Self-interest’; Whiting, ‘Friends’. See also §33.

58 This issue is discussed by Price, LFPA 33-5.

%9 212a2-7 is an especially important part of this passage, since it makes clear that the desire to propagate does not
disappear once one has recognized the form of beauty. Insight into the form changes one’s view about what to propagate.

$° On questions about immortality see Price, LFPA 30—1.
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he could make it. Since he wants everything to be as good as possible, he makes an ordered
world out of the pre-cosmic disorder (Tim. 29d7-30c1).6! Plato assumes that the god values
his own goodness and wants to reproduce it in other things; hence the god aims at the
existence of creatures who have something similar to his goodness. Even in an immortal
agent, the desire for propagation rests on the desire to express and to extend the traits one
values about oneself and to embody them in other things.

These few remarks of Plato’s underlie Platonist and Christian doctrines of the overflowing
love of God.5? They also help to explain Plato’s claims about the philosophers in the
Republic. He claims that if some ‘necessity” arises, the philosopher will be a good ‘craftsman’
(démiourgos) of justice and the other civic virtues (R. 500d4-9). We might have supposed,
before taking account of the Symposium, that the necessity is externally imposed and results
simply from the compulsion exercised by the rulers of the Platonic city. But we can now see
that this is not the only source of the necessity that moves the philosophers. They are like the
god of the Timaeus who wants to share his goodness with other things. Whereas the god cre-
ates other things to embody his goodness, the philosophers seek to reproduce in their fellow-
citizens the states that they value in themselves. Since the states they value in themselves
include psychic justice, they want to embody psychic justice in other people as far as possible.

64. BEudaemonism and Concern for Others

We cannow say more about why the philosophers do notbelieve they sacrifice their happiness
when they take their turn in ruling. Plato introduces the philosophers as paradigms of just
people. If his claims about the philosophers are relevant to his claims about justice and
happiness, his account of the motives of the philosopher should also clarify the outlook of a
just person more generally. The account of eros in the Symposium shows why Plato does not
think that the ‘necessity’ recognized by philosophers is confined to philosophers. The desire
for reproduction in the fine is common to every rational agent, since we all care about our
own preservation. Not all of us recognize that this rational concern for ourselves makes it
reasonable to care about the good of others for their own sake; but we will recognize this if
we reflect correctly on the nature of human happiness and the human soul.

Plato’s argument in the Symposium supports his view about the relation between
eudaemonism and morality, or—to express it in his terms—between the rational pursuit
of one’s own happiness and the aspects of justice that make it appear to be another’s good
and harmful to the just agent. He does not deny that the apparent facts about justice seem
to raise a difficulty for his eudaemonism; in this respect it is quite appropriate, and not at
all anachronistic, to say that he is concerned with an apparent conflict between duty and
interest. We might suppose that eudaemonism makes it more difficult to explain concern
for the good of others, and that we need to introduce some moral principle distinct from
the pursuit of one’s own happiness to justify the extension of non-instrumental concern
beyond oneself. We will take Plato to agree with this view if we suppose that he believes the

st Taylor, CPT 78, suggests that in Plato’s view, ‘it is of the very nature of goodness and love to “overflow™ .
52 See, e.g., Aquinas, ST 1a q20 a2 adl.
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philosophers sacrifice their happiness to their duty as rulers.®? But we have found that this
is not his view. He believes that the enlightened rational part of the soul has a holistic and
comprehensive outlook that is also temporally comprehensive, and so looks forward to my
future interests. An appropriately comprehensive concern for my present and future cannot
allow my concerns to be confined to myself; for since I am concerned about the future
embodiment of traits that I value in myself, I reasonably seek to propagate these traits in
other people. As we learn more about which traits are valuable, we change our views about
the traits that should be embodied in other people (Symp. 210a—211c).

But even if we agree with Plato’s argument from concern for oneself to concern for
others, we may doubt whether the concern for others that emerges from his argument is
really concern for other people’s interest, the sort of concern that is relevant to love and to
morality. We recognize one important type of love for persons as non-instrumental concern
for the good of others; this is how Aristotle describes the common conception of friendship.%
But we might wonder whether the Platonic attitude to other persons is appropriately non-
instrumental. Plato speaks of the effects of love as ‘educating’ or ‘moulding’ (Phdr. 252d5-e1)
the beloved into the shape that the lover thinks appropriate. What has this to do with the
interests of the beloved? If B is moulded into the shape in which B best satisfies A’s desire for
self-propagation, it seems to be A’s interests rather than B’s that guide the changes A tries to
produce in B.

Plato’s eudaemonism helps to explain why Platonic love includes concern for the interests
of the other person. Since A is concerned for B as a way of propagating A, and since A cares
about A’s own interest for A’s own sake, A will also care about B for B’s own sake, not
instrumentally to some further end. For in so far as B propagates A, B deserves the sort of
concern that A applies to A. Though A certainly does it all for A’s own sake, doing it for B’s
sake is doing it for A’s sake, if B is A’s way of propagating A. Just as A cares about the future
stages of A as the results of intra-personal propagation, A has the same reason to care about
B as the result of inter-personal propagation. For if B really carries on what A regards as
valuable about A, then A has good reason to care about B in the same way as A cares about A.

We can make this point a little more concrete by reminding ourselves of the traits that
an enlightened agent wants to propagate in others. These traits include the cardinal virtues,
which embody the rational control that this agent values for its own sake. Hence we have
reason to want to produce the cardinal virtues in other people too. But the cardinal virtues
are the dominant element in everyone’s good. Hence virtuous agents—those who value
the cardinal virtues in themselves—also achieve the good of others.

This is simply an outline of Plato’s argument from self-concern to concern for others. If
he succeeds, he shows that agents with psychic justice also aim at the good of others, and
so he defends his claim that they have the other-regarding virtue of justice that raised the
main question of the Republic. Plato’s claims raise reasonable doubts and questions at many
points, but we need not pursue them in detail now, since the relevant issues arise again in
later eudaemonist defences of morality.

The most important point in this argument is the strategy that other eudaemonists derive
from Plato. He suggests that we find it difficult to connect self-interest with the good of

3 See Foster, quoted above at n55. 54 See Rhet. 1380b36-1381al. On Aristotle see §122.
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others because we have an incomplete conception of self-interest. Once we understand the
scope of self-interest, correctly conceived, we see that it includes the morally appropriate
concern for the interests of others. Whether or not Plato sees exactly how these two areas of
concern are connected, his strategy is worth examining, because it conflicts with a common
understanding of the major questions in ethics.

Philosophers who believe that morality is separate from self-interest and that it is not
a simple matter to grasp the relation between the two principles are not raising a purely
theoretical question. Nor is it purely a modern question. We can see from the questions
of the interlocutors in the Republic that they do not find it obvious that a correct account
of justice will demonstrate that it is part of the just agent’s happiness. The position that
Polus took in the Gorgias—that justice is finer than injustice though less beneficial to the
agent (Gorg. 474c4—d2)—seems plausible to Plato’s contemporaries and may well seem
plausible to us.

Plato points out that the separation of morality from self-interest rests on a specific
conception of self-interest. As we will see, Butler and Sidgwick, who sharply separate
self-interest from morality, also conceive self-interest narrowly. It is worth asking whether
this conception of self-interest is correct, and, if it is not correct, whether that matters
for the question about self-interest and morality. Plato might be correct to question the
common conception of self-interest, even if he is wrong to suppose that a correct conception
resolves the questions about self-interest and morality. We can decide whether he is right
or wrong only by further reflexion on the character and composition of happiness, and on
the requirements of morality. Aristotle and the Stoics pursue this reflexion in some detail;
if we examine their position, we can form some tentative view about the success of the
eudaemonist approach to morality.
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ARISTOTLE: HAPPINESS

65. Interpreting Aristotle

Aristotle’s ethics will be prominent not only in these chapters that deal primarily with
Aristotle, but also in many later chapters. Indeed, some of the discussion of his views will
not be complete until the end of the book. The reasons that justify this constant return to
Aristotle will give some idea of his significance.

On some points modern moralists disagree with Aristotle. His conception of an objective
human good derived from a foundation in human nature is generally absent from modern
moral theories; this is true of theories that in other respects differ as radically as those of
Hobbes and Kant. Moreover, modern theories treat morality as the source of reasons and
motives that are distinct from those of self-interest.! Despite their other disagreements,
Butler, Hume, and Kant agree in rejecting the supremacy of reasons based on one’s own
good, whereas Aristotle seems to regard such reasons as supreme, both psychologically and
rationally.

Aristotle provides not only a point of contrast, but also an aspect of continuity in the
history of ethics. If we compare him with the modern moralists we have just mentioned,
he represents the ‘ancient” view. But he is a primary source and inspiration for mediaeval
moral philosophy and its successors. Mediaeval philosophers, of whom Aquinas is the best
known, interpret and develop Aristotle so as to form a position that justifiably regards itself
as Aristotelian, but is no mere paraphrase of Aristotle.

If we neglect the continuity of the Aristotelian tradition, some contrasts between ancient
and modern moral philosophy seem obvious. If we recognize the continuity of this tradition,
the contrasts blur. This is especially true of some supposedly non-Aristotelian elements in
modern moral philosophy. We might be inclined to believe that Aristotle lacks a conception
of distinct moral reasons. But it is more difficult to believe this about Aquinas. And if Aquinas
believes that his conception is based on Aristotle, we may be less confident that Aristotle differs
from modern moral philosophy as sharply as we initially supposed. If we notice how later Aris-
totelians understand Aristotle, we may be persuaded to interpret him differently from how
we would interpret him if we did not take account of these later versions of Aristotelian ethics.

! But see §368 on Scotus.
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But should we allow these later versions to influence us in the interpretation of Aristotle?
Even if Aquinas shows us how one might defend or exploit some aspects of Aristotle, should
we not resist any attempt to explain Aristotle himself in the light of later reflexions? One
might argue that a proper historical account of Aristotle ought to explain him without any
reference to the ways in which later philosophers understand him, so that we have a neutral
basis from which we can see who has understood him correctly. On this basis we might try to
decide who has defended Aristotle, and who has defended some selected Aristotelian themes.

The task of separating the interpretation of Aristotle from the views of later expositors
and defenders is less simple than it may appear. We understand the significance of Aristotle’s
claims only if we understand what they imply, and how they might be defended or attacked.
These are questions for the philosophical critic, and later philosophical criticism may help
us to grasp the point of what Aristotle says. Some later critics, therefore, may help us to
understand Aristotle better than we would understand him if we ignored later philosophy.
Some of Aquinas” main doctrines are not only inspired by Aristotle, but also make clear
the implications of Aristotle’s views. If this is true, we may reasonably rely on Aquinas
in interpreting Aristotle. But he is not the only later critic who defends views about the
significance and value of Aristotle; to reach a reasonable view of Aristotle we may need to
compare Aquinas’ views with the alternatives that other critics offer.2

Still, we cannot even argue convincingly that later critics have interpreted Aristotle
correctly unless we have some idea of his position that does not already assume that they
are correct. We need a preliminary account of Aristotle that helps us to see why his readers
might reasonably be puzzled about how to understand and to develop his views. We need
to see where Aristotle is inexplicit or silent, so that a critic needs to supply some argument
or explanation. To reach a fair estimate of the views of different critics, we should exercise
some restraint in our initial interpretation of Aristotle. We should make it clear why it might
be reasonable to disagree about what Aristotle means, or about how to elaborate some of
his claims to make them fit others.

We would be going too far in this direction, however, if we gave the impression that
there is no right answer, that one interpretation cannot be defended as the best way of
understanding and explaining Aristotle. To do justice to Aristotle in the history of ethics, we
should recognize that answers to some questions of interpretation are not obvious, but can
be found.

66. Aristotle’s Main Contributions

Aristotle begins where Socrates and Plato left off. He recognizes that he continues the ethical
inquiries they began. While he cites poets and sages as sources of moral views, he mentions
only Socrates, Plato, Eudoxus, and Speusippus as sources of theoretical views that agree or
disagree with his own—about the nature of the good, or pleasure, or virtue, or incontinence,
for instance. Many of the topics of the Ethics are familiar to readers of the Platonic dialogues.?

2 Other relevant discussions include those by Suarez, Butler, and Green.
3 In speaking of the ‘Ethics’ I refer to the EN, which I take to be the latest and best statement of Aristotle’s ethical
theory. This is the work that influences mediaeval and later moralists. (The role of the different ethical treatises in
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In discussing happiness, the virtues, and pleasure Aristotle continues Plato’s inquiries. In
arguing that virtue promotes happiness, that the best life is also the pleasantest life, and that
if we have one virtue we have all the virtues, he defends Plato’s conclusions.

Aristotle often argues more fully than Plato argues for central Platonic claims, but this is
not always true. Some significant exceptions are these: (1) Though Aristotle is as convinced
as Plato is (see ix 4) that virtue always promotes happiness more than vice does, a defence
of this claim is not a central element in the Ethics as it is in the Republic. (2) Though Aristotle
relies on the Platonic division of the soul, he does not argue for it as fully as Plato does in
Republic iv, but tends to take it for granted in, for instance, his doctrine of virtue as a mean
and in his explanation of incontinence.* (3) Though he mentions (in vi 13) that he accepts
the reciprocity of the virtues, he discusses this topic less fully than Plato discusses it in the
Protagoras and the Statesman; he confines himself to answering an objection to it.

We cannot explain Aristotle’s comparative brevity on these points by supposing that he
takes them to be unimportant; they are central elements of his moral theory. We might
conjecture that he treats them briefly because he is relatively satisfied with Plato’s treatment
of them, and supposes that his audience will know what he means even if he does not
expound his views at length.

This might lead us to a further conjecture; perhaps the topics that Aristotle treats at
greater length are those on which he is not satisfied with Plato’s discussion. If we identify
the main features of the Ethics that are unfamiliar to a reader of Plato, how do they change
or strengthen Plato’s position?

In the Republic Plato does not explain or defend very fully the conception of happiness
presupposed in his claim that justice promotes happiness. In the Philebus he has more to say
about the nature of the human good; he sets out the general conditions of completeness,
sufficiency, and universal attractiveness, and tries to show how these conditions support
a life of pleasure combined with intelligence over either version of the unmixed life. He
does not undertake the longer task of showing that these general conditions can be used to
support a plausible account of the final good, or that this account justifies the virtues, as
Plato conceives them.

Aristotle undertakes this task in the Ethics. He offers an account of the concept of the
highest good, formal criteria® for the good, and an argument from these formal criteria
to a specific conception of happiness, identified with the highest good. He tries to show
that he has found a true account of a human being’s happiness, and a true account of the
human virtues, and that these true accounts fit together in the right way. According to one
reasonable interpretation, he argues that happiness is a composite good, and that the virtues
are dominant parts of it.

In Republic iv Plato identifies the four major virtues with the well-ordered condition of the
tripartite soul. But he does not say much about what actions can be expected from someone

Hellenistic philosophy is not so clear.) I refer only occasionally to the other two ethical works in the Aristotelian corpus,
the EE and MM. Kenny, APL, chs. 1-3, Appendix 1, defends a different view of the relation between the ethical treatises. I
follow most modern critics in supposing that the three books, EN v, vi, and vii, were originally written as part of the EE.
4 See 1102a18-32; 1104b24—6; 1110b10-19; 1149a24-b23. DA 432b3-7 also treats the partition of the soul as familiar.
The controversy is about the nature of the parts and the relation between them, not about their reality.
> On formal criteria see §53; §71 below.
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with a well-ordered soul, or why these actions are virtuous actions. A treatise on ethics
ought to include a fuller account of the virtues. If this fuller account fits Plato’s eudaemonist
starting point, it ought to argue that the different virtues can be understood in the light of a
correct conception of happiness. Aristotle argues for this claim through his discussion of the
virtues of character and intellect.

Aristotle follows Socrates and Plato in supposing that virtuous action is rational because
it aims at an appropriate end. But this teleological assumption raises a difficulty. Socrates
identifies teleological rationality with the productive rationality of a craft, so that virtues are
choiceworthy because of some external end that they causally promote. Plato claims that
justice is worth choosing for its own sake and not only for its causal results. He thereby
implicitly denies that productive rationality is the only sort of rational goal-direction, but he
does not offer a clear alternative. Aristotle, however, distinguishes two sorts of goal-directed
actions: production (poiésis) aims at some end other than the production itself, whereas in
‘action’ or ‘activity’ (praxis) ‘good action itself is the end’ (1140b7). He claims that some
action can be understood teleologically though it is not simply a means to an end that is
wholly external to it. His distinction shows how the virtues fit into happiness without having
merely instrumental value, and why a virtuous person can both regard happiness as the
ultimate end and choose virtuous action for its own sake.

A virtue of character is ‘a state that decides’ (hexis prohairetiké). Aristotle’s account of
‘decision’ or ‘election’ (prohairesis)® expands Plato’s remarks on the desires of the rational part
of the soul. Decision is the product of wish (boulésis) and deliberation. It is a central feature
of responsible action and of virtue. In requiring the right decision, Aristotle seeks to describe
the rational element in virtue. His description is, at first sight, paradoxical. For he claims that
we decide on actions as promoting ends, not as ends themselves, but he also insists that the
virtuous person decides on the virtuous action for its own sake. This paradox dissolves, and
the coherence of Aristotle’s position becomes clear, once we apply the distinction between
production and activity to Aristotle’s claims about decision. The virtuous person decides
on virtuous actions as activities that in themselves, not simply through their consequences,
partly achieve the end. A composite conception of happiness helps to explain the role of
virtuous actions.

According to Aristotle, the mark of the virtuous person is the choice of virtuous action
‘because it is fine (kalon)’ or ‘for the sake of the fine’. Plato often mentions the fine in
connexion with virtue, but he does not appeal to it, as Aristotle does, in describing the
motives of the virtuous person. Aristotle’s contemporaries contrast acting for the sake of
the fine with acting for the sake of one’s own benefit; to say that virtuous people prefer the
fine over the beneficial is to make it clear that they prefer the advantage of others over their
own advantage. By insisting on an aspect of virtue that might seem to raise difficulties for
his eudaemonism, Aristotle acknowledges that a eudaemonist must explain this aspect of
virtue. He believes he can explain it by appeal to his composite conception of happiness.

¢ Thave used both ‘decision’ (perhaps the least unsatisfactory English rendering) and “election’ (to prepare for Aquinas’
use of ‘electio’) to render prohairesis and the cognate verb. In any case the rendering ‘choice’ should be avoided, since
it conceals the fact that Aristotle often uses an ordinary Greek word for choice (hairesis), but does not suggest that
prohairesis is identical to hairesis.
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Justice and the rest of other-regarding morality seem difficult to justify by reference to one’s
own happiness. The difficulty convinced Thrasymachus that the other-regarding virtues
cannot be rationally justified. To answer Thrasymachus, Aristotle does not concentrate
on justice, as Plato does, but on friendship. One fifth of the whole EN is devoted to the
description, analysis, and justification of friendship; the prominence of this virtue in Aristotle
is one major point of difference from Plato’s treatment of ethics. In showing how friendship is
part ofhappiness, Aristotle explains how regard for others is not merely of instrumental value.

Some of these arguments show why we can consistently choose virtue for its own sake,
because it is fine, and because it promotes our happiness. But it is not enough to show that
we can take this attitude. We normally suppose, and Aristotle’s readers suppose as well, that
acceptance of morality is not simply one choice that we are free to make, but a choice that we
must make. The ‘must’ here cannot be the ‘must’ of physical or psychological compulsion;
virtue requires the free preference of morality over other options that are recognized as
open. Aristotle relies on some suggestions of Plato’s to argue that we must choose the
moral virtues because they are uniquely appropriate for us as the kinds of beings that we
are; he argues from the needs and characteristics of human nature to the appropriateness of
choosing these specific virtues. The virtues constitute the good states of human beings; they
make human beings good, and are good for human beings, as the kinds of things they are,
just as healthy leaves, roots, and trunks make trees good trees and are good for trees. This
goodness of human beings depends on the good of human beings, just as the goodness of
trees depends on the good of trees.

The appeal to facts about human nature—whether we take them to be biological,
psychological, or metaphysical—appears at crucial points in the argument, and plays a vital
theoretical role in ethics, as Aristotle conceives it. This aspect of the Ethics has received
severe criticism. If we agree with the criticism, then we may reasonably want to see how
much of Aristotle’s views on ethics can stand without the appeal to nature. If we reject the
criticism, the task of eliminating the appeal to nature from Aristotle’s position will appear
less urgent.

These features of the Ethics suggest that Aristotle’s argument is more systematic than
we might initially suppose. The Ethics discusses happiness, virtue, friendship, pleasure, and
contemplation in a loose framework that does not often advertise a cumulative argument.
The prominence of relatively minor details (for instance, the different aspects of special
justice, the minor intellectual virtues, the casuistical questions about friendship) may give
the impression that Aristotle cares more about detailed description than about the broader
questions of justification that occupy Plato in the Republic. This impression, however, is
misleading. Aristotle believes that Plato has left him with the task of arguing that virtue and
happiness fit together when each is properly understood. If we do not think of happiness as
a composite end, and if we do not decide on virtue as a component of happiness, we cannot,
in Aristotle’s view, defend the eudaemonist position in the way that Plato sketches in the
Republic. If, however, we understand happiness correctly, we can recognize the impartial
and other-regarding aspects of the virtues within a eudaemonist argument.

Aristotle’s treatment of virtue and happiness is controversial. The main Hellenistic
schools—Cynics, Cyrenaics, Epicureans, and Stoics—accept this estimate of Aristotle’s
version of eudaemonism. The Cyrenaics reject eudaemonism altogether. The Stoics modify
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the Aristotelian conception of happiness to bring happiness closer to virtue; Epicurus rejects
the assumption that virtue must be shown to be valuable for its own sake, not purely
instrumentally.

The same sorts of doubts about Aristotelian eudaemonism underlie the still more radical
criticisms by Christian moralists. Their objections seem to imply that Aristotle is basically
misguided in taking one’s own happiness and the cultivation of one’s own virtue to be
morally acceptable aims. These are the objections that Aquinas seeks to answer, by arguing
that Aristotle’s account of happiness and virtue supports a correct view of the human good
and of the place of the moral virtues in it; this view, according to Aquinas, needs to be
extended and transformed, but not rejected or abandoned, in the light of the Christian
revelation.

67. Method

Near the beginning of the Nicomachean Ethics (i 3—4) and the Eudemian Ethics (i 6), Aristotle
briefly discusses the proper method for moral philosophy. His remarks have influenced
many of his successors, even including those who do not accept the rest of his ethical
outlook, and they raise some questions about what moral philosophers should try to do and
what they might hope to achieve.

He refers to common views about the ultimate good and happiness, and promises to
proceed by examining the most widespread and plausible of common views (1095a28-30).
By beginning from these views, we begin from what is ‘known to us’ (1095b2—4).” Aristotle
sometimes cites common beliefs and the puzzles (aproriai) they raise,® and in one place he
suggests that the aim of his ethical reflexion is to remove puzzles raised by common beliefs
(1145b2-7).° This procedure is similar to the procedure of ‘dialectic’, as Aristotle describes it.

Dialectic is Aristotle’s version of Socratic argument applied to common beliefs.!® He tries
to find the most plausible objections and puzzles that can be raised from common beliefs and
against common beliefs, and looks for a resolution that resolves apparent contradictions and
conflicts. By endorsing dialectical method in ethics Aristotle expresses the Socratic conviction
that moral philosophy is accessible to those who are honest and persistent enough to inquire
into their own basic convictions and the connexions between them. Moral theory, according
to this Socratic view, does not require a whole philosophical system or a full understanding
of reality as a whole. It is an autonomous discipline, in so far as its basic principles are
independent of disputes in natural science and the rest of philosophy.

7 ‘Presumably, then, the starting point we should begin from is what is known to us. . . . the starting point is the that
and if this is apparent enough to us, we will not need the why in addition; and if we have this good upbringing, we have
the starting points, or can easily acquire them’ (1095b3-8).

8 See, e.g., 18; 1143b36; 1144b32—4; viii 1; 1168a28-b13; 1169b3-8.

° The passage is quoted in §2n1. On puzzles (aporiai) cf. Top. 145b16-20. Aristotle says he will proceed in this way in
the case of incontinence ‘as in the other cases’, implying that he offers a general statement on method. Since he does not
say what ‘the other cases’ are, we cannot conclude for certain that the statement applies to all his ethical arguments, but
such a conclusion is supported by the use of dialectical expressions throughout the Ethics. Contrast Annas, MH 142n3,
claiming that this passage ‘is sometimes wrongly elevated to a general strategy in ethics’.

10 Dialectic is ‘a method from which we will be able to syllogize from common beliefs (endoxa) about every topic
proposed to us, and will say nothing conflicting when we give an account ourselves’ (Top. 100a18—21).
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We need to use a dialectical method in the Ethics because we are looking for the basic
principles (archai) of a discipline.!! We cannot rely on accepted principles in order to support
ethical advice; for our inquiry looks for principles in the light of which we can decide the
right basis for giving advice. Since we are ‘on the road towards the principles’ (1095a30-b1),
we have to rely on some appropriate standard for acceptance of a theoretical principle.
Aristotle suggests that the appropriate standard is success in finding the ‘why’ that explains
the ‘that’. The beliefs “that’ just people do not take bribes, ‘that” one ought not to betray
other people in danger just to save one’s skin, and so on are the appropriate places to start.

What sort of ‘why’ explains the ‘that’? We might think Aristotle’s statement of his aim is
ambiguous between explanation and justification. We might find an explanation that makes
it clear why we hold the moral beliefs we hold. It might show that we are impressed by
superficial analogies, that we remain attached to principles that once had socially desirable
consequences but have outlived their usefulness, and that we fail to draw the logical
implications of some of our beliefs that conflict with others that we also hold tenaciously.
The explanation offered by this sort of “‘why” would reasonably encourage us to question
our moral outlook; the questions might either prompt us to look for something better or
leave us in sceptical detachment.

Among ancient philosophers the Sceptics offer this potentially undermining “‘why’. The
modern philosophers who offer it include Mandeville, Sidgwick, and Mackie.'? While these
philosophers draw different conclusions from their undermining explanations, they agree
in believing that a search for the ‘why’ exposes some error in the moral beliefs that we
explain.

A different sort of ‘why” might tell us not why we believe what we believe about morality,
but why a brave person faces danger in some conditions but not in others, why we ought
to keep our promises, and so on. The ‘why’ is understood as “Why should we?" rather
than “Why do we?’, and the answer we look for will justify the convictions that we began
with. On this view, we have not found the ‘why” we are looking for until we have found a
justification for our initial beliefs.

These two approaches to the ‘why’ seem to require different treatments of the common
beliefs we begin from. If we are looking for a justification, we apparently need to take a
critical attitude to them; we will want to see where they seem inconsistent or irrational, and
we will want to find some reasonable way of resolving inconsistencies. If we are looking for
an explanation without a justification, we have no reason to try to resolve inconsistencies;
on the contrary, exposure of them may help us to reveal the conflicting assumptions that
underlie our beliefs.

Aristotle’s treatment of common beliefs and the puzzles they raise suggests that he expects
the ‘why’ to yield a justification, and not simply an explanation. He does not begin from
all commonly-held beliefs indiscriminately, but tries to exclude those that seem simply to
reflect particular people’s bias in their specific circumstances. He tries to set out from those

11 “‘And it [sc. dialectic] is also useful for <finding> the first things in each science. For we cannot say anything about
them from the proper principles of the science in question, since the principles are prior to everything else, but it is
necessary to discuss them through the common beliefs on each subject. And this is proper to dialectic alone, or to it more
than to anything else; for since it examines, it has a road towards the principles of all disciplines’ (Top. 101a36-b4).

12 See Mandeveille, FB i 56 (Kaye) = R 270; Sidgwick (n14 below); Mackie, E, chs. 1-2.
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that are very widely held, or seem to have some argument in their favour.!? Nor does he
simply list the common beliefs; he seeks to ‘examine” (exetazein) them, using Socrates’ term
for his cross-examinations of interlocutors. Like Socrates, he examines people’s beliefs in
order to expose the difficulties and puzzles that they raise. We look for a principle that
allows us to resolve the puzzles, and to vindicate either all the common beliefs, or at least
the ‘most and most important’ of them (1145b4-6). The principle that we ought to reach
is ‘known by nature’, and not merely ‘known to us’; it tells us how things are in their own
right, apart from our beliefs and desires.

Though Aristotle describes his method as a search for justification, we may wonder
whether he succeeds.!# It is easy to suppose that he offers a systematic description of
common moral beliefs. It is harder to see how he shows that some beliefs are more
‘important’ than others, and that these are the ones that should be preserved. We need to
consider the standards he relies on in resolving the conflicts he finds in common beliefs, and
why he believes these are reasonable standards.

He also gives a different account of his method in the Ethics. Instead of speaking of
dialectic, he describes ethical inquiry as a sort of “political science’ (politiké, 1094b10-11).*
Political science is a form of practical science, and its method is deliberative. It is the same
cognitive state as prudence (phronésis), which deliberates about what promotes happiness as
a whole (1141b23-33). Deliberation assumes some end, and then considers what has to be
done to secure it (1112b11-16). Once we have identified what we can do here and now to
achieve our end, we make an election (prohairesis; 1113a9-12).

Aristotle suggests at the beginning of the Ethics that he will follow this deliberative
method, but not in the usual way. In goal-directed crafts, such as medicine or building, we
begin with a conception of the healthy condition we want to produce in the patient, or of
the house we want to build; it is not our task to say what health is or a house is. In the
Ethics Aristotle begins by introducing a final good as the ultimate end, but he does not begin
by taking for granted the character and composition of this ultimate end. On the contrary,
his first question asks what this final good is (1094a22—6). In this case the deliberative task
includes the dialectical inquiry that is needed to find an account of the good; such an account
will be the basic principle, and so (as the Topics remarks, 101a36-b4'6) we have to discover
it by dialectic.

Ethical inquiry differs from other forms of deliberative inquiry on this point because it
lacks the usual basis for fixing a definite conception of the end that is to be realized in action.
If we are trying to make bridles, our craft is controlled by the end set by the equestrian craft;

13 ‘Presumably, then, it is rather futile to examine all these beliefs, and it is enough to examine those that are most
current or seem to have some argument for them’ (1095a28-30). The appropriate common beliefs should be apparent
(phainomena), ‘but apparent not to just anyone, but to people of a certain sort; for it is an indefinitely long task to examine
the things that make something apparent to just anyone’ (Top. 170b6-8).

14 Sidgwick understands Aristotle’s account as a systematic description pointing the way to an undermining explanation
of common sense: ‘T had to read Aristotle again; and a light seemed to dawn upon me as to the meaning and drift of
his procedure—especially in Books ii, iii, iv. of the Ethics . . . What he gave us there was the Common Sense Morality of
Greece, reduced to consistency by careful comparison: given not as something external to him but as what “we”—he
and others—think, ascertained by reflection. And was not this really the Socratic induction, elicited by interrogation?’
(ME xxi). On Sidgwick’s attitude to Aristotle see §115.

15 The Greek has no noun here. ‘Science’ (epistémé) or ‘capacity’ (dunamis) has to be supplied from 1094a26.

16 Quoted in n11 above.
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if we are trying to formulate a new pill to relieve headaches, our craft is controlled by the
end set by pharmacy and medicine; but in political science we are trying to find the highest
end, and so we cannot appeal to any higher end to give us a definite conception of our end.
Since we are looking for a basic principle, we need dialectical inquiry.

Aristotle captures this difference between political science and most other sciences by
saying that political science is practical rather than productive, because it is concerned with
‘action’ (praxis) and not simply with “production’ or ‘making’ (poiésis). In Aristotle’s strict
sense of ‘action’, an action is itself the end that we aim at, not a mere means to some end
external to it (1140b6-7). If we are trying to find the appropriate form of non-instrumental
action, we cannot simply consider its causal consequences for the production of some
external end; we need to see how it can non-instrumentally realize an end that it partly
constitutes. Some of the central questions about Aristotle’s ethics turn on our understanding
of his claims about non-instrumental realization.

68. The Role of the Final Good

Aristotle takes his first step towards an account of the final good by explaining why it has
to be the concern of political science. He begins: ‘Every craft and every line of inquiry,
and similarly action and decision, seems to aim at some good’ (1094al-2). Crafts and
lines of inquiry are examples of productive reasoning, in which we seek some end that is
external to the productive process itself. “Action and decision’ are to be contrasted with
these productive processes, but Aristotle claims that non-instrumental action is included
in his generalization.!” Whenever one discipline is subordinate to another, the end of the
superordinate discipline is more choiceworthy than the end of the subordinate discipline
(1094a14-18), and this relation of subordination and superordination among ends applies
to action no less than to production. Whenever a number of disciplines are under a single
discipline, the single discipline is “architectonic’ in relation to the others.

These remarks introduce Aristotle’s concept of an ultimate end to which every other end
is subordinate; this is an end that we pursue for its own sake and for the sake of which we
pursue everything else.!® If there is such an end, it is the concern of the ‘most controlling
and most architectonic’ science. If, then, we can conceive a supreme and most architectonic
science, we can see that there is a final good, which must be its object.

Aristotle claims that the most architectonic science is political science. In some cases
political science decides that a particular discipline is not worth learning at all; in other cases
it prescribes the extent to which different disciplines ought to be practised. It regulates the
disciplines that it allows to be practised, and this regulation extends even to the disciplines
that are concerned with action rather than production (1094a28-b7). Since political science

17 ‘Some ends are activities, others are products beyond the activities’ (1094a4-5) distinguishes praxis (the first case)
from poiésis (the second case).

18 Some critics have argued that Aristotle commits a fallacy here, arguing from the fact that we do not pursue
everything for the sake of some other end to the conclusion that there is just one end that we pursue for its own sake and
for the sake of which we pursue everything else. This objection is clearly stated and defended by Ackrill, ‘Eudaimonia’.
Contrast Kraut, AHG 217-20. The objection fails to take seriously the ‘if” in 1094a18.
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has this regulative task, its end includes the ends of the other sciences, and so this end is the
human good (1094a26-b7).

If the end of political science were not all-inclusive, it would be irrational, according to
Aristotle, to allow political science ultimate authority in regulating all the other sciences. If
there were some end superior to the end of political science, we ought to regulate all our
other pursuits by reference to that end. And if there were an end co-ordinate with the end
of political science, we could not allow political science the exclusive right to regulate other
pursuits.

Aristotle assumes that it is rational to decide about the regulation of different pursuits
only if we refer to some end that includes the value resulting from each of them.!* Some
regulative decisions need not refer to the absolutely final good, but should at least refer
to a good that is final and all-embracing in relation to the pursuits being regulated. If, for
instance, we tried to regulate both the production of leather and the production of swords by
reference to purely military needs, we would reach the right level of production of swords,
but we would underestimate the appropriate level of production of leather (since we need
leather for shoes and for other non-military purposes, but we need swords only for military
purposes). In that case we would not have chosen an appropriately inclusive end to regulate
the two subordinate ends. The final good is appropriately inclusive in relation to all other
ends that we might reasonably pursue.

Aristotle does not simply claim that political science has an all-inclusive end. He also
claims that it studies fine and just things (1094b14-15) and that it studies virtue, and how to
make citizens good and law-abiding (1102a7-10). This concern falls within the area of the
comprehensive other-directed virtue that he calls ‘general justice” (cf. 1129b11-27). Aristotle
does not simply claim that the characters of citizens may affect the attainment of the final
good pursued by politics. This fact about the virtues does not distinguish them from many
other things that political science might consider; it seems to have the same reason for
concern about the ends of many different subordinate sciences. When Aristotle marks virtue
as a special concern of political science, he implies that virtue is especially closely linked
to the final good; this link distinguishes virtue from the various other concerns of political
science.

Itis not trivial, then, to claim that ethics—the study of virtue and character—is a special or
primary concern of political science—the science that regulates and organizes subordinate
goods to produce the final good. Aristotle assumes the truth of some claim that he has not
yet spelt out, about the link between virtue and the final good.

69. The Final Good and Happiness

Aristotle refers both to ‘every craft and every line of inquiry” and to ‘action and decision’
(1094a1-2). He says that each of these seems to aim at some good, and he infers that there
is some final good that we pursue for its own sake and for the sake of which we pursue

12 A different view of subordination and inclusion is defended by Kraut, AHG 220-3. I doubt whether he takes sufficient
account of the fact that political science embraces sciences concerned with praxis.
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everything else. And so the argument that applies to crafts and similar disciplines should also
apply to the actions and decisions of individuals.

To see why Aristotle believes an ultimate end can be discerned in the choices of individuals,
we must understand what he means in claiming that ‘action and decision seems to aim at
some good’. The combination of action and decision suggests that the claim is not meant to
apply to action on non-rational desires, but to pick out the distinctive character of action on
a decision (prohairesis). If this is the point, then “aim at some good’ is to be taken de dicto, not
de re;?° it is a claim about the intentional object of these different forms of rational thought
and action.?!

Aristotle implies that every decision, expressing a desire for an object as good, thereby
expresses a desire for an object as promoting the final good.?? This feature of action on
decision reflects the fact that decision is essentially rational desire, and is therefore subject to
the rational teleological regulation that Aristotle describes in his account of political science.
Since we accept this teleological regulation, we acknowledge our belief in the existence of a
final good. Since—Aristotle assumes—we are correct in all this, there must be a final good;
and this, being genuinely good, will be the ultimate end that fully satisfies our desires and
aims (in the sense that it will satisfy the description ‘good’ that we apply to the ultimate end).

If Aristotle believes each of us actually pursues some final good as our ultimate end, he
makes a psychological claim about the nature of rational agents, in so far as they act on
decision. When he speaks of happiness, he says: ‘we all do everything else for the sake of
it’ (1102a2). 22 He seems to accept three claims: (1) Each rational agent pursues some final
good. (2) The final good that each agent pursues is happiness. (3) The happiness that each
agent pursues is the agent’s own happiness. The second of these claims states a form of
eudaemonism, and the third states a form of egoism.

The first claim seems to rest on Aristotle’s conception of rational regulation. In his view,
each of us conforms to this pattern to some extent; we regulate the pursuit of some goals by
referring to their impact on other goals and aims that we take to be more important. To the
extent that we do this, we display deliberative rationality.?*

This thesis about the final good is fairly minimal. What do we add when we add something
about happiness??* Aristotle understands happiness as living well; it is a property of a life

20 More exactly, it is a description of the agent’s psychological state (perhaps not explicitly stated in the dictum) rather
than of the actual object aimed at.

21 “The good is what everything aims at’ is meant as a remark about rational agents (in Aristotle’s case, though
apparently not for Eudoxus; see 1172b9). Aristotle does not mean, then, that our wanting something necessarily makes
it good.

22 See §310. 23 The antecedent of ‘it’ might be ‘happiness’ or ‘the end’.

24 This general view makes it easier to understand why, as has been noticed, Aristotle sometimes states his claim
about the final good as a normative thesis. In EE 1214b6-14 (partly quoted in n31 below) he seems to say first that
everyone sets (thesthai) some goal of living finely, and then explains that by saying that failure to have one’s life ordered
with reference to some end is a sign of great foolishness. In speaking of foolishness here, he does not seem to suggest that
it is impossible to be so disorganized. But it is easy to see how Aristotle might claim both (i) each of us to some extent
recognizes the value of rational regulation of ends; and (ii) many of us do very little of it; and hence (iii) we see the point
of doing more of it than we do.

25 Aristotle does not always sharply distinguish the claims about the final good from claims about happiness, and he
takes it to be clear that the final good for human beings is happiness (1095a17-20). Still, he does not take the identity of
the final good and happiness to be so trivial that it is not worth arguing for; indeed, he defends the identification at some
length, by comparing features of the final good with features of happiness (EN i 7).
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rather than of a moment in one’s existence. In identifying the good with happiness, we
introduce some temporal and structural dimensions. Aristotle agrees with Plato’s Philebus in
believing that we should think of the good as the good for a lifetime.?¢ A mere reference to
rational regulation does not say what we regulate in the light of what. The conception of a
final good that I refer to might change from one moment to the next, and it might just reflect
the whims that happen to strike me most strongly at the moment. In speaking of a good
life, however, we conceive ourselves as having lifetimes, and try to organize their different
stages in relation to each other. We also think of each activity as part of the life we live
now, in so far as we think of how it affects our other current concerns. These two aspects of
thinking about one’s life are closely connected; the concerns that extend over one’s lifetime
explain why one has a reason to take account of aims and concerns that do not happen to
be prominent in one’s mind at a given moment.

Since an appeal to happiness adds this temporal and structural aspect to the rational
regulation that is required by pursuit of a final good, Aristotle’s claim that we pursue
happiness is more informative than his claim that we pursue a final good. His further claim
about happiness is quite plausible. One would have a rather slim basis for rational regulation
of desires if one did not refer to one’s life as a whole. If I just happen to desire one thing
more strongly than another for a short time, why does that give me a reason to pay more
attention to what I care more about, given that my preference may change quite soon? But
if I regard one preference as especially belonging to me, and if I have some basis for that
belief in a conception of myself as something relatively persistent, I have some reason for
favouring one preference over another.

This way of explaining the appeal to happiness implies that Aristotle has in mind the
happiness of the agent who deliberates with reference to the good and happiness; she is not
simply considering someone’s good and happiness, but her own.2” Aristotle is a psychological
egoist; he believes that every rational agent aims at his own happiness as the ultimate end.
This is still not very clear, though. For we might still hold different views about the exact
role that a reference to happiness is supposed to play in an agent’s conscious deliberation
on different occasions; if it does not play a large role in conscious deliberation, one might
wonder exactly what the role of a conception of happiness is supposed to be. To answer this
question, Aristotle relies on rational egoism; he thinks that each rational agent has overriding
reason to do what best promotes his own happiness.2®

26 On the Philebus see §53.

27 Does he mean only that we deliberate with a view to happiness, without saying whose happiness is involved?
See Kraut, AHG 144-8. Admittedly, he often speaks of acting or choosing for the sake of happiness, without further
specification (e.g. end of i 12). Still, some passages suggest that he means the egoist claim: (i) 1140a25. It seems to be
characteristic of the wise person to be able to deliberate finely about the things good and beneficial to himself. Here the
relevant sort of deliberation is referred to one’s own happiness. (ii) ix 8. Aristotle defends the virtuous person against the
charge of being a lover of self—not by arguing that he is not a lover of self, but by arguing that the way in which he loves
himself does not make him indifferent to the interests of others. If Aristotle did not accept an egoist position here, he
would surely reply that it is a misunderstanding to assume that the virtuous person is a lover of self. He argues instead
that the proper degree of concern for others involves no sacrifice in one’s own interest, once that is properly conceived.
(iii) ix 4. In explaining why one has reason to be virtuous rather than vicious, Aristotle remarks that the condition of the
vicious person is miserable, and therefore to be avoided, 1166b26. He assumes that the overriding reason for pursuing
virtue and avoiding vice is their relation to one’s own happiness and unhappiness.

28 Psychological and rational egoism do not imply ethical egoism, which is often understood as the claim that one’s
own interests determine the sense of the moral ‘ought’. This is the view that the happiness of the individual agent
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If a final good plays the same role in individual deliberation as it plays in the deliberation
of a political scientist, it should make a difference to our lives. Aristotle claims that it is worth
our while to find out what the good is so that we will have a target to aim at (1094a22—6).2°
An account of the final good should distinguish the different parts of the end from the purely
instrumental means to it, so that we can find what is worth pursuing for its own sake. 3¢

70. The Final Good and the “Three Lives’

By introducing happiness, Aristotle introduces a reference to a rational agent’s life as a whole.
To prepare for his own account of the appropriate criteria to be applied to a conception of a
good life, he considers various conceptions that have been proposed. His objections to them
help to clarify the criteria that he applies.

In reply to those who value the life of pleasure, Aristotle argues that they choose a way
of life that is fit only for grazing animals (1095b19-20), not for rational agents. In a later
comment on pleasure, he remarks that no one would choose to return to a child’s level of
thought and a child’s pleasures, or accept pleasure from shameful actions (1174a1-4).3!

We might think it unfair of Aristotle to identify the life of pleasure with the life of
gross sensual pleasures (1095b21-2). But we can defend this move in the same way as we
can defend Socrates’ concentration on such pleasures in his argument with Callicles (Gorg.
494b3-495a4). Not every life of pleasure has to be confined to gross pleasures; but if we
regard pleasure alone as the feature of a life that makes it desirable and happy, we cannot
deny that ‘the life of grazing animals’ is a happy life. The features of such a life that make
it unsuitable for rational agents do not matter if a purely hedonist account of the good is
correct.

This brief dismissal of the life of pleasure is not Aristotle’s last word on pleasure in
the Ethics. Books vii and x discuss the nature of pleasure and the value of different types
of pleasure. Aristotle believes that true judgments about pleasure imply that the virtuous
person’s life is also the pleasantest life. But these true judgments about pleasure imply that
pleasure is not the only thing that makes a life happy; and so Aristotle’s more complex view

determines the content of the moral virtues—or in specific cases the view that bravery, temperance, or justice, for
instance, is a virtue, or is the particular virtue it is, because of its contribution to the virtuous agent’s own happiness. In
the second half of EN i 7, Aristotle insists on a very close connexion between happiness and virtue, but not on the sort of
connexion that would follow from ethical egoism. He appeals to happiness to justify the moral virtues, but not directly
to define their content.

22 “Then does not knowledge of this good also carry great weight for <our way of> life, and if we know it, are we
not more likely, like archers who have a target to aim at, to hit the right mark? If so, we should try to grasp, in outline at
any rate, what the good is, and which is its proper science or capacity.” (1094a22-6).

30 °. .. we must first define in ourselves, neither rashly nor sluggishly, in which aspect of us living well is found and
what things are necessary for it to belong to human beings; for health is not the same as the things needed for health,
and so on in many other cases, so that neither is living finely the same as the things without which one cannot live
finely. . .. For these are causes of the disputes about being happy, what it is and through what things it comes about; for
things that are necessary for being happy are counted by some people as parts of happiness’ (EE 1214b11-26).

31 ‘No one would choose to live with a child’s level of thought throughout his life, even if he took as much pleasure
as possible in the sorts of things that please children and enjoyed a child’s pleasures, or to enjoy himself in doing one of
the most shameful actions, even if he were never going to suffer pain’ (1174a1-4) Cf. EE 1215b22-7. Aristotle relies here
on Socrates’ reply to Protarchus (he cites the Philebus at 1172b28) to show that pleasure cannot be the good.
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about pleasure does not undermine his criticism of a life conducted on the assumption that
pleasure alone makes a life happy.32

The life of honour depends on our being honoured by other people, and therefore makes
us passive, not active, in relation to the most important aspect of our happiness. Against
this we intuitively believe that the good is ‘something of our own’; it expresses our rational
agency, not an essentially passive aspect of us (1095b23-6; cf. 1159a12—33). Plato describes
how the lover of honour suffers some misfortune that leads to his humiliation, and then
turns to the love of gain (R. 553a—c). He illustrates Aristotle’s objection that the life of
honour leaves us too dependent on external fortunes. A correct account of the good should
show that it is less dependent on external conditions than the life of honour turns out to be.
We want to show that our own actions, rather than fortune, control our happiness (1100b7).

If we seek independence from external conditions, we may reasonably prefer the life of
virtue over the life of honour. Being virtuous is minimally dependent on external conditions.
If we follow Socrates in taking virtue to be sufficient for happiness, we can also claim, as
Socrates does, that the virtuous person cannot be harmed, and therefore is independent of
external conditions. The Cynics agree with Socrates, and may go beyond him. They may
claim that virtue is not only sufficient for happiness, but also identical to it.3?

Aristotle rejects the Socratic and Cynic position; he denies that virtue is identical to happi-
ness by arguing that it is not sufficient for happiness. If we identify happiness with virtue, we
must claim that someone can be happy when he is asleep or when he is suffering terrible mis-
fortunes (1095b31-1096a2). Aristotle thinks we will agree that this is an absurd claim because
both conditions prevent rational activity; when we are asleep we are inactive, and in terrible
misfortunes we are victims of circumstances that ‘impede many activities” (1100b29-30).
Similarly, in Book vii he dismisses the view of those who think a virtuous person being
tortured is happy; the pain we suffer in these conditions prevents the unimpeded activity that
is essential to happiness (1153b14-25). Happiness is complete, but honour and virtue are not
(1095b31-2), because each of them leaves out some good that belongs to the complete good.
No one would call just people on the rack happy “unless he were defending a philosophical
thesis™ (1096a1-2), and pursuing consistency without regard for the cost in plausibility.

The treatment of the three lives shows that Aristotle relies on three assumptions about the
good: (1) It must involve a life suitable for human beings, as opposed to ‘grazing animals’.
(2) It must be ‘our own’, not too dependent on external conditions. (3) It must be complete,
including all the major goods. A fuller statement of these assumptions should make clear
their connexions. When, for instance, we assess completeness, we should take a complete
good to involve suitable activities for a human being.>* Some view about these activities
will tell us how far happiness ought to be independent of external conditions, and how far
it must depend on some external conditions. Hence it seems that some better grasp of the
first assumption should help us to clarify the other two. Aristotle, therefore, discusses these
three assumptions.?* We ought to see how far his discussion clarifies the assumptions that
we have identified in the argument of i 5.

32 On pleasure see §72 below. 33 On Socrates see §15. On the Cynics see §39.

34 Cf. the reference to misfortune impeding activities at 1100b29-30, 1153b14-21.

35 He examines completeness in the first part of EN i 7; he turns to independence of external conditions in i 9-11. In
between these two discussions he examines the human function (second part of i 7).
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71. A Comprehensive Conception of Happiness

Aristotle argues that the final good is to be identified with happiness, because happiness is
the ultimate end, and therefore complete and self-sufficient (1097b20-1). He generalizes and
explains his criticism of the three lives in i 5, by setting out some formal criteria for the final
good, and showing that they are satisfied by happiness.

These criteria, adapted from those in the Philebus, are “formal’ in the sense that they do not
presuppose conceptions of the good as definite as those embodied in the three lives. They
are more general than the three lives, because they are intended to explain why a given life
does or does not count as a happy life. If we grasp and examine the concept of a final good,
we should be able to see whether his formal criteria are correct.

First (1097a22) Aristotle reverts to the connexion between the ultimate end and the final
good. If there is one end of all actions, this will be the good, and if there are several ends,
these will be the good. He seems to consider a plurality of equally ultimate ends. Next, he
insists that the good must be complete (teleion).? He infers that if there is one complete
thing, this will be the good, and if there are several, the most complete of these will be the
good (1097a28).

We may be surprised at this reaction to the possibility of several ends. Instead of saying,
as he previously said, that all these complete ends will be the good, he insists that just one
of them, the most complete, is the good (1098a17-18, 1099a29-31). He takes happiness to
be the unqualifiedly complete end; that is why it is the ultimate end, and therefore the one
that we ought to pursue. It embraces all the goods that we have good reason to pursue for
their own sakes. If two separate ends F and G both appeared to be unqualifiedly complete,
we would (according to Aristotle) pursue both F and G for the sake of some third end H,
including F and G; and then H would be the unqualifiedly complete end. The choice of the
‘most complete” among several ends is not arbitrary, and does not require us to choose one
as opposed to the others; for the most complete end includes the others.

This interpretation of unconditional completeness as implying comprehensiveness is
supported by the further claim that happiness is self-sufficient, and is therefore not ‘counted
together” with other goods.?” Self-sufficiency (1097b6) is what ‘all by itself makes a life
choiceworthy and lacking in nothing” (1097b14-15). Aristotle explains that he takes this to
require a life that is sufficient not only for the person in question, but also for family, friends,
and fellow-citizens. Aristotle does not simply argue that an individual’s happiness requires
the existence of family etc. as instrumental means. For he insists that what is sufficient for
an individual’s happiness must be sufficient for these other people’s happiness too. The
most plausible interpretation of self-sufficiency implies a comprehensive view of happiness.
If there are a number of non-instrumental goods, happiness is not only comprehensive, but
also composite, including these various goods as its parts (cf. 1129b18).3#

36 Ross generally translates ‘teleion” by ‘final’. More recent translators (Irwin, Crisp, Broadie, and Rowe) prefer
‘complete’. ‘Perfect’” might also be defended (see Kenny, APL, ch. 2, esp. 16-17). These translations might suggest
different interpretations.

37 For different interpretations of this important claim see Kenny, AE 204—5; Kraut, AHG 269-74; Aquinas at §280n52.

38 The difference between a comprehensive and a composite conception is important in the discussion of happiness
and contemplation. See §82 below.
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If Aristotle accepts a comprehensive view of happiness, he can explain why happiness is
the final good that is the basis of rational regulation of desires. In referring to happiness, we
compare one possible course of action against another with reference to our conception of
the appropriately-ordered whole that includes everything that we rightly value for its own
sake. This comprehensive end is an appropriate basis for our decision to act in one way rather
than another. Since Aristotle’s claim that happiness is the final good, and that everyone
pursues happiness, turns out to be reasonable if he accepts a comprehensive conception, we
have good reason to attribute a comprehensive conception to him.

72. Happiness and Goodness

A comprehensive conception of happiness makes happiness include all non-instrumental
goods. Aristotle clearly takes the goodness of non-ultimate goods to be connected to
their contribution to their end. In each action and decision the good is the end; and
the final good is the ultimate end (1097a16-24). We might attribute to Aristotle the
view that the end of each action explains what is good about it, and therefore the
ultimate end should explain what is good about all the actions and other goods that are
subordinate to it.

The claim that the end of x explains the goodness of x is plausible in the case of instrumental
goods. In this case x is good just in so far as x contributes to y, and the goodness of x is
derivative from the goodness of y—if there were nothing good about y, x would be no use
to us, and x would not be good. In this case we have to assume that the goodness of y is
intelligible independently of the goodness of x. The fact that bridles fit on horses would
not explain why bridles are good if we put bridles on horses only in order to increase the
production of bridles.

If, then, we use this pattern to see how the final good explains the goodness of other
things, we must say that its goodness is independently intelligible, and that the other things
are good in so far as they are instrumental to it. According to this view, our reasons for
wanting happiness are independent of our reasons for wanting other goods, and since
they are independent, they provide reasons for wanting the goods that are instrumental to
happiness.

If this is how happiness explains the goodness of subordinate goods, we will find what
happiness is by finding what sort of thing plays this explanatory role, so that all other
goods could be subordinate and instrumental to it. A hedonist theory readily meets this
condition; for several reasons might persuade us that pleasure is an intrinsically intelligible
end explaining what makes other things good. Aristotle certainly thinks happiness centrally
involves pleasure, and he relies on the intuitive belief that a conception of the good
leaving out pleasure would be seriously defective. But he does not accept a hedonist
conception of happiness. Nor does he accept any other view that claims that all goods
other than happiness are good only because of their instrumental contribution to happiness.
He recognizes pleasure, honour, and virtue as non-instrumental goods (1097b2—4). If he
accepts a comprehensive conception of happiness, he regards these goods as components of
happiness.
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He does not suppose, therefore, that the final good explains the goodness of other goods
by reference to their instrumental contribution.?® Indeed, the explanation seems to go the
other way; the right account of happiness is right only if it includes the right non-instrumental
goods. This feature of a comprehensive conception of happiness may provoke doubts about
the role of happiness in deliberation and practical reason. If happiness is a compound of
goods that are already recognized as non-instrumental goods, how can it be explanatory?
This question raises the suspicion that some of Aristotle’s basic principles promise us ethical
insight, but simply provide unhelpful circles of definition.*°

To answer this objection, we may consider the goodness we find in parts of organic
wholes. A healthy body is healthy because it has the right number of healthy parts in the
right relations to each other. One might say that the functioning of each part is good all by
itself and non-instrumentally—it is better to have healthy toenails or a healthy heart. Still,
it is better to have each of them in a healthy condition in the right relation to other healthy
parts.

Hence the goodness of the goods that are non-instrumental but subordinate to happiness
does not rest simply on their contribution to happiness, if that would require their goodness
to be explained by the goodness of something whose goodness is independent of theirs. In
another sense, however, their goodness consists solely in their contribution to happiness;
once we see how they contribute to happiness, none of their goodness has been left out.
Similarly, even if the good of having healthy toenails is entirely included in the good of
having a healthy body, the relation need not be purely instrumental. Even if the goodness of
happiness depends on the goodness of its components, reflexion on the nature of happiness
may show us that some things are its components and are non-instrumentally good.*!

We begin, then, with a schematic conception of happiness. As we see what satisfies
that schema, we discover that various things are non-instrumentally good because they
turn out to be parts of happiness. In particular, the various things that we recognize as
virtues of character, and the associated activities, turn out to be parts of happiness. But
we also begin with beliefs about non-instrumental goods, and we act on these beliefs,
even without an explicit or detailed account of happiness. We learn about the content of
happiness by comparing our view of happiness with our beliefs about which things are
non-instrumental goods; equally, we justify, understand, and sometimes revise our beliefs
about non-instrumental goods in the light of our conception of happiness.

Aristotle raises some of these issues when he contrasts happiness with honour, pleasure,
understanding, and every virtue. He says that we choose these non-ultimate goods ‘for their
own sake—for if nothing came about from them we would choose them; but we also choose
them for the sake of happiness, thinking that we will be happy through them’ (1097b2-5).42

He returns to the issue (discussed in i 1-2) about the relation of non-instrumental goods

3 This claim needs to be reconsidered if we decide that Aristotle identifies happiness with contemplation. See below
§82.

40 Sidgwick objects to Plato and Aristotle on this ground, at ME 374-5.

41 Some helpful developments of these distinctions: Moore, PE §§20-2.

42 This might mean: (a) We choose each of them for its own sake—i.e., not for the sake of happiness—and also for
the sake of happiness. I might, for instance, believe that honesty is the best policy (for the sake of happiness) and that
I also have a moral reason for being honest (for its own sake, and not for the sake of happiness). (b) We choose each
of them for its own sake, and that amounts to choosing them for the sake of happiness—since happiness is simply a
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to the ultimate good. He argues that even disciplines concerned with action rather than
production are subordinate to an architectonic discipline that co-ordinates and regulates
them; in that case the end of the architectonic discipline includes the ends of the subordinate
disciplines (1094b6-7). The non-instrumental goods pursued by the subordinate disciplines
must, then, be parts of the ultimate good that includes them.

We can now see why choosing non-instrumental goods for the sake of happiness does not
amount to choosing them for the sake of some result that comes about from them—some
end that is wholly external to them. In choosing them as non-instrumental goods and for
the sake of happiness, we choose them as parts of a whole. In this way, we can reconcile
a commitment to eudaemonism with the recognition of non-instrumental goods that are
related non-instrumentally to the final good.*?

Aristotle seems to acknowledge here that to form the right conception of happiness we
must have some conception of non-instrumental goods. This does not mean that our choice
of them for their own sakes is unrelated to their relation to happiness. For I might choose
pleasure, say, for its own sake, even if I could not get any of the other parts of happiness.
Since I would recognize that pleasure is one component of happiness, I would recognize
that one is better than none, and would still choose it. This might be what Aristotle means
in saying that we would still choose it even if nothing came about from it; we would still
choose it even if we could not get the other parts of happiness that it is related to and
interacts with. But we also choose it for the sake of happiness in so far as we choose it as
part of a whole, present in a context that makes it even more choiceworthy.

We therefore need some initial reason for choosing certain things for their own sake—a
reason that is distinct from their relation to happiness. For if the comprehensive view of
happiness is right, we cannot explain the goodness of all goods other than happiness simply
by their instrumental relation to happiness. But we still have reason to connect them with
happiness. For a general description of the good may give us reasons for thinking that this
action rather than that is a part of the good, and therefore to be chosen for its own sake. We
begin by choosing certain things for their own sake; and in the light of some more general

collection of things chosen for their own sake. (c) We choose each of them for its own sake, and therefore choose them
for the sake of happiness, since happiness is expected to include everything chosen for its own sake.

Against (a) one may argue: (i) If Aristotle holds this view, then the rational person has to deliberate about two things:
how to get the things that are goods in themselves, and how to make sure that they promote his happiness. But Aristotle
recognizes only one thing to deliberate about; cf. 1140a25. (ii) If the two-part conception of intrinsic goods were correct,
then happiness would not include all the goods we have reason to pursue. But Aristotle claims (in i 2) that it does
include all of these. Interpretation (b) seeks to reduce choosing x for the sake of happiness to choosing x for its own sake.
This reductive view makes it difficult to see why the discovery of what happiness is should be so important, if there is
no difference between choosing something for itself and choosing it for the sake of happiness. Interpretation (c) agrees
with (b) in denying that choosing these non-instrumental goods for their own sake amounts to choosing them for the
sake of something other than happiness, so that happiness counts as something else coming about from them. But it
disagrees with (b) in claiming that choosing for the sake of happiness is different from choosing for their own sakes. It
suggests that when we choose these goods for their own sakes, we are choosing them as parts of happiness; they are still
parts of happiness even if nothing further comes about from them. For discussion of (b) and (c) see Engberg-Pederson,
ATMI, ch. 1.

4 Though it is reasonable to speak of parts and whole in describing the relation of non-instrumental goods to
happiness, this description (used in the EE) is not used in the EN. Aristotle might reasonably have thought it too simple
to capture the centrality of virtue in happiness. This issue is relevant to a comparison between Aristotle and the Stoics.
See §189. Cf. Ackrill, ‘Eudaimonia’ 195-6; Cooper, RHGA 122-7 (both of whom notice Aristotle’s reserve in speaking of
parts of happiness in the EN, though I do not completely agree with their explanations).
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description of the good, we come to see that they are indeed choiceworthy for their own
sakes.

This raises the question: how do we find the general description of the good that shows us
what is choiceworthy about its components? Aristotle offers that in the function argument.

73. Implications of Eudaemonism

We claimed earlier that Aristotle is a psychological egoist, in so far as he claims that every
rational agent pursues his own happiness as his ultimate end. We have postponed discussion
of his claim until now, so that we can consider it in the light of his comprehensive conception
of happiness. This comprehensive conception should make a difference to the content of his
egoist thesis and to our views on its plausibility.

Many philosophers do not take psychological egoism seriously, because they are convinced
by something like the argument Butler urges against Hobbes.** In Butler’s view, the claim
that we do everything as a means to our own satisfaction does not explain why we find our
satisfaction where we do; contrary to the egoist view, our finding satisfaction in getting x
presupposes a desire for x itself, which explains why we get the satisfaction in x rather than y.

Aristotle is not open to this objection. Butler’s criticism assumes that egoism is being
offered as an account of the first-order object of desire, so that my happiness is the only thing
I desire for its own sake. But if one takes a comprehensive and composite view of happiness,
eudaemonism is a claim about a second-order attitude—about how we think of the relation
between first-order objects of desire that we desire for their own sakes. It says that we desire
honour, pleasure, understanding etc. for their own sakes, but we also take account of their
relation to each other and to the whole that they compose. Whether that is a plausible claim
or not, it does not involve the sort of psychological egoism that is easily refutable.

Aristotle also maintains rational egoism; he claims that my own happiness is not only the
ultimate object of my desire, but also the ultimate object for rational deliberation, the end
that I ought to aim at above all. How far does this rational egoist claim constrain the sort of
moral commitment that a rational person can take seriously? Some forms of egoism impose
a tight constraint; if every moral virtue must ultimately promote some independently
desirable state of myself alone, not every reasonable moral commitment seems to meet that
condition.*

Nothing we have seen so far suggests that Aristotle takes the eudaemonist requirement
to require subordination to states of myself alone. He says that my happiness, if it is
self-sufficient, has to be sufficient for friends, family, and fellow-citizens (1097b8-13). He
does not mean that the happiness of these other people affects my happiness only in so
far as their welfare has some further effect on some state of me. If I have the appropriate
sort of relation to them, their welfare is part of mine. In order to defend himself, Aristotle
needs to show that my happiness requires me to be in the sort of relation to other people

44 Butler, Si§6-7.

45 By ‘state of myself alone’ I mean a state—my having a given height or weight, for instance—that is not essentially
constituted in part by a state of something else. In Broad’s terms, I am assuming that some moral commitments are
neither self-confined nor self-centred. See Broad, "‘Egoism’, 249—50.
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that makes their welfare a part of my own; nothing in his general conception of happiness
rules this out. It is natural to treat these relations to others as ‘parts’ or ‘constituents’ of the
agent’s happiness.

If we say this much to show that Aristotle’s endaemonism does not exclude certain things,
must we go to the other extreme by making it empty? Sidgwick dismisses the sort of view
we have been describing, by saying that it is a form into which any ethical system can be
cast without making any essential difference to its content.*

To answer Sidgwick, we need to show that some ethical outlooks have to reject Aristotle’s
eudaemonism, so that it cannot be compatible with every ethical outlook. It would be false if
we had reason to reject any systematizing of our ends, along the lines implied by Aristotle’s
conception of eudaimonia. If our ends cannot be systematized, we cannot spell out the
content of happiness in any way that makes it rational to think of our ends in the light of this
ultimate end.

Alternatively, even if all our ends and commitments can be partly understood in the light
of an ultimate end, Aristotle’s endaemonism might still be false; for perhaps not all our ends
can be fully understood in the light of this ultimate end. This may be especially important in
the case of moral reasons. Though a commitment to morality may well play a significant role
in a life that conforms to a true conception of happiness, perhaps that role does not exhaust
its rational force; for we may also have overriding reasons to act on moral considerations
even on any possible occasions when they might conflict with eudaemonic considerations.
(And this need not be true only of moral reasons.) If Aristotle is to answer this second line
of objection, he must show that his eudaemonist constraint gives the appropriate degree of
weight to each sort of consideration that it recognizes.

If Aristotle’s eudaemonism is not empty, and these are objections that might refute it, we
ought not to accept or reject his position before we examine his account of the virtues. His
version of egoism is not open to immediate and crushing objections. We ought to see how
far it illuminates the relevant questions.

46 See Sidgwick, ME 95.
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74. The Function Argument

So far we have examined the formal features of happiness as Aristotle conceives it. These
features tell us the conditions that states and actions have to satisfy in order to provide a
plausible conception of happiness. We have learned that happiness has to be comprehensive,
because it is complete and self-sufficient, and we have seen why the recognized ‘three lives’
do not fit these conditions.

Aristotle recognizes that the formal conditions do not tell us what happiness is, and he
offers to answer this question by beginning from the human function (or ‘work’ (ergon),
1097b22-5). Things of kind F fulfil their function by doing what is essential to their being
Fs. They achieve their good as Fs if they fulfil their function in accordance with the virtue
of Fs; for the virtue of Fs is the state that makes Fs good, and thereby causes them to
fulfil their function well. A human being’s function is activity of the rational soul; hence
a human being’s good is activity of the rational soul in accordance with complete virtue
(1097b22-1098a20).

To see whether Aristotle is entitled to assert this connexion between the human function
and the human good, we need to see what he means by ‘function’, whether he is right to
claim that human beings have a function, and whether he correctly identifies the human
function.

He asserts a connexion between the function of F and the good of F, in the case of
craftsmen, organs, and organisms. He assumes that craftsmen and organs have functions,
and he asks whether organisms have them as well (1097b30-3). His answer is Yes. He implies
that the three different types of soul—nutritive, sensory, and rational—that he describes in
the De Anima mark three different functions, which are the different lives of the creatures
with different souls. Since human beings have rational souls, he denies that the human
function could be the purely nutritive life that human beings share with plants, or the purely
sensory life that they share with other animals. The different types of souls are the form and
essence of plants, animals, and human beings; they are the actualization of the capacity of the
different types of organic body (DA 412a27-8). In claiming that the goal-directed processes
of nutrition and sense-perception are the essence and form of plants and animals, Aristotle
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identifies function with essence;! the function of these organisms is the type of activity that
constitutes their soul. Since human beings have a soul, they have a function.

Here Aristotle explains what he means by attributing a function to human beings, and on
what grounds he attributes it to them. His explanation suggests answers to some objections.
Some critics allege that in attributing a function to something we imply that an intelligent
designer has designed it for some purpose. In that case, the Function Argument illegitimately
assumes a designer. Whether that assumption is true or false, Aristotle has not argued for
it, so that (the objector maintains) his conclusion is unjustified. This objection fails because
Aristotle’s claims do not rely on an assumption about a designer. His claim about the human
function relies on his conception of teleological explanation, which does not presuppose
designing intelligence or cosmic roles. In his view, the function of an organism is its essence
because it explains regularities and variations in its behaviour. We can find the relevant
explanations whether or not we assume anything further about design or cosmic roles.?

Some have objected to Aristotle’s argument from the functions of organs within an
organism to the function of the whole organism. According to the objection, he commits
a fallacy of composition, arguing that since each part of a human being has a function,
referring to the whole, the whole human being must also have a function. This conclusion
would be true (according to the objector) only if human beings were also parts of a larger
system within which they had a role to play. But whatever Aristotle believes on this point,
he does not commit a fallacy of composition. The examples of craftsmen and organs clarify
his conception of function, but they are not intended to prove that a human being must
have a function. He attributes a function to human beings on the same grounds that support
his teleological account of living organisms.

Does he, however, exaggerate the importance of finding a unique function? Even if some
specific activity were peculiar to human beings as opposed to other creatures, why would
that matter from the ethical point of view? If we could show that combing hair or preparing
for nuclear war is peculiar to human beings, we would not have shown that the human
good consists in these activities. But such examples do not capture Aristotle’s appeal to
uniqueness. He has in mind the uniqueness of essence; the human function is unique only
because the human kind and the human essence are distinct from other kinds and essences.
This sort of unique function is a distinct kind of life, not a unique activity within a life.

This interpretation of uniqueness rests on the connexion between the three lives mentioned
in the Ethics and the three souls mentioned in the De Anima. In Aristotle’s account of the soul,
the more complex souls include the functions of the simpler types of soul too. The sensory
soul that belongs to animals includes the functions that belong to the nutritive soul in plants
(DA 414b28-32). A dog has a sensory soul that includes nutritive functions; it does not have
both a sensory soul and a nutritive soul. If we apply this conception of soul to the different
lives identified with functions in the Ethics, we should infer that the sensory life ascribed to
animals is not a life of sense as opposed to nutrition, but a life in which nutritive activities

1 Function and essence; PA 648a15. Function and definition; Pol. 1253a23—5; Bonitz, IA 285a8-24.
2 For some discussion of causation and final causation in Aristotle see Irwin, AFP, ch. 5; Meyer, "Teleology’; Lear, ADU
25-42.
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are guided and regulated by the senses for the sake of ends belonging to sensory creatures
(including pleasure). Similarly, the rational soul includes nutritive and sensory activities;
hence the rational life includes them; hence the function of a creature living a rational life
includes them. The Function Argument does not show, and is not intended to show, that
happiness consists in performing the activity that is most distinctive of human beings in
relation to other organisms. It connects a human being’s good with the characteristic and
distinctive features of a rational agent’s life as opposed to the life of other agents.?

Once we grasp what Aristotle means by speaking of a unique function, we can see what
he means by speaking of a ‘life according to reason’. We might suppose he means that the
good of human beings consists in the activity of thinking, so that we achieve our good to
the extent that we concentrate on thinking to the exclusion of other activities open to us.
We might be more inclined to ascribe this conclusion to Aristotle if we look forward to
Book x, where—according to one common interpretation—he identifies happiness with
purely theoretical thought. But we ought not to derive this conclusion from the Function
Argument. The life according to reason is a life, including nutritive and sensory activities,
that is guided by reason, not a life that consists, as far as possible, in reasoning. The
interpretation of Book x will concern us later. For the moment it is enough to say that the
Function Argument does not argue that happiness consists exclusively in thought.

This judgment does not rest exclusively on the connexions between function, life, and
soul. It is also confirmed by Aristotle’s description of the life that embodies the human
function. He says it is a life of the part of the soul that has reason, and that one part of
this is the inherently rational part, while another is the part capable of obeying reason
(1098a3-5).# The latter part is the non-rational part that we train by acquiring the virtues of
character (cf. 1102b13-1103a10). Since the rational life includes the appropriate regulation
of the potentially obedient part, Aristotle describes it as a life ‘in accordance with reason or
not without reason’ (1098a7-8). In ‘not without reason’ he includes the non-rational states
that listen to reason.

These clarifications of Aristotle’s position remove the basis of some objections. But they
still do not make it clear whether his claims about function and essence are plausible, or
whether they support his claims about happiness. We need to look at these claims more
closely.

75. Function, Essence, End, and Explanation

According to Aristotle, a function is a goal-directed motion or state. A motion or state
is goal-directed when it has a final cause, or ‘end’. A final cause is the real or apparent
good whose presence explains the occurrence of the motion or state in question. This is
explanatory, not because it is the cause, as we normally conceive it,” but because it is the

3 On function and uniqueness contrast Kraut, AHG 312-19; Whiting, ‘Function’.

4 “The remaining possibility, then, is some sort of life of action of the <part of the soul> that has reason. One <part>
of it has reason as obeying reason; the other has it as itself having reason and thinking’ (1098a3-5).

5 The cause, as we normally conceive it, is approximately what Aristotle calls the ‘moving’ cause (Phys. 194b29-32),
and what Aristotelian tradition (see Alexander, Fat. 166.22-6) calls the ‘efficient’ cause.
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feature of the product that is causally relevant. The function of the hammer is the feature of
the hammer that explains why the hammer came into existence as it did and why it has the
other properties (shape, size, hardness, etc.) that it has.

This example suggests that an appeal to x’s function may answer two questions: (1) A
genetic question: Why was x made as it was? (2) A static question: Why is x as it is? The
hammering function of a hammer answers both questions, but this does not seem to be
true for all functions. In particular, it does not seem to be true of the functions of natural
organs and organisms. We may not notice the difference between the two questions; for it
is true both that the function of the eyes is to see and that this seeing function explains why
the eyes have come into being (if we accept an evolutionary account). However, the seeing
function that is genetically relevant (by explaining how the eyes came into being) is not
the one that is statically relevant (by explaining what the eyes do); the genetically relevant
function is the seeing that had survival value for the ancestors of this organism, whereas the
statically relevant function is the seeing that contributes to the survival and flourishing of
this organism.

Aristotle’s position is most plausible if we take his claims about function to be statically
explanatory, whether or not they are genetically explanatory. We may consider a parallel
with artifacts. In some cases an artifact made to perform one function may perform another
function in a different system. A heavy step from an old building may have fallen at just
the place where it is a suitable part of a wall in a new building, and the new building may
have been built around it. Alternatively, we might build a house (as Odysseus did) around
an especially strong tree; the tree continues to grow and to support the house. In such cases,
the genetically relevant function is not the statically explanatory function. The function that
explains the current place of the tree trunk in the house is its function of supporting the roof.
This is a genuinely explanatory function that implies various counterfactuals; if the trunk
were to cease to support the roof, the house would be in danger of collapsing, and some
other support would be needed to maintain the house.

These examples suggest how we might understand an organism by reference to its
statically explanatory function. The frog’s eyes have the function of seeing, because seeing
deals with information from the environment in ways that help the frog’s survival and
maintenance. If the frog lost the use of its eyes, it would be severely harmed, or it would
compensate in some way for the role previously performed by the eyes—perhaps it would
rely more on its other senses to detect food. The eyes might perform this function, even if
this function did not explain how they came into being; even ifit is a coincidence (understood
historically) that eyes perform this function, they might none the less perform it.°

If we understand functions statically, we need to recognize them in two distinct places:
(1) We need to attribute some sort of function or activity to the whole organism or system. In
attributing this function to the whole system, we describe the healthy or normal functioning
that the system maintains. (2) In relation to this function of the whole system, we attribute
functions to organs or sub-systems. In saying that the function of the eye is to see, we
refer to two things: (i) A property of the system—its acquiring information through sensory

6 Cummins, ‘Functional’, points out difficulties that arise for attempted functional explanations of how organs came
into being.
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contact with certain kinds of properties. (ii) A property of the organ—its behaving so that
the organism acquires this information; certain ocular processes cause, or causally contribute
to, the information-acquiring states that help to maintain the system as a whole.

If the function of an organ is different from the function of a system, claims about the
human function need not commit a fallacy of composition, by inferring a function of the
system from a function of an organ. Both functions are functions of something—the system
or the organ. But only one function—the function of the organ—is its function within some
system. To ascribe a function to the system as a whole is not to ascribe to it some function
within a further system.

These claims about function are explanatory. The function we attribute to an organ
causally explains how the organism performs one of its functions. This provides a genuine
explanation to the extent that the two properties can be independently described and
understood. “The function of the hair is to make us hairy” provides no explanation, since the
inference from having hair to being hairy, or from having fingers to being fingered, is too
direct and purely logical. But ‘the function of the eyes is to see’ is more explanatory, if we
distinguish the information-bearing aspects of seeing from the aspects of it that are ocular
processes.

How many kinds of things are functional systems, if we apply these conditions? Functional
systems are compounds that need to be distinguished from other compounds. We might
say that a rock is a functional system, because it is hard and cubic and its different parts
(physical and logical) maintain its hardness, cubic shape, and petrine nature. However, they
do not maintain it through change; if we break off a bit, no part of it tends to restore its
cubic shape. A rock that tended to repair itself so as to maintain its shape or size would be
a functional system (we might regard it as a kind of plant). Functional systems are different
from other compounds in so far as they tend to maintain, repair, and preserve themselves
through change. The functions of a system are relatively stable and mutually-supporting
features that preserve the system; the functions of the parts of the system explain how the
system has these features.

These claims about stability and mutual support make explicit some of what we assume in
speaking of the healthy or flourishing state of the organism. These conditions for functions
make it clear why nothing has the function of producing cancers or tumours that are
harmful to the system. Similarly, nothing has the function of producing a useless hump on
someone’s back, if this hump is not connected with other aspects of the functioning of the
system.

The function of a whole organism is what Aristotle describes as a life. Since he contrasts
the human function with nutritive and sensory lives, he claims that some things essentially
have kinds oflife that make them functional systems. Being alive involves self-maintenance,
including the systematic replacement of parts and material for the maintenance of the whole
system. Maintenance consists in different activities because it maintains different kinds of
lives, and different lives involve different goals pursued by the system, not simply different
ways of achieving the same goals. When Aristotle attributes a sensory life to animals, he
does not simply refer to the fact that animals seek food and avoid danger by means of their
senses; he also means that they seek sensory gratification and pleasure, so that they live a
life for the senses, not only a life guided by the senses. If the sensory character of an animal
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life were not part of the goal, but simply a means to the goal pursued by a plant, it would
not constitute a distinct kind of function for the whole organism.

76. Function and Practical Reason

If Aristotle’s claims about functions and organisms are defensible, we must next consider his
specific claims about the human function. After ruling out the lives of nutrition and sense,
he concludes that the human function consists in life in accordance with reason, and, more
precisely, in a life in which the rational part controls the non-rational part.”

What does he mean in saying that the good is a life of action (praktiké, 1098a3)? If ‘action’
(praxis) is to be given its technical sense here, he refers to actions chosen for their own sakes
as ends in themselves (1140b6-7).2 He has already alluded to this aspect of praxis in Book i
(1094a3-5, 16-18, b4-7), and has already mentioned that some things are chosen both for
their own sakes and for the sake of happiness (1097b2-5). These previous remarks make the
point of the Function Argument clearer. Aristotle claims not only that the human function
consists in some sort of behaviour guided by reason, but, more precisely, that it consists in
the rational choice of actions valued for their own sakes. A life devoted to the pursuit of
ends that do not result from rational choice of ends does not fulfil the human function, even
if the agent exercises reason in deliberation about instrumental means to those ends.

This aspect of the Function Argument introduces an important aspect of the virtues and
of their connexion with happiness. Since the virtuous person chooses certain kinds of actions
for their own sakes (1105a28-33), an account of virtue should explain such choices, and an
account that shows how virtue is rational should explain how such choice can be rational.
From the beginning of the Ethics Aristotle takes non-instrumental praxis to be essential to
happiness. In the Function Argument he claims that the sort of choice made by the virtuous
person is a choice that is essential to rational agency; if we do not exercise rational choice in
the choice of non-instrumental actions, we realize rational agency incompletely.

The Function Argument should clarify the account of virtue, since a virtue is a state in
which one performs one’s function well (1106a15-24). Doing the activities of F things well
is connected with doing them in such a way as to promote one’s good as F (1097b26).
Hence a virtue is a state in which one makes the correct rational choice of ends, and chooses
correctly the actions that are to be chosen for their own sakes. To say that the rational
choice of ends is part of the human function is not to say that every human being does it
to the same degree. Nor is it to say that the recognized virtues—bravery, justice, and so
on—reflect the only possible, or the best, choice of ends. Aristotle still needs to explain
why the recognized virtues of bravery, temperance, and so on, count as virtues according
to the criterion imposed by the Function Argument. Still, his reference to a life of action
already introduces a non-trivial constraint on an account of virtue; it ought to show how we
fulfil the human function in states that express our rational choice of ends, not in those that

7 1098a3-5, quoted above n4.
8 Grant's rendering ‘a moral life of the rational part’ (EA ad loc.) is an over-translation of praktiké, but it indicates part
of Aristotle’s point. On praxis v. poiésis see §66.
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neglect such choices. We must see whether this suggestion helps us to defend one specific
conception of the virtues.

Though Aristotle’s claims about the human function leave many ethical questions to be
answered, they constitute a non-trivial starting point for an argument about the virtues. He
claims that the distinctive function of a human being is the life “‘of " the rational part, in the
rather strong sense that practical reason is a part or element in the end, not simply a means
to it. Moreover, the relevant sort of practical reason is the rational selection and choice of
components of the human good.

Is Aristotle right to claim that non-instrumental practical reasoning and action constitute
the essential function of a human being? We might be tempted to answer that they are
essential from the ethical point of view, simply because they are an essential starting point
for Aristotle’s inquiry. Since the Ethics is about the rational choice of components of the
human good, it concerns beings who raise that question. We ought not to be satisfied,
however, with this answer. One might want to say that ethical inquiry is important precisely
because, in addressing these beings, it addresses beings who are necessarily concerned with
the questions that it raises. Hence we need to show that what is essential to human beings
from the ethical point of view is also essential from some point of view that is not purely
ethical, from which we can see that the concerns of ethics are correct.

Aristotle might reasonably argue that, given the role of practical reason in selecting
the human good, it would be misguided to understand human beings as living the same
kind of life, organized around the same goals, as other creatures. For the flexibility of a
human being’s goals in the light of convictions about their goodness transforms the role
that they play in the explanation of a human being’s actions. Moreover, the fact that
human beings actually conceive goals as modifiable in the light of considerations about
their lives—understood as temporally extended and capable of being shaped in particular
ways—marks a different essence, and a different kind of creature that needs to be explained
and understood differently.

The argument about happiness and virtue, therefore, will succeed if it moves in two
directions and reaches the same result. Arguing in one direction, we begin from the claim
that happiness requires the application of non-instrumental practical reasoning to our lives,
and we try to find the virtues that attach the appropriate value to non-instrumental reason.
Arguing in the other direction, we begin from the recognized moral virtues and look for
the common features that make them moral virtues. If the argument succeeds, we find
that the common features of the recognized virtues are exactly the features that we look
for in the virtues that attach appropriate value to non-instrumental practical reason. To
see whether these two directions of argument reach the same conclusion, we should see
whether Aristotle shows that the virtues he recognizes are the sorts of virtues that his
account of happiness demands.

77. Aristotelian Naturalism?

This account of the Function Argument attributes a naturalist position to Aristotle. He
argues for his account of the human good from premisses about the nature of human beings
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as rational animals. This naturalist position is the basis for the naturalism of, among others,
the Stoics, Aquinas, and Suarez. It is the position of ‘the ancient moralists’ that Butler tries
to defend in his Sermons.® Hume among others rejects it.1°

Aristotle’s claims about function do not simply say that we have natural tendencies. He
also attributes to human beings a nature that is not simply the sum of all natural tendencies.
To speak of a thing’s nature and of what is in accord with its nature is to select among the
natural tendencies, since they may not all accord with the nature of the whole.!! Aristotle’s
conception of nature connects a thing’s nature with its essence, and with the kind that it
belongs to. Something’s function and nature is connected with its essence; the essence of a
natural organism is the whole system in which different parts, processes, and activities have
functions that promote the maintenance of the whole. States and processes that are in accord
with something’s nature as a whole are suitable for the whole system. This holist conception
of something’s nature implies that not everything natural accords with a thing’s nature. We
have natural tendencies that need to be restrained because they do not accord with our
nature as a whole; if we eat or drink too much, or tire too easily, or exert ourselves too
much at the wrong times, we may be acting on natural tendencies, but we are acting against
our nature as a whole. We may understand Aristotelian naturalism, therefore, as a holist
doctrine, treating human nature as a whole and a system. Though this holist conception is
most clearly articulated by Butler, it underlies Aristotle’s views about nature and function.

Butler articulates a holist conception in order to contrast it with the view of (among
others) Hobbes and Hume, who both accept claims about human nature, and rely on them in
their account of the moral virtues. Though they believe many things are natural, they do not
believe in a nature that is distinct from a collection of natural tendencies; in Butler’s terms,
they do not believe in nature as a system. Hence they are not naturalists, or (if we want to
put it more precisely) they are not holistic naturalists. Butler’s account of nature as a system
helps us to grasp more precisely what Aristotle implies in his claims about function. Though
he does not use ‘nature’ (phusis) in his statement of the Function Argument, the connexions
he sees between function, soul, essence, and nature make it clear that he endorses holistic
naturalism.!?

Some aspects of naturalism are relatively easy to accept. If it simply claims that some
judgments about human welfare can be justified by appeal to claims about human nature,
it is fairly easy to accept. An appeal to nature might, for instance, support judgments about
‘medical’ aspects of welfare.!?> Such claims as ‘Red wine is good for you™ appeal to the
facts about human nature that doctors and patients need to take account of. An appeal
to these facts implicitly relies on a holist conception of nature. We do not mean that red
wine strengthens some natural tendencies; we mean that it strengthens some and weakens
others in ways that strengthen the natural system as a whole. From this point of view, even

® See Butler, S, P 13.

10 See Hume, T iii 1.2 §10. Hume does not believe that all claims about human nature must be excluded from moral
philosophy, but he rejects the naturalist position that we have outlined.

11 On collections v. systems cf. Butler, S, P 24.

12 Annas, ‘Versions” and MH, ch. 4, discusses Aristotle’s appeal to nature, and its development in later Peripatetics.
A good example of this development is Alexander, Mant. 150.20-159.14, applying Aristotelian naturalism to the Stoic
doctrine of conciliation and to justice (following EN v 7). Cf. §181.

13 On ‘medical goodness’ see Von Wright, VG 50—62.

141



Aristotle: Nature 7

interventions that interfere with strong natural tendencies (such as transfusions of blood or
transplantations of organs) may be in accord with nature, according to the holist conception.

Naturalism about the moral virtues goes beyond these relatively uncontroversial judg-
ments about nature and welfare. It claims to derive conclusions about moral virtues from
facts about human nature, because it claims that naturalist judgments about welfare go
beyond medical aspects of human nature and include a sufficient basis for moral judgments.'4
The Function Argument is Aristotle’s first move in an argument that explains the different
moral virtues as different ways in which we fulfil our nature as rational agents in a life guided
by non-instrumental practical reasoning.

78. A Non-Naturalist Account of the Function Argument

But though the Function Argument presents this naturalist thesis, we may still wonder how
seriously to take it. It appears to rely on Aristotle’s natural philosophy, including his views on
essence, explanation, function, and soul. But we might wonder whether these philosophical
views have any place in a dialectical approach to ethical argument. They might seem to go
beyond common beliefs, since they rely on philosophical theories that we cannot expect to
be familiar to the ordinary moral agent.!*

These reflexions on Aristotle’s method may encourage us to look for a non-naturalist
interpretation of the Function Argument.!®* We can see room for such an interpretation
if we notice different possible explications of the conclusion of the Function Argument,
that we fulfil the human function through activity of the soul in accord with virtue.'” The
anti-naturalist claims that the reference to virtue in this conclusion undermines the naturalist
view that we are to form a conception of human nature and to derive claims about the
human good and virtue from it. On the contrary, according to the anti-naturalist, Aristotle
is simply claiming that the activities belonging to virtue are those that we will count—if
we are virtuous—as constituting our happiness. We do not need to show that virtue meets
some further condition that makes it constitute happiness. The reference to the human
function and to activity in accordance with reason simply shows that the virtuous person
regards virtue as happiness.

This anti-naturalist view must assume that happiness is simply the object—whatever it
turns out to be—to which we attach supreme value. Virtuous people attach supreme value

14 A naturalist position may not constitute a complete moral theory. It may leave some moral questions unsettled;
for an account of the genuine moral virtues might not settle all urgent and important questions about what these virtues
might require in a particular situation. We might turn to casuistry to answer these further questions, as Aristotle does in
ix 2-3.

15 Aristotle himself might be taken to reject any appeal to non-ethical principles to support ethical common beliefs.
He insists on the importance of arguing from “proper principles’ (oikeiai archai), those proper to each science (see Prior
Analytics 46a17, and for other references see Irwin, AFP, ch. 2, n22; ch. 7, n15). He apologizes for intruding a discussion
of the Platonic Form of the Good into the Ethics, saying that this metaphysical discussion is not really appropriate
(1096b30-5; cf. 1155b8—-10). This refusal to go into metaphysics is summarized rather dogmatically in MM 1182a27.

16 See McDowell, ‘Role’ 16. Cf. Sidgwick’s objection about tautology, ME 374.

17 “And so the human good proves to be activity of the soul in accord with virtue, and indeed with the best and most
complete virtue, if there are more virtues than one. Moreover, it must be in a complete life. For one swallow does not
make a spring, nor does one day; nor, similarly, does one day or a short time make us blessed and happy’ (1098a15-20).
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to virtue and so they will count virtue as happiness. That is why one appeals to the function
of a human being; if virtuous people care most about a particular sort of activity, they say
that this is the only completely fulfilling human life. They do not say this because they can
show that virtue satisfied some distinct notion of a completely fulfilling human life. They
say it because, given the fact that they care most about virtue, they will take it to constitute
a completely fulfilling human life. In claiming that virtuous activity is happiness we do not
claim to have proved something further about it beyond what we know already in attaching
supreme value to virtue. We simply reaffirm that we attach supreme value to virtue.!®

If this is the right account of claims about happiness, it is also the right account of claims
about the connexion of happiness and human nature. These cannot, therefore, provide
grounds for a particular conception of happiness; they simply affirm that attachment to
virtue leads to the virtuous person’s conception of human nature.!® The people who care
about the Aristotelian virtues identify themselves with their rational part; this identification
is a result of, but not a ground for, accepting these virtues.

This anti-naturalist view needs to be considered and examined through a study of the Ethics
as a whole. At the moment, we can only point out that it underestimates the content of the
conclusion of the Function Argument. Aristotle introduces virtue into the conclusion only
after he has identified happiness with an activity in accordance with reason, and especially
with an activity in which practical reason controls the agent’s non-rational desires in rational
choice of ends for their own sake. The virtuous activity that constitutes happiness must meet
this condition for rational activity. It is not a trivial truth that the virtuous activity normally
recognized as such actually meets this condition. To show that it meets this condition we
need to understand what sort of rational activity Aristotle has in mind, and then we need to
see what sorts of virtues embody it.

For similar reasons, we underestimate the content of Aristotle’s claims about happiness
if we suppose that happiness is simply the object to which we attach supreme value.
In Aristotle’s view, virtuous people do not achieve happiness simply because they attach
supreme value to virtuous action; they achieve it only in so far as virtuous action actually
meets the appropriate conditions for happiness. These conditions include completeness,
self-sufficiency, and realization of a human being’s practical rationality. These conditions,
as Aristotle has stated them so far, are not precise enough to allow an immediate decision
about precisely which lives do or do not meet the conditions for happiness. But they are not
entirely empty; Aristotle has already appealed to them to show that neither pleasure nor
honour nor virtue can by itself constitute happiness.

79. Nature, Happiness, and External Goods

We can confirm this naturalist understanding of the Function Argument if we consider one
part of the conclusion that is difficult for an anti-naturalist to explain. Aristotle believes that

18 See McDowell, ‘Role’ 18—20.
12 See Annas, MH, chs. 3—4. In her view, ‘the appeal to nature is part of an ethical theory; it supports the other parts,
but is not itself an appeal outside the theory altogether’ (138).
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his argument from the human function to an account of happiness implies that virtuous
activity alone is not sufficient for happiness; for happiness requires both complete virtue and
a complete life, and therefore cannot last for only a short time (1098a16-20). If he believed
that there is nothing more to happiness than the supreme object of value for a virtuous
person, he would have no reason for adding this condition. If a virtuous person attached
supreme value to virtue or virtuous activity, he might achieve this for only a short time,
and might not even care that he could not prolong it; but Aristotle believes that this attitude
would reveal a basic error about happiness. Nor is the demand for a complete life a mere
afterthought that can be easily detached from Aristotle’s basic argument about happiness.
On the contrary, it is meant to follow from the basic argument; happiness must be the
complete good, and a complete good requires a complete life.

The next section of Book i (Chapters 9-11) clarifies the demand for a complete life, by
saying more about how one ought to estimate the appropriate length of life. A complete
length of time is one in which the agent can achieve ‘great and fine things’ (1101a13). This is
shorter than a complete lifetime, since Aristotle thinks it is possible for people to be happy, to
cease to be happy, and to become happy again (1101a8-13), but longer than a few minutes,
days, or years. It must be long enough for someone to have carried out some significant plan
of living a life according to virtue—to have formed some reasonably long-term projects and
to have achieved them. Priam might have succeeded in this, even though things went badly
for him after that.

Aristotle introduces this temporal dimension of a complete life because he recognizes a
wider role for external conditions that are not in the agent’s control. External conditions
present the circumstances in which virtuous actions result in happiness. He believes that
these circumstances are needed for happiness, and that some features of a life depending
on external circumstances can make it better or worse. He already implied this when he
rejected Socrates’ position that virtue alone is sufficient for happiness (1095b31-1096a2).
Hence, given his remarks about the complete life, he is entitled to claim that happiness
requires external goods (1099a31).

Though external conditions may make it possible or impossible to achieve happiness,
Aristotle does not believe that happiness consists, even in part, in the possession of external
advantages. In arguing against the life of honour, he insists that happiness consists in our
own activity, not in what other people think of us, or how the world treats us; happiness
is ‘something of our own, and hard to take away’ (1095b25-6). Still, he wants to avoid
the strongly counter-intuitive Socratic and Cynic view that virtue alone is sufficient for
happiness, and that external goods do not matter at all. Eventually he claims that fortune
does not control happiness, but is necessary for happiness, whereas virtuous activities control
happiness (1100b8—11).2° As Socrates claims in the Euthydemus, happiness consists not in the
possession, but in the right use, of external goods.2! But Aristotle adds, contrary to Socrates,
that we achieve happiness only by the right use of an appropriate level of external goods;
if we use external goods well, but have not got enough of them, we are virtuous, but not

happy.

20 ‘<Doing> well or badly is not in these <fortunes>, though human life needs them added, as we said; rather,
activities in accordance with virtue control happiness, and the contrary activities control the contrary’ (1100b8—11).
21 Cf. §14.
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We might object that if good fortune is necessary for happiness, it controls whether we
are happy or not. If Aristotle’s reason for denying that fortune controls happiness is simply
that fortune is not sufficient for happiness, this does not distinguish fortune from virtue,
since both are necessary but insufficient conditions. Why should virtuous activities control
happiness, if they are only one of the necessary conditions for happiness?

Probably Aristotle means that if we assume a level of external goods that can reasonably
be assumed, the most important condition—the one that in these conditions determines
whether we are happy or not—is virtuous activity. If the roads are not in such a hazardous
condition that a driver’s skill and care make no difference, we can reasonably say that the
driver’s skill and care determine safety. Aristotle distinguishes the conditions that can more
reasonably be assumed, and take relatively less attention from the individual, from those
that demand special attention and planning. If happiness required an extraordinarily high
level of external goods, the appropriate level of external goods could not normally be taken
for granted; but an extraordinarily high level is not needed (1179a1-13).

The claim that happiness requires external circumstances is not difficult to understand,
if Aristotle is a naturalist. According to naturalism, happiness requires the fulfilment of
human nature, and therefore requires whatever conditions are necessary for the fulfilment
of human nature, whether or not a particular person cares about these conditions or cares
about the activities for which these conditions are necessary. The human function requires
the exercise of practical reason in a creature who does not consist wholly in practical reason,
but also has non-rational desires and bodily needs. Moreover, it requires the exercise of
practical reason for a temporally extended being, and so it requires the external conditions
that allow us to plan for the success of our aims over time. External circumstances that
frustrate our non-rational desires and bodily needs, or that change in ways that make our
rational planning futile or doomed to failure, do not allow the fulfilment of human nature,
as Aristotle understands it. We ought not to be surprised that the rather abstract and general
considerations developed in the Function Argument are closely followed by the detailed
and concrete discussion of fortune and external goods. This concrete discussion fits quite
intelligibly into the naturalism that we have found in the Function Argument.

80. Naturalism and ‘Second Nature’

If we look forward into the rest of the Ethics, we can see some features of Aristotle’s position
that express a commitment to the naturalist doctrine we have described.?? He does not
think of practical reason simply as a means for the discovery of what nature requires.?? A
misleading way to conceive it would be to suppose that the relation of our practical reason
to our nature is the same as its relation to the nature of some other species. We certainly
use our practical reason instrumentally, to consider what would be good for dogs or horses,
given their non-rational nature. But if a dog or a horse acquired the practical reason that we
have, it would not use it in the same way as we use it on their behalf. For it would now be

22 In this section I am describing and answering some points raised by McDowell in ‘Naturalism’.
23 See §76 above.
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a rational creature, and practical rationality would be part of its nature. Its deliberative task
would therefore be different from our task in deliberating about the needs of dogs or horses.

In the same way, we are not simply non-rational creatures who are also equipped
with our own practical reason for finding out what we—in abstraction from our practical
reason—need. As Aristotle himself insists, according to our account of the Function
Argument, our nature consists partly in practical reasoning about ends. If we deliberate
only about natural needs and goods that do not take account of practical reason, we do not
deliberate for creatures with our nature.

We might wonder whether Aristotle’s doctrine of nature and moral character raises a
more serious objection to the sort of naturalism that we have described. In a consideration
of moral education, it is reasonable to conceive ‘nature’ as our starting point, as the various
traits, tendencies, and capacities that are formed into a virtuous character if moral education
goes well. Aristotle sees that this formation is pervasive; he describes habit as ‘like nature’
(1152a30-3) that results from a thorough transformation of the nature that we began
from.24

This observation about habit may seem to raise a difficulty for naturalism. Just as it
seems unreasonable to seek a basis for morality in an account of nature that abstracts from
practical reason, it seems unreasonable to seek it exclusively in the nature that is simply
the starting point for moral development and education. For it is reasonable to suppose
that our developed character gives us aims and needs that go beyond the natural tendencies
that we began from; the mere fact that these aims and needs do not belong to our initial
natural tendencies does not make them less important.?® If naturalism attends exclusively
to the initial natural tendencies, it seems to prefer, for no good reason, the demands of the
immature over those of the mature creature. We might infer that if we are to take account
of this point, we must stick to a strongly moralized version of naturalism that abandons any
claim to seek a basis or justification for ethics outside the outlook of the morally virtuous
person.

To see what these observations about development and character do and do not show, we
need to separate two conceptions of nature. We may understand it temporally, as including
just those traits that moral development begins from. If nature is understood in this way,
as ‘initial’ nature, it is essentially immature. But one might also think of mature people,
including the traits that belong to mature people with formed characters,?¢ in abstraction
from the particular way in which this or that person has matured. It is not essential to me
that I have formed precisely the character I have formed. On the contrary, once I reach
maturity, I have a certain kind of nature as a rational agent. I would still have this nature
if I had a different character, and I share this nature with people who have formed their
characters differently. Understood in this way, nature has not been left behind in the mature
person with a fully-formed character. Let us call this ‘mature nature’.

Mature nature is apparently relevant to ethics. For it seems appropriate to compare two
mature agents, one with a virtuous character and one with a vicious character, and to ask

24 For McDowell’s views on second nature see ‘Naturalism’ 184.

25 Mill insists on this point in ‘Nature’.

26 Here ‘formed’ characters should be taken to include those of vicious people and of people who are neither virtuous
nor vicious.

146



§81 Naturalism in the Ethics

which of these characters is appropriate to the agent’s nature. We might answer ‘Both’, on
the ground that each person has formed a character, so that both their characters trivially
fulfil their natures. Aristotle, however, believes one ought to ask which character fulfils a
person’s nature, and that it is morally important that the virtuous person’s character fulfils
it, and the vicious person’s does not. In becoming vicious, the vicious person does not
transform his nature so that he is no longer harmed by being vicious; on the contrary, vice
is bad for him precisely because it is bad for a creature who has the nature that he still has.
The nature that is relevant here is his mature nature.?’

If we understand mature nature in this way, we may still reasonably maintain a holistic
version of naturalism that treats facts about nature as an external basis and justification for
moral claims. We need not, therefore, retreat from our previous conclusion that Aristotle
affirms a version of naturalism in the Function Argument. We can fairly rely on this
conclusion in examining the rest of the Ethics.

81. The Extent of Naturalism in the Ethics

To see how significant naturalism is in the Ethics as a whole, we need to form some idea
of what we would expect Aristotle to say if he develops a naturalist position, and then ask
whether this is what he says. We might expect that the account of the virtues, for instance,
would be systematically derived from the account of human nature. We would think about
the human function, what it is to carry out the human function well, and therefore we
would have a general formula for what a virtue is.

It is not easy to decide whether Aristotle says what a naturalist would expect him to say.
He does not explicitly announce his descriptions of the virtues of character as applications
or developments of the naturalist claims in the Function Argument. According to some
interpreters, he takes for granted the heterogeneous list of virtues accepted by common
sense. He offers sketches of these virtues, rather than complete specifications, because he
does not tell us what to do in any detail. He does not seem to derive the accounts of the
virtues from any theory, let alone a naturalist theory; he simply appears to remind us of the
virtues that we already recognize.

A further objection to a naturalist interpretation turns on questions about deliberation and
practical reason. Just as we might reasonably expect Aristotle’s moral theory to rely on claims
about nature, we might also expect such claims to be recognized in the deliberations of the
moral agent. If Aristotle relies on substantive claims about human nature, we might expect
them to appear somewhere in the deliberation of the political scientist or of the prudent
person (the phronimos). But the non-naturalist sees no sign of this pattern of deliberation.
Indeed, the prudent person does not seem to rely on any especially theoretical or complex
basic principles in deliberation.2®

The Ethics is not full of open appeals to principles embodying an account of human
nature. If it were, there would be no dispute about whether Aristotle is a naturalist, or about
whether naturalism has an important role in his moral theory. But this does not settle the

27 On vice see §111. 28 See Broadie, cited at §98n55.
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question; we must still consider whether he appeals to claims about nature and whether
these claims matter for the character of his theory.

In his discussion of self-sufficiency Aristotle explains that happiness must include the
good not only of oneself but also of one’s parents, children, wife, and in general of friends
and fellow-citizens, since a human being is a political animal (1097b11). This is a brief but
important remark; for it is used to support a non-obvious claim. Aristotle does not simply
mean that we need other people to protect us, supply us with food, keep the streets clean,
and so on. He makes the stronger claim that a person’s good includes the good of these
other people. That claim does not follow from the obvious empirical facts that show that
other people are instrumentally necessary for one’s good.

In the Function Argument Aristotle remarks that the part of the soul that ‘has’ reason is
divided into the part that obeys reason and that part that has reason within it (1098a4). These
two parts reappear later (i 13), and Aristotle assumes that virtue consists in the supremacy
of the rational part (i.e., the inherently rational part) and the agreement of the non-rational
part with it. This conclusion seems to emerge from the Function Argument, which claims
that a human being’s good will be found in living well in accordance with reason. This is
one starting point for an account of the virtues; they are the different ways in which the
non-rational part accepts the guidance of the rational part. Not surprisingly, then, Aristotle
mentions function in his account of virtue (1106a15; 1139a15-17 (cf. EE 1219a33); 1144a6).?°

In the account of friendship (1168b28), Aristotle argues that self-love is consistent with
concern for others, because we are our rational part. The true lover of self loves this part,
and therefore cares about the interests of others. Aristotle relies on a claim about what we
essentially are, in order to support a controversial ethical conclusion.

In Book ix (ch. 9) he returns to the completeness and self-sufficiency of happiness. He
argues that if happiness is to meet these conditions, it requires friends. He reasserts the
political nature of human beings, and says that a human being is naturally suited to live with
others (lit. ‘of a nature to live together’, 1169b16). His most elaborate defence of friendship
begins by saying that this is what we find if we consider the question ‘more with reference
to nature’ (1170al3). Facts about human nature also support the claim that justice is not
purely a matter of convention and agreement; in Aristotle’s view, some aspects of justice
are natural, because they correspond to the needs of human nature (1134b30-1135a5). In
these claims he makes it clear that the demands of nature are not confined to the satisfaction
of basic natural needs; an appeal to nature gives us an account of the best condition because
human nature constitutes a system whose tendencies are perfected in the best order. Virtue
completes nature not by going beyond it, but by fully achieving it.?°

Not all of these claims clearly rely on a theory of human nature, and no such theory
is developed or defended in detail. But Aristotle seems to make some claims of a broadly
psychological and metaphysical character about what human beings are like, and what they
essentially are. In accepting this naturalist approach Plato and Aristotle begin a long tradition

22 In the discussion of incontinence, Aristotle says that his last account is being given ‘in accordance with nature’
(phusikds; 1147a24). This might just mean ‘in accordance with the nature of the subject-matter’, i.e., with reference to
ethics in particular. But it might also refer specifically to claims about human nature.

30 See Stobaeus, Anth. ii 123.21-124.14, from Arius Didymus’ account of Aristotelian ethics. In particular Arius claims
at 123.23-5 that moral virtue (aréte) is more in accordance with nature than bodily excellences (aretai) are.
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of ethical argument. Their approach has often been rejected and often been defended against
objections. The objections and defences will concern us further in later chapters.?! For
the moment we may simply notice that Aristotle claims to derive some non-trivial ethical
conclusions from his claims about human nature. We still need to ask how much these
naturalist claims matter in the main argument of the Ethics.

82. Happiness, Function, and the Theoretical Life

An account of Aristotle’s appeals to function and nature in the Ethics has to face the questions
raised by his final remarks on happiness. In Book x he announces that after his discussion
of the virtues and related questions, he will now say what happiness is (1176a30-2). After
recalling some of the criteria he relied on in Book i, he declares that happiness consists in
theoretical ‘study’ or ‘contemplation’ (thedria), grasping the ultimate universal truths about
the universe (1177a12—-18).

He argues for this conclusion by appeal to his earlier formal criteria, and especially by
further appeal to the Function Argument. The exercise of theoretical reason in study is the
best exercise of human reason; its activities are choiceworthy solely for their own sake, and
in them a human being comes closest to the condition of a purely rational being, a god.
Contemplation is the highest fulfilment of our nature as rational beings; it is the sort of
rational activity that we share with the gods, who are rational beings with no need to apply
reason to practice. Aristotle repeats his earlier claim that we are identical to our rational
part, but now he uses it to connect our happiness with theoretical study (see esp. 1178a2).
He infers that contemplation is the happiest life available to us, in so far as we have the
rational intellects we share with gods (1177b26-1178a4).

Some aspects of Aristotle’s attitude to theoretical study are not surprising in the light of
the earlier books of the Ethics. In identifying happiness with the realization of our rational
capacities, he leaves a special place for the way of life that realizes them constantly and for
their own sake, without the distractions of purely instrumental action. It is intelligible that
he represents the ideal as uninterrupted rational activity. In this life the demands of external
circumstances do not take us away from the activity that we choose for its own sake.

But how large a role does Aristotle intend for the theoretical life? We might suppose that
it constitutes the whole of happiness, and therefore gives Aristotle’s answer to a central
question in the Republic. According to one account of the Republic, the philosophers see the
prospects of their greatest happiness in a life spent in the uninterrupted contemplation of
the forms, and they suffer a loss of happiness by turning away from the life of uninterrupted
study to take part in the government of the city (R. 519b7-d9).22 We might take Aristotle
to accept the option that Plato (we have argued) rejects, and to affirm that happiness is
simply theoretical study. In that case, we suffer a loss of happiness to the extent that we turn
away from this pursuit to providing for the necessities of life or even to practising the moral
virtues.??

31 On Aristotle’s views on nature and justice see §136, 301. 32 See §61.
33 A full defence of a purely theoretical and non-comprehensive conception of happiness is offered by Kraut, AHG.
Helpful later discussions include Kenny, APL; Lawrence, ‘Ideal’; Charles, “‘Well-being’; Scott, ‘Well-being’.
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If this is Aristotle’s view, do we need to reconsider the interpretation of Book i that
ascribes a comprehensive conception of happiness to Aristotle? Such a conception is
consistent with a purely theoretical account of happiness; for the comprehensive conception
says that happiness embraces all non-instrumental goods, and if contemplation is the
only non-instrumental good, our comprehensive conception will say that contemplation
is the only component of happiness. All other goods, including the virtues and virtuous
action, will be instrumental goods that are good because of their causal contribution to
contemplation.

This view, however, is difficult to reconcile with Aristotle’s claim that virtues and virtuous
actions are worth choosing for their own sakes (1097b2-5); the virtuous person decides on
virtuous actions for their own sakes (1105a32), and because they are fine, and these attitudes
do not treat virtue as a purely instrumental good. If, then, happiness is comprehensive, it
must also be composite; for it cannot be comprehensive unless it includes virtuous action as
well as theoretical study.

To reconcile these remarks about virtuous action with a comprehensive conception of
happiness and a purely theoretical conception of happiness, we might argue that these
remarks about virtuous action express the outlook of the morally virtuous person, which
we abandon when we recognize that happiness is theoretical study. But Aristotle does not
qualify his remarks about virtue by treating them as strictly provisional judgments from an
inadequate point of view. Even in contexts where he mentions the importance of theoretical
wisdom (1145a6-11), he does not retract his claim that the prudent person, who has the
correct conception of the end (1142b31-3; 1144a20-b1), chooses virtuous action for its own
sake (1144a13-20).

If, then, we still want to ascribe a purely theoretical conception of happiness to Aristotle,
we might admit that he does not abandon his claims about the non-instrumental goodness
of virtuous action, and argue instead that he does not regard happiness as comprehensive. In
that case, virtues and the corresponding actions will be among the non-instrumental goods
that we can choose independently of their contribution to happiness. Happiness is the best
good, worth choosing over any possible combination of other non-instrumental goods, but
not the whole good that we rationally aim at as our end; we can also aim at other goods
on non-eudaemonic grounds, and thereby make our life better than it would be if we had
happiness without them.3

But this view of happiness is difficult to reconcile with the role that Aristotle ascribes
to it in Book i. How, for instance, could we suppose that a self-sufficient life must be
sufficient for family, friends, and fellow-citizens, unless we suppose that happiness, by being
a self-sufficient good, includes all goods worth choosing for their own sakes? The best single
non-comprehensive good does not seem to meet this condition for self-sufficiency. Aristotle
claims that we do everything for the sake of happiness (1102a2-3) and that we should decide
all our actions with reference to our conception of happiness (EE 1214b9), but it is not clear
how a non-comprehensive conception would make these claims reasonable. Aristotle does
not forget this comprehensive conception in the later books of the Ethics; it underlies his
account of why friendship is necessary for a happy life (1169b3-8, 1170b14-19).

34 This general view might support a non-comprehensive interpretation of 1097b16-20. See §71.
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For these reasons, it is difficult to reconcile Book i and Book x, if we take Book x to
identify happiness with theoretical study. Neither a comprehensive nor a non-comprehensive
conception of happiness allows us to fit a theoretical view with Aristotle’s other remarks on
happiness, virtue, and action. If, then, we are still convinced that Book x identifies happiness
with contemplation, it is wiser to conclude that Aristotle’s position is inconsistent. But, while
this conclusion might be reasonable if we thought Aristotle did not intend to integrate Book
x closely with the rest of the Ethics, it is unsatisfactory, in the light of his clear references
back to earlier books in his statement of the features of happiness that are present in the
theoretical life (x 6—7). He seems to have in mind the general theory that he has set out in
the previous sections of the Ethics and to believe that his previous remarks allow, and even
support, his claims about theoretical study.

Similar questions arise about whether we should take the conclusions in Book x to control
our interpretation of Aristotle’s claims about function and nature. A purely theoretical view
of happiness fits a conception of the human function as consisting exclusively in the exercise
of reason without any reference to the non-rational part of the soul. A proper understanding
of the human essence, on this view, identifies our essence with the divine element in us,
and therefore identifies our happiness with the independent and self-sufficient exercise of
the activity proper to this divine element. It is difficult to reconcile this conception of
the human essence and function with what we find in the rest of the Ethics, just as it is
difficult to reconcile a purely theoretical conception of happiness with Aristotle’s comments
on happiness outside Book x. It seems better to attribute inconsistent lines of thought
to Aristotle than to impose the purely theoretical view on the Ethics as a whole. But,
for the reasons given above, it is difficult to explain how Aristotle could have failed to
notice the inconsistency, given his obvious intention to integrate the argument of Book x
with the earlier books.

Before we conclude that Aristotle is inconsistent, we have some reason to reconsider the
claim that Book x holds a purely theoretical view. Some doubts about this claim arise if we
examine some of Aristotle’s reservations and qualifications about a purely theoretical view.
He contrasts the happiest (eudaimonestatos 1178a7-8) life of the contemplator with the life
of the rest of virtue, which is happiest to the second degree, because its activities are human
(1178a9-10). To pursue the rest of virtue we need external resources, and we run the risk
of failure in our efforts to change the external world. The contemplator does not depend
on external resources in the same way. Still, Aristotle adds, he is a human being and lives
together with others, and hence he chooses to realize the virtues, and for this human life
he needs external resources.?* Someone who chooses to realize the virtues also chooses
virtuous actions for their own sakes; he does not choose them simply as instrumental means
to theoretical study. We cannot choose to realize the virtues without the motivation of
the virtuous person who chooses virtuous actions for their own sake. In connecting the
choice to realize the virtues with recognition of our human nature Aristotle also connects
it with happiness and with the Function Argument; for he argues from our nature to the
composition of happiness.

35 ‘In so far as he is a human being, however, and lives together with a number of other human beings, he chooses to
do the actions that accord with virtue. Hence he will need these sorts of things [sc. external resources] for living a human
life’ (1178b5-7).
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These remarks about humanity and human nature suggest that Aristotle has not forgotten
the interpretation of the human function that underlies the rest of the Ethics. He recognizes
that as human beings we have non-rational as well as rational parts of our souls, have bodies
as well as intellects, and are naturally social creatures. These aspects of our essence imply
that theoretical study is not the complete good for human beings as they are, and therefore
is not the whole of their happiness. Aristotle, therefore, still accepts a comprehensive
and composite conception of happiness. He still affirms that virtues of character and the
corresponding actions are elements of happiness for a rational agent. We need not, therefore,
suppose that the Ethics holds inconsistent views about the character and composition of
happiness.

But if this is true, we need not be too surprised that Aristotle makes the remarks about
theoretical study that have tempted readers to attribute a purely theoretical conception to
him. He praises theoretical study because it fulfils the most thoroughly rational part of our
rational nature; it is therefore the best aspect of our happiness, and it would be the whole of
our happiness if we were nothing more than our intellects.?s But since we are something
more than our intellects, our happiness consists in more than theoretical study. Aristotle’s
claims about the value of theoretical study raise further questions about the appropriate
combination of study and moral virtue in the best life. He leaves these questions without
detailed answers. But he does not suggest that the value of the theoretical aspects of the
happy life casts doubt on the conclusions he has already reached about the connexion
between human nature and the human good.?”

36 On Aquinas’ treatment of the contemplative aspect of happiness see §§280-1.

37 Aristotle’s description of the theoretical aspects of happiness certainly encourages the development of a purely
theoretical conception. Such a conception is present in Plotinus (see §61; Gerson, AOP 252—60) and in some versions of
mediaeval Aristotelianism §280n47).
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ARISTOTLE: VIRTUE

83. The Function Argument and the Virtues

We have noticed that Aristotle’s references to the Function Argument mark some of
the places in the Ethics where he relies on claims about human nature. These references
determine the shape of his account of the virtues of character and intellect. The Function
Argument concludes that virtue has a central place in happiness, since it identifies happiness
with activity of the soul in accordance with virtue. Virtue, in turn, is the state in which
something performs its function well, so as to achieve its good. This account of virtue is
more informative than it may initially seem. Aristotle claims that the human function is
realized in a life of action (praxis) of the rational part of the soul, and hence in the rational
choice of actions to be valued for their own sakes. The realization of the human function
requires harmony between the rational and the non-rational parts, under the control of the
rational part.

These claims help to explain each other. For if the non-rational part dominates us, our
non-rational desires give us our conception of worthwhile ends, so that we do not exercise
our capacity for the rational choice of non-instrumental actions. Since a life in accordance
with reason requires the rational choice of ends, control by reason cannot be simply
adherence to a rational plan for the fulfilment of our non-rational desires. Control by the
rational part must express our rational choice of ends. According to the Function Argument,
the different virtues should be forms of control by the rational part in the choice of ends.

The introduction to the account of virtue (EN i 13) recalls the Function Argument, since it
re-asserts the division of the soul into rational and non-rational parts (cf. 1098a3-5). Aristotle
repeats his claim that the non-rational part is capable of agreeing with and obeying reason,
and he now says a little more about what is needed for both these parts to live ‘in accordance
with reason’; the best condition of a person’s soul is the one in which the two parts are in
harmony, so that the rational part is in control and the non-rational part agrees with it. To
distinguish harmony and agreement from mere control, he contrasts the virtuous and the
vicious person with the continent and the incontinent person.

He returns again to the Function Argument in his general account of a virtue of character.
Every virtue puts its possessor in a good state and causes the possessor to perform its
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function well (1106a16).! Similarly, we are to think of the intellectual virtues with reference
to the agent’s function (1139a15).2 We fulfil our function by acting in accordance with both
prudence and virtue of character (1144a6).

At these points in his account of virtue Aristotle recalls the Function Argument. But does
he use or explain its conclusion? Does he show that the virtues are ways in which practical
reason controls our desires and actions?

84. Virtue, Continence, Incontinence, and Vice

Aristotle uses the division between the rational and the non-rational parts of the soul to
mark four conditions of the rational and non-rational parts of soul: (1) Vice: the rational and
the non-rational parts agree in pursuing the wrong ends. (2) Incontinence: the rational and
the non-rational parts disagree; the rational part pursues the right ends, but the non-rational
part pursues the wrong ends, and overcomes the rational part. (3) Continence: the rational
and the non-rational parts disagree; the non-rational part pursues the wrong ends, but the
rational part pursues the right ends, and overcomes the non-rational part. (4) Virtue: the
rational and the non-rational parts agree, under the control of the rational part, in pursuing
the right ends.?

This fourfold division clarifies an issue that the Republic leaves obscure. We might gather
from Republic iv that Plato identifies virtue with control by reason and vice with lack of
control by reason. If vicious people, in Plato’s view, suffer from conflict between the rational
and the non-rational part, they must apparently be Aristotelian incontinents. But Aristotle
answers that not every vicious person suffers conflict between the rational and non-rational
parts. In some people the rational part may be so warped that it creates no conflict when
they want to do the vicious action. We might suppose (though perhaps incorrectly) that
Plato overlooks this possibility; at any rate, he does not draw attention to it explicitly.*

Similarly, control is not sufficient for virtue. The virtuous person does not simply control
his non-rational part. We do not think someone is really a generous or kind person if he
always has to control his stingy or spiteful impulses and always succeeds.” It is better to
control such impulses than to leave them uncontrolled, but it is better not to have them,
or at least not to have them to the degree where they need control. Someone who has to
control the non-rational part because it tends to mislead him needs better training until it no
longer misleads him.

But though Aristotle’s fourfold division is better than the Platonic twofold division, it still
needs to be clarified. First, we need to see what is wrong with a continent person. If we
reject Socrates’” denial of incontinence, we might be inclined to say that in the incontinent

! In EE 1218b37 this remark about virtue and function appears at the beginning of the Function Argument.

2 Here Aristotle uses terms, e.g., beltisté hexis, reminiscent of the EE (to which, probably, this book of the EN originally
belonged).

3 In 1102b14-28 only the last three conditions are explicitly distinguished; but Aristotle must intend some description
of vice similar to the one above, if he is to make disagreement between the parts a special mark of continence and
incontinence.

4 We have seen that this is an over-simplified account. See §§47-8, 105.

5 We might suppose—mistakenly—that this claim about continence and virtue conflicts with Kant, G397.
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person the non-rational desires are simply too strong for the rational desires. But in that
case what does the continent person lack? Does he need to strengthen his rational desires,
or weaken his non-rational desires? And how is he to do either? Does Aristotle believe that
the appropriate training is a non-rational process of altering behaviour and attitudes? Or
might the continent person acquire stronger, more effective, rational desires from fuller
understanding? Or, if Aristotle has both of these in mind, how are they to be combined?

The description of the virtuous person raises further questions. Aristotle says that the
other parts agree with reason (1102b28), not that it agrees with them (though this must also,
in some way, be true), and that they obey it, not that it obeys them. He implies that the
virtuous person’s non-rational desires are not merely weaker than her rational desires, but
also agree with them in some way that makes conflict and ‘overcoming’ unnecessary. How
are the non-rational desires trained to reach this condition?

The vicious person also raises questions about agreement between the parts of the soul.
He is parallel to the virtuous person in so far as his rational and non-rational parts are in
agreement.® But other aspects of the vicious person are less clear. We might think of him
either (1) as similar to the virtuous person in being controlled by reason, or (2) as contrary
to the virtuous person in so far as his reason is controlled by his appetite.

The claim that both the virtuous and the vicious person act on their “decision’ or ‘election’
(prohairesis, e.g. 1150a20, 25; 1151a17) supports the first view. In that case, control by reason,
even complete agreement with reason, is not sufficient for virtue. Virtuous and vicious
people alike seem to be controlled by reason. If that is Aristotle’s view, he cannot claim that
a state is a virtue because it fully realizes practical reason; but the account of virtue that rests
on the Function Argument seems to imply such a claim. Does Aristotle’s conception of the
vicious person conflict with the Function Argument?

If Aristotle tries to avoid this conclusion by maintaining that appetite dominates the
rational part of the vicious person, can he still draw the right distinctions between vice,
continence, and incontinence? The degree of rational control in the vicious person should
separate him from the incontinent; and the degree of agreement between rational and
non-rational desires should separate him from both the incontinent and the continent
person. But how can this be true if appetite controls his rational part?

85. The Doctrine of the Mean

With these preliminary questions in mind, we may turn to Aristotle’s explanation of his
fourfold division and of his claims about acting in accordance with right reason (1103b31-4).
He clarifies his conception of appropriate control by reason through his Doctrine of the
Mean. For a normal and natural human emotion such as anger, four possibilities are
open: (1) Indulgence, leaving it completely unchecked. (2) Suppression, as far as possible.
(3) Control, as far as possible. (4) Harmony and agreement with the rational part. In treating

S Even if this is not clear in i 13, other remarks (e.g., 1150b29-1151a20) make it clear that the vicious person does not
suffer the conflicts of desire characteristic of the incontinent person, and so is not overcome by strong wayward desires
(1150a27-31).
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virtue as a mean, Aristotle signals his adherence to the fourth solution, as opposed to any of
the other three.

If we are to achieve virtue, we cannot, according to Aristotle, leave our non-rational
tendencies without any deliberate intervention. Habituation—deliberate formation by
practice—is necessary for reaching virtue (1104all). Someone with unmodified natural
tendencies would not even think about himself and his life as something distinct from
momentary impulses.” Should we, then, try to eliminate them? Elimination is the aim of
the ‘insensible” person (cf. 1119a5-11), someone who rejects some or all of his non-rational
impulses and desires. Theorists who defend this eliminative attitude define the virtues as
kinds of freedom from passion (apatheia, 1104b24).8

The eliminative attitude might reasonably appeal to someone who generally sympathizes
with Socrates’ conception of virtue, but rejects the Socratic denial of non-rational desires.
This may have been Antisthenes’ reaction to Socrates.® If we take this attitude to Socrates,
we might think the ideal condition for human nature is to get ourselves into the condition
that Socrates thinks we are in naturally, where all our desires are responsive to reason. If our
desires are not naturally in this state, we must eradicate all those that potentially conflict
with reason. This modified Socratic view appeals to the Cynics. It underlies some of the
criticism of pleasure in the Philebus. It influences the Stoics; they also use ‘freedom from
passion’ as a complimentary description of the virtuous person’s condition.?

Aristotle answers that virtuous people are free of the wrong kinds of feelings, but retain
the right kinds, and hence are not free of passions altogether. His Peripatetic successors
defend this position by advocating ‘measured passion’ (metriopatheia), in contrast to the
Stoic doctrine of freedom from passion.!! Why does he reject freedom from passion? Is
it only because he thinks it unrealistic? Or does he think it would be undesirable even if
it were realistic? Does he think that people without non-rational impulses would do the
wrong actions? Or does he think there would be something wrong with such people even
apart from their actions? The naturalism of the Function Argument suggests an answer. He
regards the Cynic solution as a mistaken approach to the task of practical reason. He accepts
the sort of constraint that a naturalist might be expected to accept. The prudent person
should find the best life for human nature as it is, rather than trying to remove some aspects
of human nature to make them easier to organize.

Aristotle also refuses to identify virtue with self-control. Since feelings and impulses
themselves must reach the right degree and aim at the right objects, the virtuous person will
not have to control impulses leading him in the wrong direction. His impulses themselves

7 While this part of Aristotle’s position is easy to grasp, a more complex question also arises. He concedes that some
suitable tendencies to become virtuous are innate—he calls them ‘natural virtue’ (1144b3). But he denies that this could
be genuine or full virtue. He believes we have to gain full virtue by habituation, practice, and rational understanding.
Is this claim a merely empirical truth about virtue? Is Aristotle just saying that in fact we do not find people born with
the right sort of feelings and rational understanding? Or is it more like an a priori claim, that the causal origin of the
virtuous state of character is essential to it? On this view, a virtue of character must have been formed by the appropriate
responses to certain kinds of situations. Such a constraint would be unreasonable if Aristotle were interested only in the
behavioural output of a virtue. But it soon becomes fairly clear that this is not all he is concerned about; and so it is not
so implausible to consider the claim about the necessity of a certain kind of causal origin.

8 Aristotle may be referring to Speusippus, or to some Cynics. See §38; §55 on Phil.

° On Antisthenes see §38. 10 See Phil. 44b—46a. On Stoic apatheia see §191.

11 See Seneca, Ep. 116.1, quoted at §191n92.
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lead him in the right direction. Does Aristotle object to mere self-control simply because the
merely continent person will waste a lot of time, and wear himself out psychologically and
perhaps morally? If that were his objection, it would apparently not apply to all continent
people; continence would apparently be enough for virtue if it were easy. Perhaps some
continent people are quite averse to doing what they do, but find it fairly easy to get
themselves to do it. (Sometimes, for instance, we do tedious chores that we are averse to,
but do not find very difficult.) Aristotle would have no reason to deny that they are virtuous
if his objections are confined to the type of continence that is difficult to maintain.

He does not suggest, however, that continence would be virtue if it were easy to maintain.
He identifies virtue with harmony between the rational and the non-rational part, and rejects
the other three views of virtue, because of his initial claim that the virtues are not present by
nature, but complete human nature (1103a23—6). They complete it because they actualize
human capacities; to have a virtue is not simply to have a capacity, but to be determined
to realize the capacity in a particular way. In contrast to the virtues, ordinary capacities are
capacities for contraries (1106a6—11); to have a virtue is to realize only one of the contraries
for which we have the capacity. We have completely realized it only if we have achieved
harmony between the parts of the soul.

86. Virtue and Harmony

Aristotle’s objections to the identification of virtue with freedom from passion or with
self-control do not make it clear what sort of harmony marks the virtuous person. ‘Extreme’
harmony would be present in someone who, for instance, suffered some wounding insult,
but realized that in these circumstances it would be better not to respond, and so had no
inclination at all to respond.'? A more ‘moderate’ harmony is present in someone who, in
these conditions, has some inclination to respond to the insult, but not such a strong one that
he needs to control it; once he sees that it would be best not to respond, his desire to respond
does not threaten to upset his rational election, as it does in the merely continent person.

Should Aristotle advocate extreme or moderate harmony? Belief in extreme harmony
suggests that if a virtuous person has to give up, e.g., some appetitive satisfaction, she does
not regard herself as having any reason (even prima facie) to pursue the satisfaction; hence
she suffers no loss by giving it up. To attribute such a view to Aristotle seems to assimilate
him too closely to the insensible person’s view.

Aristotle’s account of ‘mixed’ actions (discussed in 1110a4-b9) supports moderate rather
than extreme harmony. If x is a mixed action, and I am right to perform x rather than y, then
(1) x is better than y, all things considered, but (2) x is still open to strong objections that
cause me to regret doing x rather than y, and (3) the reasons for preferring x are so strong
that I am compelled to do x, not because I had no choice, but because no other choice would
have been tolerable.!? In such a case (if, e.g., I have to break some non-trivial promise to

12 'This would be a form of what McDowell calls ‘silencing’. At ‘Hypothetical’ 90-2 he argues that Aristotle needs a
doctrine of silencing in order to explain how continence differs from virtue.

13 T am ignoring some of the perplexing details of Aristotle’s analysis. Clauses (2) and (3) seem to be needed to
distinguish mixed actions from other actions that I choose only for their results.
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A in order to meet B’s needs in some grave emergency), I would not be more virtuous if I
acted without regret; for the regret may be a sign that I owe apology or compensation. If
I did not regret anything about my action, alleging that it was best all things considered, I
would be missing some important feature of the situation.

The appropriate control of anger or appetite also seems to require moderate rather than
extreme harmony. If the virtuous person had no inclination towards the retaliation that he
has to forgo, perhaps he would be failing to recognize the gravity of the insult; his emotional
reaction would be the same as if the insult did not matter at all. Surely he should sometimes
recognize that the insult matters; even if he realizes it would be wrong to retaliate, he might
well think differently about the person who insulted him, and this thought might make it
reasonable for him to feel some justified resentment and some degree of desire to retaliate.
If he did not feel it, his emotions would not accurately represent the different aspects of
value in the situation; they would only represent the value all things considered.}* But if
the virtuous person’s state is supposed to complete and fulfil human nature as a whole in
its different aspects, his emotions should represent the different aspects of value, in so far as
they are valuable for different aspects of a human being. Hence Aristotle seems to advocate
moderate rather than extreme harmony.

87. Rationalist v. Anti-rationalist Accounts of Virtue

These features of virtue of character suggest that Aristotle develops the view that we
would expect, in the light of the naturalism of the Function Argument; for he suggests that
virtue consists in the fulfilment of the human function in rational activity guiding the other
elements of human nature. The mark of virtue, on this view, is the full realization of one’s
capacity to be guided by practical reason.

The naturalist position requires a rationalist conception of virtue: if virtue fulfils the nature
of a human being as a rational agent, it must consist essentially (though not exclusively)
in practical reason. Hence Aristotle’s conception of practical reason must be broad enough
to show how the difference between the virtuous person and others is a difference in the
development and realization of practical reason. More specifically, practical reason must be
competent to select the aims and preferences of the virtuous person over those of the vicious
person or the incontinent person or other non-virtuous people; virtuous people’s choice of
the right ends in their lives must be explained by the excellence of their practical reason.
This rationalist view need not make practical reason the sole and sufficient determinant
of virtue, independently of all other aspects of human nature; but it implies that practical
reason makes the decisive difference—in some way to be explained—between virtue and
other states.

Our discussion of ‘alife of action (praxis) of the rational part” has already ascribed this broad
conception of practical reason to Aristotle.}* We have argued that he takes the distinctively
human function to consist not merely in the use of reason, and not merely in the use of
reason to select one action over another, but also in the use of reason in praxis, in action

14 Cf. the Stoics on appearances and passions, §192. 15 See §76.
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chosen for its own sake. Reason would not have this use unless it were capable of justifying
the choice of actions as ends in themselves. With this claim in mind, we expect Aristotle’s
account of virtue of character to identify a virtue with (perhaps among other things) the
appropriate excellence of practical reason selecting ends in themselves. His account of virtue
fits the naturalist claims in the Function Argument if and only if he explains how practical
reason can fulfil this role.

We must, therefore, consider whether Aristotle has the broad conception of practical
reason that we have described, and whether he incorporates it into his account of virtue.
And so we must discuss any apparent evidence of an anti-rationalist view of virtue resting
on a narrower conception of practical reason.

An anti-rationalist interpretation might begin from Aristotle’s claims about the importance
of non-rational moral education. He claims (in i 13 and ii 1) that virtue of character (éthiké
areté) is the virtue of the non-rational part of the soul, in contrast to the virtue of intellect,
which belongs to the rational part. The proper training for the non-rational part is habituation
(ethismos), which forms the right habits and traits in the well-trained person; and the most
prominent aspect of habituation is training in the appropriate pleasures, pains, and other
affective reactions.

Correct habituation is crucial for the formation of character (1103b22-5). It is difficult for
reasoning and teaching to make any impact if we have not been well brought up in the
right habits (1179b23-31);¢ otherwise we will not have the right starting points for formal
instruction (1095b4-13). Simply understanding what is good or fine will not move us to do
anything about it, because ‘thought itself moves nothing’ (1138b35). If we are to aim at the
right end, we must have acquired virtue of character by habituation. Aristotle may appear
to confirm this view in acknowledging that reason and prudence are confined to discovery
of the means to this right end (1144a20-2; 1145a4—6; 1178a16-19).17

According to this anti-rationalist view, we are virtuous if and only if our feelings and
impulses have been trained to take pleasure in the right actions, and we are moved primarily
by these sorts of feelings. Our feelings are in harmony with reason in so far as they
do not pursue inconsistent aims, or aims that cannot be achieved by any means at our
disposal. Distinctively virtuous practical reason has no essential productive role in virtue
of character, because we can acquire a virtue without any distinctively virtuous practical
reason. Though we need to carry out instrumental reasoning, this is not distinctive of a
virtuous person. Similarly, if the successful training of feelings and impulses is sufficient for
virtue, a virtue does not even partly consist in any distinctively virtuous practical reason.
We need instrumental reasoning to take us from the right aims to the right actions, but this
instrumental reasoning is not distinctively virtuous.

Since an anti-rationalist interpretation of Aristotle has been influential,'® it is worth
developing in some detail, to see what sort of insight it may offer into Aristotle’s position.
It is especially useful to develop this view to contrast with Aquinas’ view of Aristotle. Once

16 Aristotle’s remark that it is “impossible or not easy’ (1179b17) to overcome the effects of bad upbringing suggests
some uncertainty about how strong a claim he wants to make (unless the ‘or’ is corrective, with the force of ‘or rather’).

17 Similarly, one might offer an anti-rationalist interpretation of the claim that emotion rather than reason is the
‘guide’ or ‘leader’ of virtue; see MM 1206b17-29.

18 One might take Aquinas at least to be influenced by an anti-rationalist interpretation, even if one denies (as I do)
that he accepts it. See §316. Hutcheson, IMS 122, both ascribes it to Aristotle and accepts it on his own account.
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we see why some features of Aristotle make an anti-rationalist view intelligible, even if they
do not ultimately justify it, we must consider whether Aquinas is right to suppose that they
fit into his rationalist conception of Aristotle’s position.

88. Anti-rationalism: Virtue and Pleasure

Aristotle takes habituation to be important in moral education because habituation involves
training in pleasure and pain; this is relevant to virtue of character, because the ‘sign’ of
virtue is the appropriate pleasure.'® It is easy to see why habituation matters if it includes our
being rewarded for doing the right actions and punished for doing the wrong ones, so that
we come to find the right actions pleasant and the wrong ones painful. It is more surprising
that Aristotle actually takes the appropriate pleasure and pain to belong to the virtuous state
of character, and not merely to the process of training that results in it.

Why should pleasure and pain be so prominent in the account of virtue? Aristotle’s claims
might surprise us, in the light of his earlier objections (in i 5) to the life of pleasure. If taking
pleasure in virtuous actions is sufficient for virtue of character, devoting one’s life to the
pursuit of pleasure does not seem to be as bad as we might have thought when we read
Aristotle’s criticism of the life of pleasure.

We might argue that Aristotle’s position is consistent because he rejects only the life of
misdirected pleasure-seeking, not a life devoted to the appropriate pleasures. The virtuous
person has been trained not to take mercenary pleasure in virtuous action; she does not
choose just or temperate actions simply because she will be rewarded by other people, and
so she would not be equally ready to choose unjust or intemperate actions if they received
the same rewards. Her belief that the actions are just and temperate is necessary for her
pleasure in them, and she would be ashamed and dismayed if she failed to choose them. If
the ‘life of pleasure’ is the life of the mercenary pleasure-seeker who does not care what he
does as long as it brings him the appropriate further rewards, it is not the outlook of the
virtuous person.??

Still, Aristotle may appear to identify virtue of character with a non-rational condition. For
we might come to be attached to virtuous action without forming any rational conception
of what is good about it, or of why it deserves to be chosen over the contrary action.
We may form a non-mercenary attachment to an activity we enjoy, or to a person whose
company we enjoy, without any further rational conviction that this attachment is better
than others that we might have formed. Sometimes, indeed, we might not see any reason
to believe that this attachment is better than others; even if we come to enjoy Bach more
than Beethoven, we may not believe that anyone can prove it is better to listen to Bach. If
Aristotle identifies virtue with non-mercenary pleasure in virtuous action, he might conceive
it as an attachment of the same kind.

19 ‘But we must take someone’s pleasure or pain following on his actions to be a sign of his state. For if someone who
abstains from bodily pleasures enjoys the abstinence itself, he is temperate; if he is grieved by it, he is intemperate. Again,
if he stands firm against terrifying situations and enjoys it, or at least does not find it painful, he is brave; if he finds it
painful, he is cowardly’ (1104b3-8).

20 The mercenary position that Aristotle rejects is similar to the one that Plato calls ‘slavish® at Phd. 69a6-b3;
cf. R. 365c1-7.
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This emphasis on pleasure is intelligible if Aristotle is sympathetic to hedonism, and
recommends virtue as the source of the greatest pleasure for virtuous people. Sometimes he
might be taken to claim that they have been trained to find more pleasure in virtuous action
than in any vicious action, so that, from their point of view, vicious action offers no pleasure
as great as the pleasures they gain from acting virtuously (1153b9-19).2! According to this
view, the motive of the virtuous person is the same as that of the mercenary pleasure-seeker,
to the extent that both aim at maximum pleasure; the virtuous person seems to differ only
in pursuing virtuous objects of pleasure. Aristotle seems to recommend virtue to those
who seek to maximize pleasure, not to condemn the hedonist outlook altogether. This is
Epicurus’ attitude to pleasure; the error of mercenary pleasure-seekers is their attempt to
maximize pleasure by the wrong means.?? If Aristotle agrees with Epicurus on this claim
about pleasure, his view fits an anti-rationalist interpretation.

89. Anti-rationalism: Limits of Practical Reason

Aristotle describes a virtue as a state that elects (hexis prohairetiké, 1106b36), and his analysis
of election clarifies the rational aspects of virtue. Election requires both a wish (boulésis)
for some end, and deliberation about the means to that end (ta pros ta telé, 1112b12), and
hence election, like deliberation, is concerned with means to an end. When Aristotle says
that thought moves nothing by itself, but contributes to action when it is combined with
desire (1139a35-b1), it is reasonable to suppose that he has deliberation in mind. Similarly,
we might suppose, the wish for the end is the desire that we acquire from habituation in
pleasure and pain, rather than from rational reflexion.

The claim that deliberation is concerned with finding means to ends might be defended as
a reasonable restriction on the proper extent of deliberation. Aristotle apparently asks us to
identify our desires, and then to reflect on the courses of action that might help us to satisfy
them. We rely on our self-knowledge about our desires and on our causal knowledge about
the world. We can go wrong either because of errors about the world or because of errors
in considering the effect of different states of the world on our desires, or because of errors
in specifying the actual content of our desires. If we correct these errors, we improve our
deliberation as a method of satisfying our desires.

This account of deliberation supports Aristotle’s claim that it presupposes, and cannot
produce, a conception of the end to be pursued. The activity that we have described begins
from some desire that is clear and definite enough to allow us to look in one direction or
another for the causal information that would be relevant to satisfying it. If our desire is
not definite enough to allow us to ask the appropriate causal questions, we are not yet in a
position to deliberate about satisfying it.

Consideration of these familiar facts may easily persuade us that Aristotle is not only right,
but obviously right, to describe deliberation in the way he does. Since deliberation provides

21 ‘Indeed, presumably, if each state has its unimpeded activities, and happiness is the activity—if the activity is
unimpeded—of all states or of some one of them, it follows that some unimpeded activity is most choiceworthy. But
pleasure is this; and so some type of pleasure might be the best good even if most pleasures turn out to be bad without
qualification’ (1153b9—14).

22 See §156.

161



Aristotle: Virtue 8

the most readily understood model of practical reasoning, we may also be inclined to follow
Aristotle in his conclusion that practical reason is confined to the discovery of means to ends
that are pursued by desire.

Aristotle’s description of deliberation also underlies his analysis of prudence. He says that
virtue of character lies in the mean determined by the reason by which the prudent person
would determine it (1106b36-1107a2). He takes prudence to be a deliberative virtue, and
hence to be concerned with what promotes ends, not with the ends themselves. Virtue of
character, therefore, makes the end right, and prudence makes the means right (1144a6-9).
This restricted role assigned to prudence appears to support the anti-rationalist view of
Aristotle’s conception of virtue of character. If prudence is not competent to choose one end
over another, and therefore does not make the end right, what could make the end right
except some non-rational condition? The appropriate non-rational condition appears to be
virtue of character, understood as the product of non-rational, non-deliberative habituation
that precedes the growth of prudence.??

90. Anti-rationalism: Moral Virtue and Responsibility

This question about anti-rationalism leads us into a broader question about the connexion
between moral virtue and responsibility. We often suppose that a moral virtue, as opposed
to other types of excellence, is a state that we are free to acquire, and that we can be properly
held responsible for not acquiring. This seems a plausible condition for moral virtue, even if
it is easier to state than to satisfy. But if Aristotle believes that virtues of character are simply
the result of a process of habituation in pleasure and pain, how could he suppose we are
responsible for them?

Our answer to this question may either undermine or support an anti-rationalist view.
Aristotle apparently ought not to hold such a view of virtue of character, if he holds that we
are responsible for having or lacking virtues of character. But does he accept this view about
virtue? Has he a conception of responsibility at all?

He has something to say about the hekousion and the akousion. These terms are often
translated ‘voluntary” and ‘involuntary” (following the standard Latin renderings), and these
translations suggest a concern with responsibility. But one might prefer the translation
of ‘hekousion” and ‘akousion’ by ‘intentional’ and “unintentional” if one believed that these
renderings have fewer anachronistic associations with responsibility.?* Apart from this
specific issue about Aristotle’s discussion of the voluntary, some believe that Aristotle is not
especially concerned to show that we are responsible for being virtuous or vicious.

If Aristotle has no conception of responsibility, or he is not concerned about our
responsibility for being virtuous or vicious, his attitude to the virtues differs sharply from
the attitude that we normally take to be characteristic of morality. We often suppose that if
something is morally required of us, we are fairly blamed for failing to fulfil the requirement,

23 Bradley, ATHG 239, presents an anti-rationalist account of Aristotle, and so draws a sharp contrast between Aristotle
and Aquinas. On Aquinas’ treatment of these issues in Aristotle see §316.
24 Charles, APA 61, defends ‘intentional’ in preference to “voluntary’, but not on the basis of claims about anachronism.
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and therefore it is in our power to fulfil it. Kant makes this assumption central in his
conception of a moral imperative, but it is accepted in many views of morality, philosophical
and non-philosophical, that are not purely Kantian. According to some critics, however, this
assumption about responsibility is not part of the Aristotelian conception of virtue. This is
one reason for saying that Aristotle’s account of the virtues of character is not intended to
be an account of the moral virtues.2*

The issues about responsibility are relevant to the range of the virtues. For some of the
virtues, such as magnificence, involve both a level of external assets and an instinctive good
taste in dealing with them that do not seem to be things that an agent is responsible for. This
is not surprising, if Aristotle is not especially concerned about responsibility.

Hume mentions this point about ancient and modern conceptions of virtue, in his
discussion of some ‘verbal disputes’.2¢ He argues that ancient moralists count self-regarding
as well as other-regarding traits, and excellences of intellect as well as of affection, as virtues.?”
He also claims that the distinction between voluntary and involuntary is unimportant. He
seems to assume that Cicero’s broad conception of the range of the virtues supports the
claim that the ancient moralists are indifferent to the voluntary character of virtues. In
Hume'’s view, Christian influence has made the issue about voluntariness seem important.2®

Hume’s claims make it especially important to compare the relevant parts of Aristotle
with Aquinas. For Aquinas should be one of these people who warp reasoning from its
natural course. He does what Hume accuses Christian moralists of doing, in so far as he
connects virtue very closely with will, responsibility, and freedom. But Aquinas represents
himself as drawing all the relevant distinctions in Aristotelian terms.

It is not surprising that Hume is an anti-rationalist about virtue; he draws attention to
the views of the ancients (as he understands them) to support his own view that questions
of responsibility are irrelevant to virtue and vice. Similarly, it is not surprising that Aquinas
holds a rationalist view of virtue, and attributes such a view to Aristotle; such a view makes it
easier, or apparently easier, to explain why we are responsible for being virtuous or vicious.
Since Aquinas supposes that Aristotle wants to explain this connexion between virtue and
responsibility, he also supposes that Aristotle has a conception of responsibility.

With the help of Hume, we might expect that if we set out from Aristotle, we can identify
where Aquinas is wrong. If Aristotle is not concerned about responsibility, the alien elements
added by Aquinas should be those that give a central place to responsibility in an account of
the virtues. The most important of these alien elements is Aquinas” appeal to the will; for
this is both a primary source of freedom and a primary source of the virtues; a moral virtue
is partly constituted by an appropriate condition of one’s will. It is easy to see how Aquinas
connects virtue with responsibility, and hence with ‘morality” as ordinarily conceived. To
see whether Hume is right, we should ask whether this connexion is alien to Aristotle’s way
of understanding the virtues.?’

25 See Williams, ELP 174-7; “Voluntary’ 27; SN, ch. 3. On voluntariness and virtue cf. Butler, Diss. 2.

26 Hume, IPM, App. iv. 27 IPM, App. iv §10. 28 IPM, App. iv §19.

29 This view that takes Aristotle to be largely free of the characteristic elements of morality appears in Williams (see
n25). It shows the influence of Nietzsche. Hume anticipates many of Nietzsche’s alleged ‘insights’; he attacks emphasis
on ‘morality’ and responsibility without even knowing about Kant, who is a primary target of Nietzsche, MacIntyre, and
Williams.
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91. Anti-rationalism: The Voluntary

Between the general account of a virtue of character and the description of the particular
virtues, the Ethics includes a discussion of the voluntary and the involuntary, of election, and of
conditions for action and character being up to us. The connexion between virtue, virtuous
action, and praise introduces the topic of praiseworthiness and hence—apparently —of
responsibility. The objects of praise are the things that we ourselves, rather than necessity
or fortune, are ‘responsible for’ (or ‘causes of ’; aitioi) (EE 1223a9-15).

We must decide the extent of praiseworthy action if we are to decide what aspects of
happiness are in our power. Aristotle argues that it is important to show that happiness is
not a product of fortune, just as in nature and in crafts the best outcome is not a product of
fortune; it would conflict with our usual view of the connexion between non-coincidental
causation and goodness if we believed that what we do is not the cause of our being happy
(EN 1099b9-25). If what we do is the cause of our being happy, happiness should be identified
with activity in accordance with virtue—and that is why children and animals incapable
of the relevant sort of virtuous activity are also incapable of happiness (1099b25-1100a5).
Virtue is in our power to an extent that is significant enough to make happiness in our power
to a significant extent.3°

Does this concern with what is in our power show that Aristotle is concerned with
responsibility and freedom? We might answer No, on the ground that questions about
responsibility involve questions about freedom, and freedom involves the will; for we might
argue that we are responsible for our choice and free to choose only in so far as our will is able
to choose between different desires, and we are not compelled to follow one or another desire.
If we connect freedom with responsibility, we will say that agents are justly held responsible in
so far as they have this freedom, depending on a capacity of their will. If, then, Aristotle has no
concept of the will, he apparently cannot be concerned with freedom or responsibility, and his
remarks about what is in our power or up to us do not express a concern with responsibility.

We might answer this argument by denying the connexion between responsibility,
freedom, and will. Alternatively, we might accept this connexion, and consider whether
Aristotle has a concept of the will. Since this question is worth considering in any case, we
may take it for granted that a concern with responsibility requires a concept of the will, and
see whether Aristotle meets this condition for being concerned with responsibility.

In EN iii 1, Aristotle suggests that voluntariness consists in acting not by force or because
of ignorance, and that therefore an action is voluntary just in case ‘the principle is in the
agent, knowing the particulars in which the action consists’ (1111a22—4). The claim about
‘the principle in the agent’ is apparently explained by the previous discussion of force, which
specifies the only conditions under which Aristotle allows that the principle is outside the
agent.

We can see the apparent distance between these conditions for voluntary action and
any plausible conditions for responsibility, if we notice that Aristotle’s conditions allow
voluntary agents to include agents who do not seem to be responsible for their actions.
Animals, children, and people acting under psychological compulsion or in conditions of

3¢ T add the qualifications to recognize the fact that Aristotle does not conclude in i 9-10 that happiness is entirely in
our control.
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diminished responsibility, all meet Aristotle’s conditions for voluntariness, since they can all
act without being forced and in awareness of what they are doing. For the same reasons, the
principle of their action seems to be within them.

Not only is this the implication of Aristotle’s description of the voluntary; he also notices
and insists on this implication. He objects to the suggestion that action on spirit and appetite is
involuntary, because this suggestion implies that animals and children act involuntarily, and
the implication is evidently false (1111a24—6). His conception of the voluntary here seems
quite minimal. A mere proof that virtuous actions and states of character are voluntary,
according to this minimal conception, gives us no reason for holding that we are responsible
for being virtuous or for acting virtuously.

We might say that Aristotle makes a mistake, because he takes his conditions for
voluntariness to be conditions for responsibility. But before we attribute this mistake to him,
we ought to ask whether he is really concerned with responsibility. His relatively broad
conception of the voluntary may puzzle us if we are thinking about responsibility, but it
may puzzle us less if we recall that he identifies a virtue with the result of proper habituation
in pleasures, pains, emotions, and other non-rational impulses. The relevant processes
of habituation, and the actions resulting from habitual states, meet Aristotle’s generous
conditions for voluntary action. Whether or not they meet conditions for responsibility may
be irrelevant to his specific concerns. Responsibility belongs to rational and free agents who
are taken to have a certain kind of control over their impulses and inclinations; but these
aspects of responsibility seem to have no place in Aristotle’s conception of the voluntary,
because they seem to have no place in his conception of virtue.

92. Anti-rationalism and the Weakness of Practical Reason:
Incontinence

If Aristotle believes that virtue consists primarily in a condition of the non-rational part of
the soul, produced by habituation of non-rational inclinations, he ought also to believe that
failures to be virtuous are to be explained by some failure in the non-rational part, and, more
specifically, by misdirected or incomplete habituation. If virtue does not consist primarily in
the right condition of practical reason, failure of practical reason ought not to be the primary
cause of failure to be virtuous. We can see whether Aristotle takes this anti-rationalist view
if we examine his views of incontinence and vice.?!

He takes both incontinence and continence to involve disagreement between the rational
and non-rational parts (1102b12-28); incontinents are those who act on appetite rather
than election (1111b13-14). On this point he follows the account of incontinence that
Plato offers in Republic iv, and therefore disagrees with Socrates’ denial of the possibility
of incontinence. He rejects Socrates’ view that only ignorance of what is better and worse
underlies apparent incontinence; indeed, he asserts that the Socratic view conflicts with the
appearances (1145b27-8).

31 Aristotle’s views on incontinence are puzzling, and the interpretation of them is controversial. Some useful
discussions indicating the variety of possible interpretations are Wiggins, “‘Weakness’; Charles, APA, chs. 3—4; Dahl,
PRAWW, chs. 9-11; McDowell, ‘Issues’ 46-9.
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Aristotle seems to support his disagreement with Socrates by arguing that the incontinent’s
practical reasoning is not defective. He has the right election (1152a17), and acts against it
(1148a13-17; 1151a5-7 (cf. 1150b29-31); 1151a29-33). He has formed a ‘good syllogism’, a
practical syllogism based on rational wish (boulésis) and deliberation, reaching a conclusion
that expresses his election (1147a25-8). This conclusion prohibits the very action that he
later does because of incontinence (1147a34). He will act on this conclusion at once if he
is able to act and is not hindered (1147a29-31). He can still say the words of the good
conclusion when he is acting incontinently (1147a18-24; cf. b9-13).

The hindrance to action comes not from reasoning, but from appetite (1147a33—4;
1111b13-14). He is moved by the conclusion of a ‘bad syllogism’, based on appetite and
perhaps on some deliberation (1142b18-20), focussed on the action prohibited by the con-
clusion of the good syllogism. Unlike the intemperate person, who ‘thinks he ought” to do
what he does (1146b22—4; 1151a23-4; 1152a4—6), the incontinent does not think he ought
to do what he is doing. This difference results from the difference in their elections. When
he is acting incontinently, the incontinent feels pain, because he is doing what he thinks is
bad (EE 1224b19-21).

Aristotle seems to suggest, then, that the incontinent person makes the right election, but
acts against it, because he is moved to act by a non-rational appetite that conflicts with the
election he has made. He acts on the appetite because it is stronger than the rational wish
that underlies the correct election. The Socratic appeal to ignorance is superfluous, since
we can explain incontinence without it, and misguided, since it conflicts with obvious facts
about the incontinent person’s awareness of what he is doing.

These remarks may suggest that both continence and incontinence are possible for agents
whose deliberation and election is entirely correct. Apparently, the incontinent agent has
done all the appropriate reasoning and deliberation and come out with the right answer, but
none the less prefers to do what he knows to be worse. It is a familiar fact that the rational
desire is not always the strongest, because we are attracted by other things besides objects
of rational desire. The agent’s deliberative reflexion does not seem to explain incontinence.

These features of Aristotle’s account of incontinence seem to express an anti-rationalist
view of virtue. Aristotle falls short of a strongly and explicitly anti-rationalist view such
as Hume’s. For Hume insists that incontinent action is not really irrational after all; it is
not acting against reason, since it is simply a preference for my foreseen lesser good over
my foreseen greater good, and neither this preference nor the opposite preference is either
rational or irrational.?? Aristotle does not say this; he believes that incontinents act against
correct reason. But in saying this he seems to mean that they act against reason that is
subordinate to correctly habituated desire. The main tendency of his view of incontinence
appears to be anti-rationalist.

93. Anti-rationalism: Vice

Aristotle’s account of vice may also appear to be anti-rationalist, in so far as it treats vice as a
sort of mirror-image of virtue. The vicious person, no less than the virtuous person, has the

32 Hume, T'ii 3.3 §6.
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rational and the non-rational parts of the soul in agreement; for continent and incontinent
people suffer conflict between the parts of the soul, and in this respect differ from both
the virtuous and the vicious person (EN 1102b13-28). The vicious person is similar to the
virtuous in so far as he acts on his election; that is how his attitude to his action differs
from the incontinent person’s.>? The vicious person acts ‘thinking it right” (oiomenos dein,
1152a5-6) to do what he does.

This picture suggests that the two parts of the vicious person’s soul agree in accepting
the guidance of the rational part. For if the rational part were purely subordinate to the
non-rational part, the vicious person’s deliberation would not result in elections; an election
has to begin from a wish (boulésis), which is a desire of the rational part. The incontinent
person sometimes acts incontinently on deliberation, but he still acts on appetite rather than
onwish (1111b13-15; 1142b17-20). This agreement within the vicious person’s soul explains
why he is not subject to the regret and changing of mind that is a mark of the incontinent
(1150a21-2; 1150b29-36).

And so the vicious person seems to be exactly similar to the virtuous person in his relation
to practical reason and non-rational desire. They equally follow reason. One has good ends
and the other has bad ends; but this difference does not imply that one is guided by reason
and the other is not. This picture of vice is anti-rationalist because it implies that we cannot
identify virtue with control by reason. The vicious person differs from the incontinent in
acting on his election. He is guided by practical reason and deliberation, but he rejects the
virtuous person’s conclusion. If two people are equally guided by practical reason, but come
to opposite conclusions, practical reason itself cannot ensure the right conclusions.

Apparently, then, we reach the right conclusions only if we begin from the right starting
points, acquired independently of practical reason. We might take this to be the point of
Aristotle’s remark that deliberation has to begin from some end given as a starting point. If
practical reason, identified with deliberation, cannot supply the appropriate starting point,
apparently it cannot be the crucial element in virtue. If the vicious person acts on his election,
and hence on his rational choice, he must differ from the virtuous person in his non-rational
impulses. This is just what we expect if virtue depends primarily on habituation. The vicious
person has been habituated badly, and therefore does not grasp the right ends.

These different aspects of Aristotle’s position present a case for an anti-rationalist
interpretation. But the case rests on a selective treatment of the evidence. If we examine
the different elements of the anti-rationalist position in the light of a fuller survey of the
evidence, we will be able to see whether the anti-rationalist interpretation gives a satisfactory
account of Aristotle’s view.

94. Virtue, Election, and Reason

The first difficulty for an anti-rationalist account arises from Aristotle’s description of virtue
of character. Though he regards it as the product of habituation in pleasures and pains, he
also takes it to have a rational component that does not fit an anti-rationalist interpretation.

33 See 1146b19-24; 1148a4—11; 1150a16-22; 1151a5-10; 1152a5—6.
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Someone who simply has well-trained non-rational desires does not satisfy the conditions
of i 13, which implies that a person’s function is fulfilled by agreement between the rational
and the non-rational parts, under the control of the rational part (1102a5-7; b23-8). If
Aristotle takes this condition seriously, we would not expect the rational part to be strictly
subordinate to the non-rational as it would be if virtue were a state of the non-rational part.

Virtue is a state (hexis) rather than a feeling, because virtue is praiseworthy (1105b31),
whereas simply having a certain kind of feeling is not praiseworthy. Aristotle seems to
suggest that simply having a feeling concentrated on the right object is not sufficient for
being praiseworthy. He does not yet tell us what is needed to make a praiseworthy state out
of non-praiseworthy feelings.

Virtue of character is a state that elects, consisting in a mean determined by reason, and by
the reason by which the prudent person would determine it (1106b36—1107a2). We might
take these remarks about reason and the prudent person so that they do not require each
virtuous person to have the reason and prudence that determine the mean. Do we perhaps
have virtue of character if (like the non-ruling classes in the Republic) our emotions are
guided by someone else’s reason and prudence?

Aristotle’s other remarks about the virtuous person rule out this possibility. The virtuous
person must elect the virtuous action for its own sake (1105a32; 1144a19); but election
rests on wish and deliberation, and correct deliberation is the task of the prudent person
(1140a25-31); hence genuine virtue requires prudence, to order non-rational desires by
correct reason (1144b21-5). In requiring prudence Aristotle requires the virtuous person to
realize fully his capacity for rational determination of his actions and choices. Election of
virtuous action for its own sake (1144a19) is necessary for ‘full virtue’ (kuria areté, 1144b4),
and we lack this unless we have prudence.

The fact that Aristotle makes reason and prudence prominent necessary conditions for vir-
tue doesnotby itselfrefute an anti-rationalist interpretation. His remarks about prudence may
make his position inconsistent, or they may be interpreted so as to fit an anti-rationalist view.
But at least they present an anti-rationalist view with an objection that needs to be answered.

95. Pleasure and Reason

Aristotle takes virtue to result from habituation in pleasure and pain, and he regards
appropriate pleasure and pain as a sign of having acquired the appropriate state of character.
This emphasis on pleasure may appear to support an anti-rationalist interpretation, since
it may seem to suggest that he identifies a virtue with a non-rational impulse or reaction.
But to see whether this appearance is correct or misleading, we need to consider Aristotle’s
views on pleasure more closely; for the rational or non-rational character of virtue depends
partly on the relation between pleasure and its object.

Aristotle agrees with Plato’s suggestion in the Philebus that the virtuous person takes
pleasure in being virtuous and acting virtuously, whereas the vicious person takes a different
type of pleasure.?4 He develops this suggestion by claiming that pleasures differ in kind (or ‘in

34 See Plato, Phil. 12c8-d4, discussed in §53.
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species’, 1175a21-b1). In this claim he rejects the view that pleasure is a uniform sensation to
which different kinds of pleasant action are connected only causally and instrumentally; this
is the view that Protarchus defends in the Philebus (12b—13c). The instrumental conception
of the relation between pleasure and its object supports a hedonist view of the good; for
if one action is more valuable than another only because of the quantity of pleasure that
results from it, the hedonist can plausibly claim that only a larger quantity of pleasure can
be more valuable non-instrumentally.

Since Aristotle rejects Protarchus’ claims about pleasure and its objects, it is not surprising
that he rejects hedonism. He is sympathetic to some of the arguments that Aristippus and
Eudoxus use to defend hedonism (EN 1172b9-25), but he does not believe that they support
hedonism. He believes they are helpful in answering the extreme thesis that pleasure is not
a good at all. He agrees with the hedonists in believing that pleasure is a good, but he rejects
the stronger claim that pleasure is the good (1172b26-35).3°

Aristotle objects to Protarchus’ instrumental conception of pleasure and its object by
pointing out that we do not believe one pleasure can be substituted for another in the
ways that should be possible if the instrumental conception were right. According to the
instrumental conception, it should not matter to us if we lost our capacity to enjoy athletic
activity or playing music, as long as our loss of enjoyment were outweighed by a large
enough quantity of pleasure in lying on the beach. But in fact we would think we had lost
something valuable if we lost our capacity to enjoy these activities; the substitution of some
different pleasures might compensate us to some degree, but it would not compensate us
with more of the same thing that we had lost. It would be like compensating us with money
for an accident in which we lost the use of our limbs; just as the money would not give us
the use of our limbs back, the additional pleasure would not be more of the pleasure that we
had lost. Aristotle recognizes this point by remarking that one kind of pleasure cannot be
added to another to produce a greater pleasure; on the contrary, one kind tends to reduce
the enjoyment we gain from the other kind (1175b1-24).

Our choice of pleasures and our views about compensation reflect the fact that the specific
pleasure taken in a particular action essentially depends on our choosing that action for its
own sake. Pleasure is a ‘supervenient end’ (1174b31-3) resulting from an activity that one
pursues as an activity (energeia) rather than a mere process (kinésis). It is an end because
it is a distinct non-instrumental value beyond the activity that is its object; but it is only a
supervenient end, because its non-instrumental value depends on the value of the activity
on which the pleasure depends (1176a3-29). If someone pursues cruelty or self-indulgence
for its own sake, his life is worse in so far as he enjoys those pursuits. If, however, someone
values just and generous action for its own sake, his life is better in so far as he takes pleasure
in these actions.

But if we take pleasure in just action in its own right, not simply as a means to some further
result that yields pleasure, we need the appropriate beliefs about the non-instrumental value
of just action. We have to regard just action as ‘action’ (praxis), in Aristotle’s technical
sense, rather than mere production; hence we have to regard it as containing its own end

35 In EN vii Aristotle seems to argue primarily against extreme hostility to pleasure, such as one finds in the Cynics
and in the dour people in Plato, Phil. 44b—d. Book x states the objections to hedonism more fully.

169



Aristotle: Virtue 8

(1140b6-7). This rational conviction of the value of an action belongs to ‘the life of action of
the rational part’ that realizes the human function. When we take pleasure on the basis of
this conviction, and this conviction is correct, we are taking the virtuous person’s pleasure
in virtuous action.

Earlier we cited a passage in Book ii where Aristotle identifies a virtue with a state that
takes pleasure in the right actions, and we took this passage to support an anti-rationalist
account of his views on virtue. We can now see what is wrong with that treatment of
the passage. Aristotle makes it clear that the special pleasure of a virtuous person must
have a special object; the temperate person is the one who abstains from bodily pleasures
and enjoys the abstention itself (1104b3-8). Aristotle means that he abstains from bodily
pleasures that would be inappropriate (since the temperate person does not enjoy abstinence
from appropriate pleasures). Virtuous people who enjoy this abstention do not enjoy it
because it is abstention from bodily pleasures; they enjoy it because it is the right abstention,
from the wrong pleasures. To form this enjoyment, they must have come to value rightness,
and to reject wrongness, for their own sakes. Their judgment of value underlies the pleasure
of the virtuous person. Such a rational appreciation of virtue requires more than feelings of
pleasure and pain focussed on the right actions.

Aristotle’s treatment of pleasure as a supervenient end helps to identify the pleasures that
are results of a rational conviction, and so helps to explain how these pleasures conflict with
hedonism. But we may wonder whether he does not go too far in connecting pleasures
with evaluative beliefs.?¢ How, on his account, are we to understand action simply ‘for
pleasure’ (as we normally understand it)? We seem to do all sorts of things simply because
they are enjoyable; our enjoyment does not seem to be a by-product of our convictions
about the value of the actions. Aristotle apparently needs to give an account of acting simply
for pleasure. He especially needs such an account to explain his description of the vicious
person, who acts for the sake of pleasure (1146b22—4; 1150a19-21).%”

His account of pleasure would be clearer if he distinguished two ways of pursuing some-
thing “for its own sake”: (1) We might pursue F for its own sake simply because we pursue it
non-instrumentally, without regard for the consequences. (2) We might pursue F in its own
right, because it is what it is. In the second case its being F gives us the reason for pursuing
F non-instrumentally, but in the first case we might pursue the thing that is F without
recognizing any property of it as a reason for pursuing F non-instrumentally. Aristotle does
not explicitly distinguish these two ways of pursuing F for its own sake, but the difference
between them helps us to clarify (or perhaps to revise) his account of pleasure. While not
all pleasure requires a judgment about the value of its object, some pleasures—those we
take in F qua F—require such a judgment. Non-instrumental pursuit without an evaluative
judgment underlies pursuit of something simply for pleasure. Evaluative judgment underlies
the pleasures of the virtuous person.

And so, even if Aristotle were to make the mistake of believing that all pleasure depends
on an evaluative belief, the crucial part of his doctrine is secured if some pleasures depend on
it. For that is all he needs to support his claim that pleasures differ in kind according to their

3¢ A similar question arises about Butler’s belief-dependent conception of pleasure in S xi 6.
37 For further discussion of the vicious person see §109 below.
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objects, and this is the claim that supports his objections to hedonism and his account of the
distinctive pleasure that the virtuous person takes in being virtuous. He faces and answers
a question that raises a persistent difficulty for the various hedonist theories of value that
have been offered. Epicurus and Mill, in their different ways, try to remove the difficulty
that Aristotle raises for hedonism, but they do not clearly succeed.?®

Aristotle’s references to virtue and pleasure, therefore, do not imply neglect of the rational
component of virtue; they presuppose some rational evaluation of virtuous actions as good
in themselves. We therefore expect Aristotle to describe the basis of this rational evaluation
in virtuous people, to make clear the source of their special pleasure. Virtue involves the non-
rational aspects ofhuman nature, because we need our non-rational aspects to be brought into
a virtuous condition; but virtue itself is primarily a rational condition. Pleasure has its proper
place in happiness ifitis part of a life that is guided by practical reason. Closer analysis of Aristo-
tle’s views on pleasure does not support an anti-rationalist interpretation, but counts against t.

96. Virtue, Election, and Deliberation

Since Aristotle identifies virtue with a state that elects (1106b36), a clearer understanding of
his view requires some grasp of his conception of election. Until now, we have attended
to his claim that election rests on deliberation about means to ends, and therefore is about
means to ends (1111b26-30; 1113b3—4). According to this conception, a virtue must be
a state that elects, because it aims at action, and election focusses our desires on specific
actions.

But this is not all that Aristotle means in connecting virtue with election. The virtuous
person must also elect the virtuous action for its own sake (1105a32; cf. 1144a19). This
demand expresses the expectation that the just or generous person will act appropriately
without the incentive of some further gain. Glaucon and Adeimantus express this expectation
in Republic ii, in asking Socrates to show that the just person is happier by pursuing justice
without regard to rewards and consequences.? Aristotle’s demand for election of virtuous
action for its own sake implies a rationalist interpretation of Glaucon and Adeimantus’
expectation; for not just any choice of an action for its own sake, but only a rational,
deliberative choice is the mark of a virtuous person.

Aristotle’s demand is puzzling, in the light of his claim that election is only about means
to ends. For if we elect something for its own sake, we elect it as an end; but, according to
Aristotle, we elect only means. How, then, can the virtuous person elect the virtuous action
for its own sake?

One answer leads us back to anti-rationalism. Perhaps Aristotle uses ‘elect’ loosely here.
In that case, we might capture his intention better if we substituted ‘choose’ for ‘elect’. This
substitution removes the apparent conflict between the condition for virtue and the other
claims about election.

38 For Epicurus see §156. Mill deals with similar questions in his division between quantity and quality of pleasure in
U,ch.2.
3 See §50.
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This answer is unsatisfactory. For Aristotle’s description of virtue carefully prepares for
his reference to election (ii 4); moreover, this reference to election explains why we need
a fuller examination of election (iii 2-3). Since the fuller examination professes to clarify
the initial description of virtue, that description ought to refer to the sort of election that is
described in the clarification. If we assume a loose use of ‘election’ in Book ii, we remove
an apparent conflict only by introducing a real conflict; for the concept of election that
is explained in Book iii will not be—-contrary to Aristotle—the concept that was used in
Book ii.

A different sort of answer is available, if we accept a comprehensive conception of
happiness. For choosing x as a means to y may be a way of choosing x as an end in itself, not
as purely instrumental to y. Plato’s claims about justice in Republic ii suggest this treatment
of means; they are coherent claims if and only if Plato conceives justice as a component of
happiness, not a purely instrumental means to it.#® According to this conception, justice is
a component of happiness just in so far as it is a non-instrumental good that is a necessary
part of the best life. In that case the claim that we choose justice for its own sake does not
conflict with the claim that we choose it for the sake of happiness; on the contrary, each
claim partly explains the other.

In examining EN i, and especially the completeness of happiness, we have seen that Aristotle
needs to appeal to the same relation between non-instrumental goods and happiness. The
composite conception of happiness explains how happiness can embrace the different forms
of praxis, non-instrumental action chosen for its own sake. The same composite conception
fits Aristotle’s claims about election and deliberation, if we understand ‘contributing to ends’
or for the sake of ends’ so that it includes components of the ends, and not only instrumental
means to them. !

Hence the same understanding of ends and what promotes them explains both Aristotle’s
claims about happiness and his claims about election and virtue. The fact that it explains
these two aspects of Aristotle’s theory that would otherwise be perplexing is a reason for
believing that it is the right interpretation of both aspects.*?

Aristotle’s claims about deliberation and election do not conflict, therefore, with his claim
that the virtuous person elects virtuous action for its own sake. Deliberation is not about
ends, in so far as it must begin with some end in view; the means that deliberation finds to
promote that first end is an end in itself, if deliberation finds that it is a component of the first
end. Moral deliberation begins with some conception of happiness, and deliberates until we
find the states of character that are components of happiness. If we deliberate correctly, we
find the moral virtues, and we elect these for their own sakes.

40 See §52.

4 Thege phrases give different ways of rendering Aristotle’s phrase pros to telos, lit. ‘towards the end’, equivalent to
for the sake of (heneka) the end’.

42 This solution is developed by Aquinas. See, e.g., §251, 273. It is also widely accepted (without reference to Aquinas)
in modern discussions of Aristotle, beginning (in English) from Greenwood, EN VI 46-9. See also Ackrill, ‘Eudaimonia’;
Wiggins, ‘Deliberation’; Sorabji, ‘Role’; Cooper, RHGA, ch. 1. Some problems and further issues are discussed by Charles,
‘Ontology’. Some doubts about the conclusions I draw from this account of deliberation are expressed by McDowell,
‘Issues’ 30—6. This conception of means is also relevant to Mill’s discussion of parts of happiness in U, ch. 4, and to
Moore’s criticism of Aristotle in PE, ch. 3.
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97. Wish and Will

We must still clarify the aspect of an election that introduces a “wish’ (boulésis). We might
initially suppose that if we desire an end and we deliberate about the means to it, we elect
the action that appears to be a means to the end. But this is not enough for an election,
since Aristotle distinguishes wish from spirit and appetite, which are also desires for ends.
We might, then, understand wish as desire that is not formed under the stimulus of some
immediate pain, need, or provocation of the sort that produces the desires of appetite and
spirit.#? This sort of desire can be trained to conform to reason, in so far as it can more easily
be trained to focus on more remote objects and is less tied to immediate satisfactions. Still,
it belongs, as the other desires do, to the desiring part, which is inherently non-rational,
though it is capable of following reason (cf. 1102b13-1103a2).

If this is the right account of Aristotle’s view of wish, Aquinas is wrong to impose
a rationalist interpretation, introducing a sort of desire that is peculiar to the rational
part of the soul and distinct from non-rational desire.#* An anti-rationalist view denies
that the relation of different desires to reason constitutes an essential difference between
them.

But the anti-rationalist view does not account for all of Aristotle’s claims.** For wish is
not simply a desire for an end; it is also a rational desire aiming at the good (Rhet. 1369a2-7).
Aristotle assumes that to be moved in accordance with reason, we must be moved in
accordance with wish (DA 433a22-5). He describes incontinence as the overcoming of wish
by non-rational desire (434a11-14).4¢ In a virtuous person, therefore, the desire for an end
that underlies an election and the resulting virtuous action must be a rational desire. Aristotle
suggests that the primary object of wish is happiness (EN 1111b26-30);4” hence the virtuous
person’s election is based on a wish for one’s own happiness, and deliberation about how
to achieve it. This deliberation gives us the ends that are characteristic of the virtuous
person.

This claim faces a difficulty in the role that Aristotle assigns to election. For he distinguishes
election from wish, and he claims that when we act on a specific rational desire for some
achievable object here and now we act on an election rather than a wish.*® But if election fits
into the threefold classification of desire, it must be wish, in the sense of ‘wish’ that makes
wish co-ordinate with spirit and appetite. When Aristotle compares wish with election, he
has already excluded the two non-rational forms of desire (1111b10-19), and so assumes
that election is a form of wish. When he says that election is not to be identified with wish,

43 Hence boulésis is called a “desire without pain’ (Top. 146a36-b6). ‘Velle’ and ‘voluntas’ capture the non-urgent aspect
of ‘boulesthai’ and ‘boulésis’ quite well in Latin. See §240.

44 “For the scholastics, the will is precisely a rational desire, in the sense that it is an activity of the rational soul, which
possesses in itself a desiring faculty distinct from the irrational desiring faculty—an idea totally foreign to Aristotle’
(Gauthier, EN ii 194).

45 This is clear, though not completely explicit in iii 2. Aristotle discusses epithumia, thumos, and then introduces
boulésis as the desire of rational part.

46 In 434a12 I read tén boulésin.

47 He does not say this is the only possible ultimate object of wish, but he does not suggest anything else.

48 Hence some are inclined to identify the will with prohairesis rather than boulésis. See Ross, Ar. 199-200.
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he adds that it none the less appears close to it (1111b19-20). The close connexion between
election and wish suggests that they are both desires belonging to the rational part.*®

Aristotle’s remarks about election may help us to see whether wish is an essentially
rational desire. If acting on wish is simply acting on a desire that has been affected by
some sort of reasoning, any action resulting from deliberation should be action on wish.
But Aristotle denies this. For we do not form an election simply by deliberating about how
to satisfy a non-rational desire; the deliberation of an incontinent person about how to
satisty his appetites does not result in an election, and so does not arise from wish.*® Action
on wish is rational in some sense that goes beyond simply acting on deliberation about a
non-rational desire; and so a wish must be rational in some sense that goes beyond simply
being influenced by deliberation. Aristotle’s claims about the connexion between election
and wish tend to support Aquinas’ view that Aristotle recognizes an essentially rational form
of desire; and so Aquinas is justified in supposing that Aristotle recognizes the will.*!

Aristotle’s description of incontinence implies that the rational part of the soul has its own
desires. As we have seen, he distinguishes a part of the soul that ‘has reason fully and within
itself” (1103a2) from a part that is ‘non-rational, but shares in a way in reason’ (1102b13-14).
This second part does not include all desires.”? For he takes incontinence to result from
conflict between the rational and the non-rational parts. In the incontinent person something
fights against and resists reason (1102b17-18), so that ‘the impulses of incontinent people go
in contrary directions’ (1102b21). One of these contrary impulses belongs to the non-rational
part that is capable of obeying reason but fails to obey reason in the incontinent person. The
other impulse belongs to the part that is rational in its own right. In recognizing an impulse
proper to the rational part, Aristotle seems to recognize essentially rational desire.

Similarly, he claims that election is contrary to appetite, whereas appetite is not contrary
to appetite (1111b15-16), and that incontinent people act on appetite, but not on election
(1111b13-14), even though they make the correct election (1151a5-7). In the incontinent
person, then, appetite conflicts with election, which is a desire based on wish. Since the
incontinent person suffers a conflict between the rational and the non-rational part, wish
belongs to the rational part.

If Aristotle held an anti-rationalist view, he would raise far-reaching difficulties for his
theory of virtue. An anti-rationalist view must apparently say that we form wishes by forming
desires that are attached to objects that we believe to be good. First, (we might suppose)
we pursue things that seem to offer pleasure or reward rather than pain or punishment,

4 Aspasius emphasizes the connexion between boulésis and prohairesis: ‘Boulésis appears close to prohairesis, since,
first of all, it is in the rational part of the soul, where what most controls prohairesis (or “the most important part of
prohairesis” (to kuridtaton tés prohaireseds)) is, and, second, because it is a part of prohairesis. For whenever intellect after
having deliberated approves and chooses, boulésis, being a desire, goes forward with it. And in fact we are in the habit of
treating boulesthai and prohaireisthai as signifying the same thing. For instead of saying “I elect to farm my land” we say
“I wish (volo) to farm my land”, and we say “he has a good will (voluntas)”, that is to say a good prohairesis’ (68.27-32).
The translation of the last sentence relies on Felicianus’ Latin version (the Greek text has a lacuna).

50 On the incontinent’s deliberation see 1142b17-20. On his failure to act on prohairesis see 1111b13—14. On prohairesis
and boulésis see 1113a21 (where kata tén boulésin should probably be read); 1113b3-5.

51 Alexander argues that wish requires judgment and deliberation, because it is a rational desire. It is not itself an
exercise of reason, but it follows on the appropriate exercise of reason, and specifically on deliberation (DA 74.6-13).
Alexander is cited and unjustly criticized by Gauthier, ‘St Maxime’ 58.

52 See Heliodorus, 24.40; Aspasius, 35.22; 36.2; Bustratius, 118.33—5. On boulésis cf. Eustratius, 116.11-12.
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but gradually we are habituated to pursue things that seem to be good rather than bad.
Such a desire, however, may still be non-rational. If we have been correctly trained, we
will be pleased with the thought that an action is good and fine; in fact this is how the
temperate or brave person’s non-rational desires react to the appropriate information. But
these non-rational reactions do not count, in Aristotle’s view, as expressions of wish and
election. For while he agrees that we ought to form non-rational desires for things we
believe to be good (1111a29-31), he does not suggest that every such desire is a wish. An
anti-rationalist view seems to oversimplify Aristotle’s conception of the different sorts of
desires that are present in a well-trained person.

The anti-rationalist view might be defended by appeal to the last part of EN i 13, where
Aristotle uses his division of parts of the soul to mark the division between virtues of
character and virtues of intellect (1103a3—10). The virtues of intellect clearly belong to the
rational part, and do not essentially consist in well-ordered desires; well-ordered desires
belong to the virtues of character. Does this not imply that all well-ordered desires, including
those belonging to the will, belong to the non-rational part?*?

We ought not to draw this conclusion; for Aristotle neither says nor implies that the
virtues of character belong exclusively to the non-rational part. He believes that none of
them is exclusively a virtue of the rational part, since all of them essentially include some
appropriate training of non-rational desires (those belonging to spirit and appetite). But to
say this is consistent with saying that the virtues of character belong to the rational part in
so far as they include the right election.

98. Prudence and Deliberation

Our explanation of wish and election rests on the assumption that we can deliberate about
the components of happiness, and that the desire we reach as a result of this deliberation
is a wish. In the light of this conception of happiness and deliberation, we can understand
Aristotle’s claim that the virtuous person elects virtuous action, but elects it for its own
sake; his claim is intelligible in the light of his earlier claim that we choose virtues both for
their own sake and for the sake of happiness. The same account of deliberation also helps to
explain the role of deliberation in prudence. If we assume that every ‘means’ to an end (i.e.,
everything that ‘promotes’ or ‘contributes to’** an end) is a purely instrumental means to it,
Aristotle’s views about prudence appear to be inconsistent; but if we avoid that assumption,
they form a coherent conception of prudence.

Prudence has a wide scope. It deliberates about what contributes to living well as a whole
(1140a28). It begins with nothing more specific than living well as a whole’, and so it has
to find the different things that promote living well. These include (according to Aristotle)
the virtues that are components of happiness.”* In so far as prudent people carry out this
deliberation, they do the sort of thing that Aristotle announces as the task of political science
(said to be the same state as prudence, 1141b23).>¢

53 This seems to be the view of Aquinas, in EN §243, though it conflicts with his other views. See §257.

4 See above n42.

55 This is part of the ‘grand end’ interpretation criticized by Broadie at EA 198-202, and discussed by Kraut, ‘Defence’.
6 On the extent of deliberation see §322.
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The task Aristotle sets himself in the Ethics is the task, at a very general level, that he assigns
to prudence in Book vi. The Ethics begins with only some general views about eudaimonia,
and without any definite or fixed specification of its components. The initial conception
of happiness is not so vague that it allows just anything to count as a component of
happiness. The formal conditions of i 7 rule out some mistaken accounts of the composition
of happiness, including the accounts presupposed by the different ways of life rejected ini 5.
But we cannot immediately derive the components of happiness from the formal conditions,
even when they are supplemented by the Function Argument. To see the implications of
Aristotle’s conditions for happiness is to discover the components of happiness; and this
discovery results from the deliberation that goes on in the treatise as a whole. These features
of the Ethics clarify the role of deliberation and its capacity to discover intrinsic goods that
are components of the end.

Aristotle’s view of deliberation explains why deliberation is the characteristic function of
prudence, and is concerned with what contributes to the end, but none the less prudence is a
correct grasp of the end (1142b32-3).57 Aristotle does not imply that some non-deliberative
aspect of prudence is needed to grasp the end, or that we cannot grasp the end through
deliberation. On the contrary, we would expect good deliberation about the components
of happiness to reach a correct grasp of the end. Aristotle’s remarks about deliberation and
about the relation of prudence to the end support each other.

These remarks also help to explain why the role of virtue is to get the right end, and the
role of prudence is to find the things contributing to the end (1145a5). Aristotle does not
mean that prudence has no role in getting the right end; for the virtue that is said to grasp
the right end is the ‘complete’ or “full” (kuria) virtue that includes prudence. In saying that
the function of prudence is to find what contributes to the end, Aristotle does not describe
a task separate from the task of virtue. On the contrary, he means that the deliberative
function of prudence reaches the right end that the virtuous person grasps.

If, then, we grasp Aristotle’s views on deliberation and ends, we see that his position is
consistent. It is also plausible, if we believe that he correctly describes his task in the Ethics
as deliberation about the components of the end, and that his deliberative argument shows
that the virtues he recognizes are components of happiness.

If practical reason and deliberation fulfil these tasks, they support one choice of ultimate
ends rather than another. In claiming that the virtues of character include prudence, carrying
out these deliberative functions, Aristotle shows how the virtues embody the subordination
of non-rational desires to practical reason. To act in accordance with the virtues is to engage
in “a life of action of the rational part’, since the virtues rest on the deliberation that identifies
certain things as actions (praxeis) that have their ends within themselves.

Aristotle, therefore, presents the theory of virtue that his naturalism requires. His version of
naturalism identifies the human function with a life of action of the rational part, and therefore
requires a naturalist account of virtue to be a rationalist account. The Function Argument
guides his account of the virtues and his claims about the relation of the virtues to prudence.

He does not take the non-rational components of the virtues to be irrelevant or unimpor-
tant. On the contrary, we have seen how his claims about the importance of non-rational

57 A less probable translation makes prudence grasp the means to the end.
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impulses, pleasures, and pains show how one might develop a strongly anti-rationalist
account of the virtues of character and of the formation of ends. But Aristotle does not hold
an anti-rationalist account; it would undermine the central role of the Function Argument
in the Ethics. Non-rational elements are prominent in the account of virtue; for if virtue
fulfils human nature, it fulfils the non-rational elements of human nature too.® But Aris-
totle’s naturalism places the human function in a life guided by practical reason; hence the
fulfilment of the non-rational elements of human nature includes their agreement with, and
subordination to, practical reason.

It is not immediately evident that naturalism implies rationalism about virtue; it leaves
open the possibility of a non-Aristotelian account of the human function that would not
make virtue the excellence of practical reason. It is rather difficult, however, to make such
a view convincing. For if we conceive human nature as a system rather than a collection,
it is difficult to identify the relevant sort of system without saying that it is guided by
practical reason; and if we seek to identify virtue with what is required by the system,
it is most plausible to identify it with some sort of guidance by practical reason. This
connexion between nature, reason, and virtue is characteristic not only of Aristotle, but of
other naturalists as well—the Stoics, Aquinas, Suarez, and Butler. It is not accidental that
Hume rejects both naturalism and rationalism. Though some philosophers try to maintain
naturalism without rationalism, as Hutcheson does, or rationalism without naturalism, as
(e.g.) Scotus, Clarke, and Price do, their attempts to defend one of the Aristotelian claims
without the other result in a less defensible position.*®

99. Virtue, Reason, and Responsibility

We have traced some of the details that fill in the outline sketched in the Function Argument.
The different virtues of character are different ways in which the non-rational and rational
parts of the soul agree, under the guidance of the rational part. Aristotle describes the
guidance of the rational part further in identifying a virtue of character with a state that
elects. Since election rests on deliberation about the composition of the ultimate end,
not simply about instrumental means to it, the virtuous person’s election results from a
distinctive conception of what is non-instrumentally valuable. Control by the rational part,
therefore, includes acceptance of a distinctive set of ends grasped by practical reason.

Even if the naturalism of the Function Argument requires this rationalist conception of
virtue, is this conception at all plausible? Why should we prefer Aristotle’s rationalist view
over an anti-rationalist view that, as we have seen, we might construct from Aristotelian
material? Even if Aristotle himself does not hold an anti-rationalist conception of virtue as
primarily or exclusively a good condition of our emotions and other non-rational impulses,
this anti-rationalist conception might be better than the conception he accepts.

Some of the further questions raised by this question may be explored by returning to the
connexions between Aristotle’s account of virtue and his views on responsibility. We have

8 Hence Aquinas marks three aspects of natural law, corresponding to three elements of human nature. See ST 1-2
q94 a2, discussed at §311.
5 See §368.
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seen how certain aspects of these views seem to support an anti-rationalist view, and even
suggest that he is not concerned with responsibility at all. We have also seen that Aristotle’s
views on the range of “voluntary’ or ‘intentional’ (hekousion) action do not suggest any
connexion with the will or with freedom. For voluntary agents include non-rational animals
and children, though we would normally attribute neither wills nor free action to them.

This broad scope of voluntary action, however, raises a further difficulty about the Ethics.
It is not immediately clear why Aristotle thinks human beings are the only ethical agents.
Ethics is about the virtues of character (éthos) that are acquired by habituation (ethismos); but
non-rational animals can have their actions and desires modified by training that involves
rewards and deprivations, and hence they seem capable of habituation and of forming a
good or bad character.®°

Aristotle suggests that non-rational agents are not ethical agents, because virtue and vice
are objects of praise and blame; since only voluntary actions are open to praise or blame,
only agents who act voluntarily are ethical agents. But this answer raises further puzzles.
For, as he sees, the definition of voluntary action implies that non-rational animals act
voluntarily (1111a24—6); and so they should apparently be open to praise and blame. It may
seem plausible in any case to claim that we can praise or blame animals and children; for
we train and habituate them, by communicating our pleasure and pain in their action. They
still seem to be ethical agents.*!

This conclusion presupposes that communication of pleasure and pain is praise and blame,
and that an agent influenced by such communication is legitimately praised and blamed. We
might reject the presuppositions. Perhaps such an agent does not really deserve praise and
blame, and perhaps the positive and negative reinforcement we offer are not genuine praise
and blame. Aristotle might reasonably argue that normal adult human beings are properly
praised and blamed for their actions, and that animals are not; though we try to modify the
behaviour of animals, we do not praise or blame them in the same way.

If Aristotle relies on this argument, he may believe that rational agents are morally
responsible, and that genuine praise recognizes a responsible action. On this view, non-
rational animals are incapable of responsibility, and so are not candidates for praise or blame,
and hence are incapable of virtue or vice. But if Aristotle accepts this answer, he owes
some account of responsibility that is distinct from his account of voluntariness; for mere
voluntariness does not mark the right distinctions.

To see why non-rational agents are not responsible for their actions, we may consider cases
where even rational agents acting on their desires seem not to be responsible for their actions.
In cases of madness, or overpowering compulsive desires, we might argue that the agents are
not responsible for what they do, and hence are not open to blame for it, because they cannot
help acting on these desires. Even though they would act otherwise if they had different
desires, or if they had the same desire with a different degree of strength, they are incapable
(on this occasion) both of getting rid of this desire and of altering its strength. Hence, if the
desire is strong enough to cause them to act on it, despite any rational desires and beliefs
they have or might form, they are incapable of refraining from the action, and hence are not

60 A similar question arises about the discussion of habituation, in the context of a general account of potentialities
(Met. 1046a36-b13).
61 Cf. Sorabji, AMHM 108-10.
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responsible for it. If this is the condition of non-rational agents, and the condition of rational
agents when they are not responsible for the actions caused by their desires, responsibility is
not merely causation by desire; responsible agents must also somehow control their desires.

100. Voluntary Action in Rational Agents

To see whether Aristotle recognizes these points about responsibility, we should consider
some initially puzzling features of his conditions for voluntariness. In forced action the
principle (or origin; arché) of the movement is external, the agent himself contributes
nothing (1110a2), and the ‘action’ is always painful; what we enjoy cannot be forced
(1110b11-13). The cause is external in so far as the agent does not contribute; the agent’s
failure to feel pain is a contribution, in so far as she endorses, or acquiesces in, what she does
(even though her choice or acquiescence is not causally necessary for it). If you push me
into my enemy and I am pleased, the cause of my behaviour is not external and I contribute
something, even if your push would have had the same result whatever I thought or felt;
for if what I do with pleasure is unforced, it cannot have an external cause to which I
contribute nothing. The behaviour has an internal cause, and I contribute to it, even though
my contribution is unnecessary for the result; such behaviour is not involuntary.

Aristotle draws a related distinction in his discussion of ignorance. He argues that if
I act because of ignorance, and do not regret my action, I have acted non-voluntarily,
but not involuntarily; involuntary action requires regret as well as ignorance (1110b18-24;
1111a19-21). The causal process leading to the action is the same, but the attitude of the
agent separates the genuinely involuntary actions from the others.

These features of Aristotle’s description are intelligible if he is concerned with the relation
of rational agency to the action. Though my pleasure and pain may make no actual
difference to what happens, they indicate my attitude to the action, and so reveal my
character (1104b3—11) and the election that has formed it. If I appear to be forced to break a
promise, but am pleased by the result of this apparent force, I show that my character and
election are defective. I show the same thing about myself if I act because of ignorance but
without regret. Even if I would have avoided striking you so hard if I had known the blow
would disable you, my pleasure at the result of the action I did because of ignorance shows
a flaw in my character.

Why should Aristotle want our judgments about praiseworthiness and blameworthiness
to focus on this aspect of the agent? He would be unjustified if my pleasure, pain, and regret
were simply a further non-voluntary aspect of the action. But we have seen that he takes our
pleasure and pain to follow our convictions about what is non-instrumentally valuable. Since
our rational judgments of non-instrumental value determine the character of our wishes
and elections, they form our character; hence our pleasure and pain reflects our character,
and hence our elections, and hence the conception of the good that underlies our elections.
This aspect of the agent is a distinctive feature of rational agency—the agent’s conception
of his good and the states of character he has formed to shape his whole life in a particular
way. Distinctions that initially seem anomalous turn out to be reasonable in the light of
Aristotle’s view of pleasure, judgment, and rational agency.
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The same concern with rational agency may underlie the claim that voluntary action is “up
to’ the agent, and the principle must be ‘in’ the agent (1110a17-18; 1111a22—4; 1113b20-1).
Aristotle takes these two conditions to be equivalent; the action is up to the agent, in so
far as the principle of his doing it is in himself. The principle is strictly ‘in us’ only in so far
as it is in our rational agency; otherwise it will only be incidentally in us, since one of our
non-essential features will be the principle.5?

Emphasis on rational agency goes too far, however, if it implies that we are responsible
only for the actions that result from our election and deliberation. Since Aristotle accepts
the Platonic division of desires, he recognizes that many actions result from passions that do
not express an agent’s deliberation and election about the good. The Doctrine of the Mean
implies that such actions are part of the subject-matter of virtue and vice; the training that
produces a virtue forms the tendency to have the right passions and to act correctly on them.

If actions on passion were voluntary simply because they are caused by states of the agent,
as opposed to external forces, voluntariness would not explain praiseworthiness. For this
causal origin is also present in non-rational animals; reference to it does not explain why
non-rational animals are not praiseworthy and cannot develop virtues of character. Aristotle
cannot simply cite the internal causal principle to justify his claim that we are responsible
for action on passions.

Rational agency may influence one’s action in different ways. Even if I act without
deliberation and premeditation on a sudden impulse, the principle may still be in my
character and election; for the presence or strength of my desire may result from the
character and elections I have formed. I may have deliberately cultivated this sort of impulse,
or I may have failed to do what I could reasonably be expected to do to prevent its growth.
If my voluntary actions are related in this way to my election and character, their principle
is in me in the relevant sense, and I am responsible for them (cf. 1113b30-1114a9).

If, then, we praise and blame agents for their actions in relation to their deliberation
and election about the good, we reasonably confine praise and ascription of responsibility
to rational agents. That sort of praise is not appropriate to non-rational agents, since they
do not form a conception of their good; they do not conceive themselves as temporally
extended agents with a possible good, and they do not modify their particular desires to fit
that conception. Similarly, if virtue requires the formation of the right conception of one’s
good, Aristotle is right to believe that it requires the right election, and therefore is confined
to agents capable of election.

This defence of Aristotle requires some reconsideration of the account of action that
seemed to follow from his acceptance of the Platonic division of desires. The division
seemed to imply that some of our actions are the product of passion without rational desire.
Aristotle, however, seems to regard actions on passion, or many of them, as voluntary,
and therefore praiseworthy or blameworthy. If that is so, they are connected to election
and deliberation. Aristotle, however, does not explain exactly how this connexion is to
be understood. If his account of action is to fit his views about the source and extent of
responsibility, it needs to be expanded.®?

52 On Alexander’s treatment of ‘in us” and “up to us’ see §172.
63 Aristotle’s account of action on passion is obscure partly because he lacks anything that corresponds to the Stoic
concept of assent, or to Aquinas’ concept of consent. See §167, §§252-3.
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101. Rational Agency and Character

Aristotle applies these claims about rational agency both to responsibility for action and to
responsibility for character.®* In iii 5 he appeals to the process of acquisition of the virtues to
show that we are responsible for becoming virtuous or vicious. We might suppose that he
traces responsibility back to some original condition of freedom. But this attempt to ground
responsibility would raise a further difficulty. Why should we suppose that young children
are the ones who are primarily responsible for their future character, given that they do not
know about the effects of their present actions?

But Aristotle is not open to this objection, since he does not appeal to the choices made
by young children. He suggests that someone who does not acknowledge the connexion
between repeated actions and the formation of a state fails to pay attention to elementary
and readily accessible facts about what happens to people (1114a9-13). This suggestion
does not fit children, since these facts are not accessible to them. They are accessible,
however, to adults, and we expect normal adults to pay attention to them, since ‘they are
in control of paying attention’ (1114a3). Aristotle argues that it is foolish and irrational to
go around committing injustice if we do not wish to be unjust, or to say (even truly) that
we are committing injustice but do not wish to be unjust; for we know very well that
repeated acts of injustice will tend to make us form the very outlook that we say we do
not wish to have. Someone who none the less goes on recklessly committing injustice, or
not thinking about whether his action is unjust, has only himself to blame. This remark
is appropriate if and only if it is aimed at someone mature enough to understand these
things, for whom it is not already too late to form his character to some degree in the right
direction.

This argument allows us to correct an impression that we might have formed when
we considered Aristotle’s introduction to virtue of character. He claims that this virtue, in
contrast to virtue of intellect, is acquired by habituation rather than teaching. We might
infer that it is acquired by the non-rational training in pleasure and pain that children
might receive; this is the sort of training that he seems to have in mind in Book ii.
This view of habituation, however, is too narrow to be Aristotle’s view. A virtue of
character, the product of habituation, is a “full virtue’ (kuria areté), including prudence
and the election that elects the virtuous action for its own sake and for the sake of
the fine (1144a13-20; b14-17). Since election results from deliberation, and the prudent
person must deliberate about what promotes living well as a whole, the virtuous person’s
election must result from deliberation. These intellectual and deliberative processes must
be included in habituation, since habituation is the process by which we acquire a virtue
of character, and these intellectual and deliberative processes are needed for acquisition of
such a virtue.5*

Habituation, therefore, includes the acquisition and the exercise of the relevant deliberative
capacities. Though Aristotle’s description of the early stages of habituation emphasizes—not
surprisingly —children’s training in pleasure and pain, he does not take this training to be all

54 On Alexander’s discussion of responsibility for character see §172.
6> On Aquinas’ account of habituation see §285.
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that is needed for virtue of character.® At the later stages of habituation, it is up to agents to
elect different kinds of actions.

Our goals and values are up to us. For the ways in which we elect to habituate ourselves,
and the sorts of situations we seek out, also tend to affect what we value; and, as Aristotle
points out to the person who does injustice without wishing to be unjust, we can consciously
set out to change our conception of the end by these methods. Our conception of the good
is not fixed; we may have reasons for altering it when we see some of its consequences
and compare them with other things we value. In any given situation where we deliberate
and elect, we must take something for granted, because all deliberation starts from some
conception of an end. But no specific conception of the end is always outside deliberation.

We can now understand Aristotle’s reply to sceptics about responsibility for character.
His opponent maintains that the ignorance and inattention normally regarded as culpable
actually result from one’s appearance of the good; since we cannot control this appearance,
we cannot be held responsible for the results of acting on it (1114a31-1114b1). Aristotle
replies that if we are in some way responsible for our state, then we are also in some way
responsible for the appearance of the good (1114b1-3); our conception of the good is not
fixed and uncontrollable.

This may seem a poor reply. For how, we might ask, can we be responsible for our state
of character? The opponent argues that our conception of the good controls our state of
character, but we are not responsible for our conception of our good. Aristotle does not
seem to answer this argument by simply asserting that we are responsible for our state; for
how could we be responsible for it except by forming it in accordance with our appearance
of the good, which the opponent claims we are not responsible for?s”

Aristotle’s reply avoids this objection, however, because the conception of the good that
forms our state of character is different from the one that results from the formation of the
state. He argues that since we can alter the later conception in the light of the earlier one, the
later one is in our control. Perhaps if we trace back later conceptions of the good to earlier
ones, we eventually come to something that was not in our control; but this fact does not
imply that none of the later conceptions is in our control. We cannot rely on deliberation to
alter our whole conception of the good at one go; for unless we hold some elements of our
conception of the good fixed, deliberation is impossible. Our whole conception of our good
is not open to us to change all at once; but still our conception is under our control.s®

¢ I do not mean to concede that being trained to take pleasure and pain in the right things is a non-rational process
either. Quite the reverse is true, as we have seen, given Aristotle’s conception of pleasure.

7 For Epicurus’ answer see §146. For the Stoic answer see §173.

8 Aristotle now seems to offer two possibilities in competition with the opponent’s position, not just one. The first
is the one he has already endorsed; the character of the end is not given by nature, but something is also left to the
agents themselves (1114b17). The other possibility is that the end is natural, but ‘because the excellent person does the
other things voluntarily, virtue is voluntary’ (1114b18-19). In the second case as well as the first something comes about
because of ourselves, and in the second case it comes about ‘in the actions, even if not in the end’ (1114b20-1). Aristotle
accepts the first possibility (reasserted in 1114b22-4); but what is the second possibility, and why does it secure the result
that virtue and vice are voluntary? The supposition he rejects says that we are not at all in control of our conception of
what is good; this lack of control extends to our judgments about what is good in particular situations. A more moderate
view claims that some conception of the end is fixed, but it is indeterminate enough to leave room for deliberation about
what promotes it. If ‘what promotes the end’ includes constituents (see above n42), Aristotle is justified in claiming that
virtuous and vicious people differ about the actions promoting their common end.
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102. Moral Responsibility and Morality

Though Aristotle’s remarks about the voluntary and its relation to action and character are
brief and schematic, they express a conception of moral responsibility. He is concerned with
the fair attribution of praise and blame for actions and states of character. He takes voluntari-
ness to be the basis of praise and blame. He traces the voluntary character of actions and char-
acters to the practical reason and election that form an agent’s actions and reactions. Agents
are responsible, and open to praise and blame, to the extent that they are rational agents.

Since the virtues of character are praiseworthy states, not simply states that we prefer to
see present in ourselves and others, they express rational agency. A virtuous person acts on
the right election; the right election results from the right wish and the right deliberation. The
right wish—the rational desire for the end—may be the starting point of deliberation, but
also (if it is for a more determinate end) the product of deliberation about the components of
a less determinate end. This contribution of practical reason is the source of responsibility,
and the basis for praise and blame.

It is not surprising that some readers deny that Aristotle is especially concerned with moral
responsibility. For if we emphasize the role of habituation, pleasure, pain, and emotion in
the virtues, and if we separate these from Aristotle’s claims about practical reason, we will
find it difficult to connect his account of the virtues with any reasonable view of moral
responsibility. In that case, we may be more inclined to say that he identifies the voluntary
simply with what is caused by some mental state of the agent, irrespective of how that state
comes about. We have seen that such an account of the voluntary, as Aristotle conceives it,
is not wholly implausible; if we attribute such an account to him, we will have some reason
to deny that his claims about the voluntary are claims about moral responsibility.

This, however, is not the most plausible account of his claims about the voluntary; nor
is the anti-rationalist account the most plausible account of his claims about virtue. When
we lay the proper emphasis on the role of practical reason both in the account of the virtues
and in the account of the voluntary, we can fairly speak of moral responsibility in Aristotle’s
moral theory.

103. Questions about Incontinence and Responsibility

Aristotle’s conception of election, deliberation, and prudence helps to explain why he assigns
a large role to practical reason in the formation and expression of a virtue of character. We
have seen how the same features of practical reason explain his claims about responsibility for
action and character. But does this rationalist account of virtue and of responsibility account
for the difference between good and bad character? If the same practical reason is present
not only in virtuous people, but also in the flawed characters of continent, incontinent, and
vicious people, correct practical reason does not distinguish a good from a bad character. In
that case, it is difficult to see how, on Aristotle’s account, we can be responsible for these
faulty states of character.

Aristotle denies, however, that the same condition of practical reason is present in
virtuous and non-virtuous people. He claims that prudence is confined to virtuous people
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(1144a36-b1), that prudence grasps the correct end (1142b33), and that the correct end
appears only to the virtuous person (1144a34). The fulfilment of practical reason is
distinctive of the virtuous person, so that the virtuous character differs from the others in
the character of its practical reason.

This claim raises a question about incontinence. For Aristotle appears to accept a broadly
Platonic account of incontinence, taking it to reflect disordered desires rather than false
beliefs. In that case, his claim that prudence is confined to virtuous people might be an
uninteresting verbal point, that we do not call it ‘prudence’ unless it is present in a virtuous
person. More important, it will be difficult to see how he could regard us as responsible
for acting incontinently. If he is concerned about responsibility, we need to see whether his
views about incontinence allow him to claim that we are responsible for acting incontinently.

Aristotle appears to accept an anti-rationalist account of incontinence in so far as he rejects
Socrates” explanation of incontinence by appeal to ignorance. To see that the appearance of
anti-rationalism is misleading, we should consider the places where Aristotle shows some
sympathy with some of Socrates” claims about incontinence. At the outset, he mentions
Socrates” protest against the popular view that knowledge is liable to be dragged about like
a slave (1145b23—4; Plato, Pr. 352b3—c2). Socrates probably means to challenge not only the
view that knowledge can be overcome, but also the view that in these cases human agents
are simply the victims of powerful psychological forces beyond their rational control. His
rejection of incontinence is partly a protest against the view that it amounts to psychological
compulsion.®®

Aristotle distinguishes Socrates’ protest—that it is shocking if knowledge is dragged about
by non-rational desires (1145b23)—from Socrates’ solution, which denies the possibility of
incontinence (1145b25). In his own solution he claims to have removed Socrates’ grounds for
protest (1147b16). He implies that the Platonic account of incontinence does not adequately
answer Socrates, but that his account shows how incontinence is different from psychological
compulsion.

His answer emerges from his arguments to show that we are responsible for the actions
that we do as a result of non-rational desires. He rejects the claim of those who say that
pleasant and fine things force us to act because they are external and necessitate us.”® Normal
rational agents are responsible for voluntarily doing x rather than y, if they ought to do
x rather than y and are justly praised for doing x (or blamed for doing y). Since praise or
blame is also appropriate for action on non-rational desires, this action must be voluntary.
Non-rational desires are human, and open to praise and blame, in so far as we affect their
influence on us by making ourselves an easy prey to them.

Aristotle takes incontinent action to be voluntary (1152al15-16) and blameworthy
(1148a2-4; b4-6). But he does not explain why it is different from the compulsive actions of
insane people. Indeed, he actually claims that incontinents are similar to drunk and insane
people (1147a10-18). The similarity cannot be too close, since madness implies that one is

52 See §27.

70 ‘It is ludicrous to hold external things responsible rather than oneself, being an easy prey for such things, and
ludicrous to hold oneself responsible for fine actions while holding pleasant things responsible for shameful actions’
(1110b13-15).
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not responsible for one’s action. Even if incontinents are in some respect like insane people
in not knowing what they are doing, their ignorance cannot make the action involuntary.

Aristotle suggests the relevant difference. In remarking that some desires are bestial rather
than human, and hence are beyond virtue and vice, he observes that we do not ascribe
temperance or intemperance to non-rational animals except metaphorically: ‘For they have
neither election nor rational calculation, but are outside <rational> nature, as insane human
beings are’ (1149b36-1150al). The comparison with madness suggests that insane people
are temporarily ‘outside’ the rational nature that includes rational calculation and election.
If the incontinent’s actions, as opposed to the insane person’s, are open to assessment for
virtue and vice, and open to praise and blame, he is not outside the influence of rational
calculation and deliberation.

104. Incontinence, Ignorance, and Deliberation

The connexion between incontinence and deliberative error helps to explain why Aristotle
claims that the incontinent person acts incontinently because of his ignorance, so that
in a way Socrates is right. Socrates is wrong to deny that non-rational desires cause the
relevant ignorance, but he is right, according to Aristotle, to claim that incontinence requires
ignorance.

Some of Aristotle’s comments on the cognitive effects of non-rational desires show why
such desires may be a source of ignorance. Most people, he says, are deceived about the real
good because pleasure appears good to them when it is not (1113a33-b2). The deception
destroys a correct grasp of the good, so that someone loses his awareness of it, or never
becomes aware of itat all (1140b11-20; 1144a31-6). Appetite—a desire for pleasure—differs
from ‘spirit’ (thumos) because it creates this deceptive appearance by gradual insinuation
(1149b4-18). The insinuations of appetite may master someone far enough to persuade him
that he should pursue certain pleasures without limit; but incontinence precludes this total
domination by appetite (1151a20-7).

Ifincontinents are partly persuaded by the claims of pleasure, we can understand Aristotle’s
answer to the claim that they are less open to rational persuasion than intemperate people
are. The claim seems plausible, because intemperate people pursue pleasure on the basis of
their election and rational preference, and hence seem to be open to the influence of reason,
whereas incontinents illustrate the proverb ‘If water chokes you, what will you wash it down
with?” Since they are already persuaded that what they are doing is wrong, but they do it
anyway, attempts to convince them otherwise may seem to be irrelevant to their condition
(1146a31-b2).

Aristotle disagrees. Incontinents are more open to persuasion than intemperate people are,
because incontinents retain the right principle, which intemperate people lack (1151a5-26).
If the presence of the right principle is a basis for effective persuasion of incontinents, some
change in their rational outlook on their action will change their action. In that case, some
defect in their present rational outlook causes their incontinent action. Aristotle claims both
that only the virtuous person has the right principle and that the incontinent has the right
principle. If these claims are consistent, the incontinent has the right principle in some
respects but lacks it in other respects. What are the relevant respects?
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Since the principle that the virtuous person grasps refers to ‘the end and the best’
(1144a32-3), it rests on a true conception of happiness. I form this by considering myself and
my life as a whole, since the final good has to be something whole and complete. Myself and
my life as a whole include both the different stages of my life, and my different capacities,
desires, and aims. For the prudent person deliberating about what contributes to ‘living well
as a whole’ (1140a25-8), particular stages of life and temporary concerns or enthusiasms
do not dominate practical reasoning. Other people, however, oscillate between different
conceptions of the good according to what they feel most in need of at a particular time
(1095a22-6). The virtuous person thinks about his life as a whole from the appropriate point
of view, and so achieves a degree of unity and concord that both the incontinent and the
vicious person lack (1166b6-26).

To reach the right election from a true conception of the good we rely on deliberation.
Aristotle explains ‘good deliberation’ (euboulia), by describing the sort of correctness (orthotés)
that it embodies. This correctness is not mere success in finding means to ends; it reaches
a good result (1142b17-22), and proceeds by the appropriate steps (1142b22—7). Only the
prudent person practises this good deliberation. An election, therefore, may be right or
wrong in different ways. It may succeed or fail in identifying the right action to do in these
specific circumstances. But even if it succeeds in this task, it may not choose the right action
for the right reasons. To act for the right reasons is to know when it would be appropriate to
act differently. I give a charitable gift, for instance, for the right reasons only if I still would
give it even if it were not going to be widely known; I face this danger for the right reasons
only if I would not face it if no appropriate cause were at stake. To know what election, and
therefore what deliberation, people act on, we have to consider what influences their choice,
not simply what they explicitly have in mind on this particular occasion. To understand their
deliberation is to understand the Kantian ‘maxim’ of their action.”

The incontinent has a faulty conception of the good, because he is too influenced by desires
that are especially strong at a particular time, and hence fails to think appropriately about his
life as a whole. The primary and central type of incontinence involves the appetites that are
characteristic of temperance and intemperance, because these appetites are especially urgent
and especially liable to interfere with one’s practical reason (1146b18—22).”2 The faults in his
conception of the good infect his deliberation and his election, even though his election is in
one respect correct.

His reasoning is partly false, even if he has not actually included any false steps in his
explicit reflexion on this occasion. For he is wrong about what sorts of deviations from actual
circumstances would require a different conclusion. In particular he does not see that even
if his appetite for x were stronger, he ought to refrain from x; and so when his appetite is
stronger, he changes his mind about whether to refrain from x. This change of mind betrays
an error in his conception of happiness. In thinking about his final good, he does not steadily
recognize the importance of thinking about his life as a whole, and so he does not admit that
it would be a mistake to do what he feels like doing at the moment.

A correct account of incontinence, therefore, requires both the Socratic appeal to ignorance
and the Platonic appeal to non-rational desires. Non-rational desires provide objects whose

7t Cf. Kant, G421n. 72 On the scope of incontinence and intemperance see §119.
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attractions persuade the incontinent to form a mistaken conception of happiness and to delib-
erate incorrectly; these mistakes in practical reason are responsible for his incontinent action.

We can now understand where the continent person is similar to the incontinent. Though
he chooses virtuous actions and performs them, he is reluctant to choose actions that
the virtuous person chooses promptly and readily. We are reluctant to choose an action
that we take to involve some major cost to us. The continent person mistakenly believes
that virtuous actions are costly because he exaggerates the importance of the appetitive
satisfaction that conflicts with virtuous action. He is right to believe that his action has
some cost, but—like the incontinent person—he exaggerates the importance of this or that
appetite because he does not focus steadily on its real importance in his life as a whole.

For this reason, Aristotle isjustified in claiming that only the virtuous person has prudence
and that the right end appears to no one else. These are not merely verbal points. Neither
the incontinent nor the continent person has the specific grasp of the ultimate end that the
prudent person has, and neither of them deliberates altogether correctly. Their defects result
from an error in practical reason.

Continent and incontinent people, so understood, are responsible for their errors. A
responsible agent differs from a non-responsible agent in having the capacity for rational
desire, deliberation, and election; and he is responsible for his actions in so far as he affects
them by election or failure to elect. If the incontinent fails to act on his election, but does
not act compulsively, his condition must result from some culpable and corrigible lack of
the right rational awareness. If he is responsible for his actions, the source of the incontinent
action is not an overwhelming and compulsive desire, but some blameworthy error that is
corrigible by rational deliberation.

The errors in the deliberation of the continent and the incontinent person explain why
their deviation from virtue is blameworthy, in so far as it is derived from practical reason.
The cognitive aspects of Aristotle’s account of incontinence are initially surprising; but if we
connect them both with his account of virtue and with his account of the voluntary, his
position is coherent.

105. Vice, Reason, and Appetite

The naturalist and rationalist approach to virtue, practical reason, responsibility, and
incontinence should also explain the difference between virtue and vice. Human nature is
fulfiled, in Aristotle’s view, by the complete development of practical reason about ends
in the guidance of human life. But if the vicious person were guided by fully-developed
practical reason about ends, he would live a ‘life of action of the rational part’ no less than the
virtuous person does, and so he would fulfil the human function no less than the virtuous
person does. A naturalist account of vice, therefore, ought to refute this claim about the
equality of virtue and vice in relation to the human function.

Aristotle’s conception of the vicious person treats intemperance as the paradigmatic vice.”?
His remarks about the difference between the incontinent and the vicious person in Book vii

73 On intemperance see further §119.
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are concerned with the special vice of intemperance. In Book ix he generalizes these claims to
vicious people in general. In vicious people non-rational appetite dominates rational desire.
They suffer from the internal conflict and self-hatred that is normally ascribed to incontinents
(1166b6—13). They live in accordance with their passions, and gratify the non-rational part
of the soul (1168b19-21; 1169a3-6). Only the virtuous person is free, or nearly free, of regret
(1166a27-9; 1166b22-5). The vicious person seems to be similar to young people, who live
in accordance with their passions, and so are not appropriate students of moral philosophy,
and similar to the immature people who resemble the young on this point (1095a6-8). Virtue
is rationally preferable to vice, because it is control by reason rather than by passion.”

The vicious person acts on his election, which expresses his wish, and hence his conception
of happiness.”” He acts, then, on his conception of happiness and his view about what is
best overall. But he is not controlled by the rational part in the same way, or to the same
degree, as the virtuous person. We may say that the non-rational part exercises local control
if on a particular occasion its desires move us contrary to our rational aims, but it exercises
global control to the extent that its desires are the basis of our aims. Incontinence involves
local control by non-rational desires, and failure of local control by rational desires. But if
we form our rational desires simply by considering ways to satisfy our non-rational desires,
we display complete local control by a rational part that is subject to the global control of
the non-rational part.”® This is the condition of the vicious person. His rational outlook, not
only his non-rational desire, is perverted.

To explain this perversion, we may appeal to Aristotle’s demand for the virtuous person
to elect the virtuous action for its own sake (1105a31-2). To satisfy this demand, the virtuous
person must have found by deliberation that virtuous action is choiceworthy for its own
sake. Aristotle emphasizes and amplifies this demand by insisting that the virtuous person
must elect virtuous action ‘because it is fine” (kalon). Good fighters who are moved by anger
have not achieved the mean, because they do not fight ‘because of the fine (kalon) or as reason
<prescribes>, but because of passion’ (1117a7-9). To achieve the mean in actions and pas-
sionsistoactand to be affected “as one ought’ (hds dei). To act as one oughtis to act for the sake
of the fine’ (1120a23-9; 1121al1-4). Acting for the sake of the fine is a common feature of the
virtues (1121b5-6).7” Virtuous people have in mind the properties that make an action fine and
virtuous, and they take these as a sufficient reason, apart from any further efficient-causal res-
ults, for choosing the action. In brief, the virtuous person elects virtuous action on principle.

The vicious person, however, does not elect vicious actions for their own sake and because
they are fine. The fact that avoiding danger involves betraying a worthwhile cause because
of unjustified fear is what makes it vicious, but this is not the feature that makes it appealing
to a vicious person. He does not choose the vicious action on principle. Similarly, he does not
avoid virtuous action because it violates his principles, but only because it interferes with his
ends or does not promote them. This feature of the virtuous person’s election distinguishes
it from the vicious person’s election, and is meant to justify Aristotle’s claim that the vicious
person is really controlled by non-rational desire, and not by practical reason. To understand

74 I have discussed this further in AFP §203.

75 In this claim about prohairesis and boulésis I follow Anscombe, “Thought’. Contrast Charles, APA 151.
76 Plato distinguishes the two kinds of control in R. viii—ix. See §49.

77 On the fine see §116.
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this claim, we must look more closely at the connexion he sees between pursuit of the fine
and control by reason.

106. Self-L.ove, Reason, and the Fine

In his discussion of self-love, Aristotle rejects one intuitive way of distinguishing virtue from
vice. He notices that we might readily accuse the vicious person of loving himself too much,
and praise the virtuous person for limiting self-love in favour of concern for others.”® In
his view, however, both virtuous and vicious people act out of self-love. The difference
between them is that only the virtuous person loves himself as he really is. To love ourselves
as we really are, we must gratify the most important or most controlling (kuridtaton) part of
ourselves. Aristotle compares this with the government of a city, which has the authority to
act on behalf of the whole city and in that way represents the whole city. In claiming that this
is what we really are, Aristotle denies that our choices constitute our identity. He claims that
the virtuous person grasps a fact about our identity and the vicious person fails to grasp it.

To defend this claim, Aristotle argues that our essentially rational character is not
manifested only in the choices of the virtuous person. We must presuppose it in understanding
human action in general.” Continent action expresses ‘our’ plans and incontinent action
frustrates them. Similarly, when we act on reason, our action is voluntary to a higher degree
than when we act on non-rational desires. A plausible conception of the voluntary requires
acknowledgment of the primacy of reason in the agent.®® These distinctions between
continence and incontinence and between voluntary and involuntary do not matter only to
the virtuous person. We all seek to avoid incontinence and to be praised or blamed for our
voluntary actions. Hence we all implicitly recognize ourselves as essentially rational.

These claims of Aristotle’s embody a version of naturalism. They are ‘ethical’ claims in so
far as they are concerned with human action and our understanding of it. But they do not
seem to belong to ethics any more than to psychology or natural philosophy. They are not
ethical claims specifically connected with goodness and badness in actions and characters.
Since they are evaluative claims, we might reasonably take Aristotle to maintain a holistic
version of naturalism.®! He defends the claims of the Function Argument. The type of reason
that he introduced there was the type that belongs to ‘a life of action of the rational part’.
Here, similarly, the reason with which he identifies a person must be practical reason, since
that is the aspect of reason that is relevant to incontinence and to voluntary action.®?

Aristotle repeats that those who love themselves in this way will also pursue the moral
virtues. Vicious people pursue ‘contested’ goods, because they have the wrong conception of

78 © ... for those who like themselves most are criticized and denounced as self-lovers, as though this were something
shameful. Indeed, the base person seems to go to every length for his own sake, and all the more the more vicious he is;
hence he is accused, for instance, of doing nothing away from himself. The decent person, on the contrary, acts for what
is fine, all the more the better he is, and for his friend’s sake, disregarding what is his own’ (1168a29-35).

7 “Similarly, someone is called continent or incontinent because his understanding is or is not the master, on the
assumption that this is what each person is. Moreover, his own voluntary actions seem above all to be those involving
reason. Clearly, then, this, or this above all, is what each person is, and the decent person likes this most of all’
(1168b34-1169a2).

80 Aquinas comments on this passage at in EN §1871, quoted at §244. 81 See §80.

82 See also 1166a16, and cf. with 1178a2.
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themselves, and therefore have the wrong sort of self-love. Virtuous people have the correct
conception of themselves as rational agents, so that they have the right sort of self-love,
causing them to pursue the fine.?? Concern for the fine results in the actions characteristic of
the different moral virtues, because it systematically and non-coincidentally promotes the
common good. 3

Aristotle takes ‘desiring the fine” to imply that what the virtuous person desires is in fact
fine, not merely that the virtuous person’s desire is guided by a conception of the fine. The
vicious person is not guided even by a mistaken conception of the fine. He desires only what
seems advantageous, not what is in fact advantageous for him. But he is not guided simply
by a conception of advantage; the advantageous is instrumentally valuable for some external
end (as Aristotle says about poiésis), and so it must depend on some end that he desires for
its own sake. Aristotle insists that the vicious person does not conceive this end as fine. We
live in accordance with reason if and only if we aim at the fine.

107. How is the Fine Connected with Reason?

Aristotle’s claims about the connexion between reason and the fine, and between passion
and advantage, may well puzzle us. We might, indeed, expect the reverse connexion. A brave
action, for instance, often seems to require a fearless and self-sacrificing outlook indifferent
to rational calculation. In the Rhetoric Aristotle acknowledges that this view of fine action is
part of the common conception of the virtues.®> We might suppose that he has the same
aspect of the fine in mind when he connects it especially with bravery and with a sense of
shame (1116a27-9). But this is not how he explains pursuit of the fine. In his view, it rests
on the belief that there is something valuable about this action (for instance) apart from the
fact that it appeals to us, or appears to be a means to something that appeals to us.®¢

This claim about desire for the fine exploits a familiar feature of desire for the good. Both
Plato and Aristotle distinguish desires of the rational part from desires of the appetitive part
by claiming that a rational desire is ‘good-dependent’, because it attaches itself to this or
that specific object only on the assumption that the object is good all things considered.
But desires may depend on beliefs about the good even if they depend on a conception of
the good that simply identifies the good with the satisfaction of good-independent desires.
This is not what Aristotle has in mind. He imposes a stronger condition by insisting that
the relevant desires are thoroughly good-dependent; even the ultimate ends that form our
conception of the good are based on a conviction about value that is prior to desire. At no

83 “That is why he most of all is a self-lover, but a different kind from the self-lover who is reproached. He differs from
him as much as the life guided by reason differs from the life guided by feelings, and as much as the desire for what is
fine differs from the desire for what seems advantageous’ (1169a3-6).

84 “Those who are unusually eager to do fine actions are welcomed and praised by everyone. And when everyone
strains to achieve what is fine and concentrates on the finest actions, everything that is right will be done for the common
good, and each person individually will receive the greatest of goods, since that is the character of virtue’ (1169a6-11).

85 Cf. Rhet. 1390a15-17; 1358b38—1359a5; Plato, Phdr. 238b7—c4; Irwin, PE §208. On the connexion between the fine
and spirited desire see Cooper, ‘Reason’ 276-9.

86 Aristotle appears to say that what is fine is the primary object of rational desire (boulésis), and that the conviction
that something is fine is logically prior to our having a desire (orexis) for it; we have a desire for it because it seems fine,
but it is false that it seems fine because we have a desire for it (Met. 1072a25-30).
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point in forming our conception of the good do we take for granted some object of desire
that simply appeals to us independently of any prior conviction of its value.

Aristotle suggests that rational desire for the fine is thoroughly good-dependent in this
way. The demand to choose virtuous action because it is fine is more stringent than the
demand to pursue it non-instrumentally. For we might have an attachment to virtuous
action that is both non-instrumental and non-rational; we stick to it even when we gain no
further instrumental benefit from it, but we do not stick to it because we have some rational
conviction about what makes it worth sticking to in these circumstances. The virtuous
person’s choices rest on convictions about the good that have formed her views about the
goals that are worth choosing. She attaches intrinsic value to the rational choice of ends, and
to the pursuit of those ends that she pursues as a result of rational choice.

A simple way to express this attitude is to say that we believe that our basic practical
principles and values have something to be said for them beyond the fact that we happen
to have them.®” On this basis we might distinguish values from mere preferences. My
preference for F is a mere preference if I have no objection to having my preference for F
replaced by a preference for G, provided that I could satisfy my preference for G at least as
much as I satisfy my current preference for F. But my preference for F expresses my values
(principles) if it is false that equal satisfaction of my preference for G would by itself make
the replacement unobjectionable to me.

In Aristotle’s view, the vicious person pursues ‘contested’ goods, trying to benefit himself
at other people’s expense by ‘over-reaching’ them, simply because these goods satisfy his
preferences.®® He fails, therefore, to act on the kind of self-love that Aristotle has described.
He denies or overlooks the possibility of the full application of practical reason to his choice
of ends, and in this way fails to value himself as a rational agent. The vicious person regards
advantage as the only concern of practical reason, since he believes that his inclinations
are beyond rational criticism, so that practical reason can only serve his inclinations. The
virtuous person, by contrast, believes that discovery of the fine is a proper function of
practical reason. Aristotle contrasts those who form an end on the basis of inclination from
those who form an end on the basis of judgments about its value.

This difference between virtuous and vicious people does not imply that the vicious
person lacks a conception of virtues or of fine action. He can see, for instance, that it is
good for him, given his inclinations, to cultivate some aspects of bravery and temperance (as
Aristotle understands them) so that he can execute his longer-term aims. He can also regard
some actions and traits of personality as fine, because they are admirable in their own right
apart from their effects; perhaps, for instance, he takes this view of someone who displays
his power and wealth in magnificent actions (as the vicious person conceives them). But
even if he recognizes fine actions, he does not take the virtuous person’s attitude to them,
because he does not elect actions because they are fine. To elect is to choose on the basis
of one’s conception of happiness; to elect something because it is fine is to choose it for
itself because of its value apart from one’s own inclinations. The virtuous person conceives

87 Taylor’s conception of ‘strong evaluation” suggests this distinction. See ‘Agency’.

88 On contested (lit. ‘fought-over’) goods see 1168b21; Plato, R. 586a1-b5; Cic. Off. i 51-2; iii 42; §182n42; §404. On
over-reaching (pleonexia) see 1129b8-10; Plato, R. 349b—350c; 586b1. On Green'’s conception of a non-competitive good
see PE §245.
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happiness as constituted by actions chosen for their value apart from inclination, but this is
not the vicious person’s conception of happiness.®?

108. Vice and Pleasure

If we have grasped Aristotle’s basic division between virtuous and vicious people, we ought
to be able to explain remarks about vice that would otherwise be difficult to explain. Some
of these remarks attribute a special preoccupation with pleasure to the vicious person. He
believes it is always right to pursue the available pleasure (1146b22-4),°° and he pursues
excesses of pleasure ‘because of election, because of themselves and because of nothing else
resulting from them’ (1150a19-21).

These descriptions of the vicious election recall the first of the three lives that are
presented as unsuccessful candidates for happiness. Aristotle suggests that those who devote
themselves to pleasure choose the life of grazing animals, because they devote themselves to
unrestrained physical gratification (1095b19—-20). He has often been criticized for maintaining
this connexion between the pursuit of pleasure, a purely animal existence, and gross physical
gratification; some believe that in maintaining this connexion he contradicts his own more
careful discussion of pleasure in Books vii and x. The same questions arise about his
comments on vice. Even the vice of intemperance does not seem the same as a tendency to
unrestrained gratification. This tendency seems an even less plausible mark of vice in general.

Aristotle’s claim rests on the contrast between guidance by reason and guidance by the
passions. The vicious person prefers one action over another simply because it appeals to
him, not because of some further conviction about its value. One way to express this attitude
to our actions is to say that we do them simply for the pleasure of it. Aristotle expresses
this fact by saying that the vicious person thinks he should always pursue the pleasant thing
that is available. He probably does not mean that the vicious person is in principle less likely
than other people to forgo immediate pleasure for some strategic reason. On the contrary,
we might expect a vicious person to think more strategically, in some ways, than a virtuous
person, since he is free of the moral constraints that limit the virtuous person’s strategic
efficiency. Aristotle probably means that the vicious person settles his ends by consulting his
preferences and inclinations, and does not try to educate his preferences and inclinations by
consideration of what is worth pursuing.

109. The Vicious Person’s Regret

The way in which vicious people form their elections on the basis of inclination may also
help to explain Aristotle’s surprising claim that they are especially prone to psychic conflict,
and in particular to regret (1166a29).°!

80 Cf. Sherman, FC 113-17.

0 Aristotle’s phrase ‘the pleasant thing at hand’ (to paron hédu, 1146b23) might refer to what is temporally present, but
more probably it means ‘available’ or ‘open’. On vice and pleasure see §95 above.

°1 I will use ‘regret’ simply to represent metameleia, without implying that this is always the most appropriate English
rendering.
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This feature is meant to show that because vicious people are controlled by the non-rational
part, they lack the appropriate sort of self-love. But Aristotle’s claim is difficult to accept. He
distinguishes the harmony in the vicious person from the conflict in the incontinent person.
Why, then, does he claim that the vicious person suffers conflict and regret after all?

Virtuous people suffer the regret that simply involves wishing that something different
had happened. Since they care about external goods, they sometimes have reason to wish
that things had turned out better than they actually did. Similarly, they have reason to regret
their actions, to the extent of wishing that they had, for instance, known enough to do
something different. Indeed, we might say thatin so far as they care more than vicious people
care about the good of other people, they must have more potential occasions for regret.

A different sort of regret often results from blaming oneself for what one did or decided to
do. This is the regret that results from believing I ought to have known something I did not
know, or that I ought to have decided differently in the light of what I did know; it is often
called ‘remorse’, as opposed to mere regret.® In Aristotle’s view, virtuous people are free of
remorse. They have nothing to blame or to reproach themselves for, and they are not prone
to blame themselves falsely (cf. 1128b16-31). Any genuine occasion for blame would also
be a mark of incomplete virtue.

Does the vicious person differ on this point? If he is really vicious, he does not care that
what he did was vicious. Why, then, would he blame himself, or feel ashamed of himself,
for having done it?» Why does Aristotle expect that vicious people will hate themselves, and,
in extreme cases, hate and flee life (1166b12-13)?

Perhaps Aristotle notices that vicious people do not do their best to follow a particular
standard, whereas virtuous people do their best to identify and to carry out the brave or
just course of action. Since they cannot be just while also being grossly lazy or negligent in
the pursuit of justice, virtuous people have no occasion to blame themselves for negligence
or laziness in the pursuit of justice. Vice, by contrast, does not involve doing one’s best to
avoid being virtuous, or doing one’s best to pursue the vicious course of action; hence vice
is consistent with being careless or inattentive or lazy in choosing one’s actions in the light
of one’s conception of the good, and a vicious person might well blame himself for this. But
since not all vicious people need be like this, they do not all seem to be subject to the regret
that includes remorse and self-reproach.

Aristotle has a better case if he relies on the fact that the vicious person cares about his
ends only in so far as they fulfil his inclinations. He has a basis for regret that the virtuous
person lacks, because the virtuous person has a distinctive reason for not regretting his past
choice. The virtuous person attaches value to acting on a non-strategic conviction about
what is fine and good, apart from its usefulness in fulfilling his inclinations; and so he will
not regret having acted on that conviction. On the contrary, he will be satisfied with himself,
since he has done what he rationally cares most about doing. The vicious person lacks this
reason for self-satisfaction; for he does not care about acting on any non-strategic conviction.
The fact that he has acted on such a conviction is not a source of satisfaction; hence he
has no retrospective satisfaction opposing his dissatisfaction at how things turned out. The
frustration of his inclinations is an unopposed reason for regret about his past actions. The

2 See Williams, ‘Luck’ 30-2. His view about the relevant distinctions is more sceptical than mine.
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vicious person, then, lacks a particular basis for self-satisfaction®? (or, as Aristotle puts it,
self-love) that is available to the virtuous person. Aristotle is right to say that the vicious
person is subject to regret that the virtuous person avoids.

This is not a sufficient reason for preferring to be a virtuous person, if the basis of his
self-satisfaction is not appropriate. When we say that someone is ‘self-satisfied” in a bad
sense, we mean that they are more satisfied than they have any reason to be. If | am wrongly
self-satisfied with being F, I may be wrong either because I am not F, or because being F
is not good enough to justify my satisfaction in it. If the virtuous person is wrong to be
satisfied with having acted on his non-strategic conviction, he deludes himself in taking this
satisfaction to outweigh the failures he has suffered from a strategic point of view. Aristotle
needs to explain why the virtuous person is right to attach such importance to acting on his
non-strategic convictions.

110. The Instability of the Vicious Person

The character of the vicious person’s regret suggests that his attitude to himself and to his
future differs from the attitude of the virtuous person. He conceives himself as nothing more
than a sequence of appetites and satisfactions, and he takes his good to depend on what
he happens to want at a particular time. He exercises practical reason by finding measures
that seem to secure his future satisfaction, but this concern for his future depends on the
persistence of the same desires and appetites. He has no further reason to be concerned
about a future self that (for all he knows) may have changed quite significantly.

The virtuous person, by contrast, forms his state of character on principle. He asks what
sort of person he ought to be, and how he should conceive himself as a rational agent with
an extended life. The recognition of an extended life is necessary for having a conception
of one’s happiness; and so it is not peculiar to the virtuous person. But the view that one
ought to be a certain sort of person, or that some aspects of oneself deserve to be developed
more than others, is an evaluative judgment that the vicious person does not make. Such a
judgment implies that the actual desires and aims that strike us are not beyond criticism or
evaluation.

This difference between the vicious and the virtuous person results from different forms
of reflexion about the self. We may attend either to the aims it actually has or to the ways
it is capable of forming and organizing its aims. The vicious person attends more to the
first aspect of the self (the actual aims), and regards the second as primarily a way to satisfy
the first. The virtuous person attends more to the second aspect of the self (the way it
forms aims), and regards the first as raw material to be organized by the second. Aristotle
recognizes these different forms of reflexion in claiming that the vicious person prefers the
animal, non-human, non-rational outlook to the outlook of practical reason. This claim
would be false if it denied that the vicious person can have a perfectly rational, coherent plan
for his life; but it is true if it refers to the sort of self whose aims are to be satisfied.

3 My non-pejorative use of ‘self-satisfaction’ is partly derived from Green, PE §154.
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These different attitudes to the self and to self-concern imply a different basis for the sort
of self-concern that protects the present self against future circumstances, and the future self
against present circumstances. Sometimes I ensure now that I will carry out my present plan
even though I will be averse to it in the future; I do this when I ‘burn my bridges” and prevent
myself now from acting later on my later fears, or when I now throw away the key to the
cupboard containing the whisky I will want later on. Sometimes, however, I ensure now
that I will be able to carry out my future aim, even though I do not feel like it at present. I
do this when I get a tooth filled, or I reluctantly try to re-learn French before visiting France.
Both a virtuous person and a vicious person may display these forms of self-concern, but not
for the same reasons.

The virtuous person tries to satisfy her present and her future desires because they pursue
goals that embody non-strategic convictions. She has a reason to make it easier to satisfy these
desires and more difficult to satisfy any impulses that might conflict with these non-strategic
convictions. The vicious person, however, is not moved by non-strategic convictions; she
regards her future desires as the results of future impulses, just as her present desires result
from past and present impulses. A vicious person has no reason to protect the present self
against the future self, or the future self against the present. Hence she cannot justify the
forms of self-concern that the virtuous person can justify. She may happen to prefer the
future without decaying teeth over the nearer future without a painful filling, or the future
that includes the frustration of a future desire for the whisky over the future that includes
the satisfaction of that desire. But she has no reason for this self-concern.®*

This point about self-concern corresponds to our earlier point about regret. The virtuous
person has a basis for self-satisfaction in looking back at past choices. The same basis for
self-satisfaction guides her attitude to her future self, since she regards the future self as
the product of rational non-strategic convictions. The vicious person has no reason for
satisfaction in either her past elections or in the future self that will be formed by present
elections, or in the present self that both looks back on the past and decides about the future.

Vicious people, therefore, lack an important aspect of self-love, and are liable to self-hatred.
Since they form rational plans, they are capable of disapproving of themselves when they
violate them, but, since the rational plans are themselves unstable devices for satisfying
changing inclinations, they are liable to frustration. If A and B have some friendly attitudes
to each other, A may find it useful to borrow money from B without repaying it, even
driving B to destitution. Once A sees what has happened to B, A may be angry at himself
for what he has done to B. Since A’s rational plans simply follow the comparative strength
of A’s inclinations at different times, nothing about A’s character protects A from choosing
actions that he will later hate himself for having chosen. A’s self-hatred is the sort of hatred
that we direct at an opponent who has frustrated our current aims.

These features of vicious people result from their refusal to form their rational elections
by consideration of what is fine; hence, Aristotle is entitled to treat these features as essential
to vice. He need not rely on the assumption (true or false) that vicious people always have
some residual respect for morality that is the source of their disapproval of themselves. On

4 Cf. Hume’s discussion of prudence, T iii 2.7 §5.
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the contrary, the less their respect for the outlook guided by considerations of the fine, the
more liable they are to self-hatred.

111. Vice, Reason, and Nature

Has Aristotle found sufficient conditions for vice? Could not someone have the attitude to
non-strategic convictions that Aristotle attributes to the vicious person, while still doing
the actions expected of a virtuous person? Aristotle assumes that if we confine ourselves to
purely strategic aims, we will tend to violate the demands of the virtues; but need this be so?
Might we not find, because of temperament or upbringing, that we care about prudence,
altruism, and justice, so that we face dangers, keep our promises, control our appetites, do
one good turn in return for another, perform spontaneous acts of beneficence, and so on? If
we have the appropriate sentiments, we will also want to be free from the regret that would
result from violating the standards embodied in these sentiments. Hence, if we have the
appropriate sentiments, we will be able to ‘bear our own survey’, as Hume puts it.*

This objection to Aristotle expresses the sentimentalist view of virtue that we find in
Hobbes, Hutcheson, and Hume. In their view, no judgments about the non-strategic value
of our ends are needed for virtue. If virtuous and vicious people have the same sort of
commitment to their ends, our rational convictions do not make us virtuous rather than
vicious. If our impulses and inclinations had been different, then we would have turned out
vicious rather than virtuous. But why, we may ask, should this sort of contingency be found
unwelcome?

In support of Aristotle, we may reply that we do not take a sentimentalist attitude to our
basic values. We suppose that something can be said in their favour beyond the fact that
we have them; and we do not take our aversion to losing them as a mere fact about our
aversion, but as a fact about the actual badness of losing them. These attitudes to our values
may be mistaken. But to the extent that a Hobbesian or Humean outlook implies that we
are wrong, it challenges an important element in our conception of ourselves and our ends;
if that is so, then we may fairly ask whether the arguments supporting such an outlook are
cogent enough to discredit this element in our conception of ourselves.

Aristotle’s account of vice, therefore, supports his account of virtue and incontinence.
Virtue expresses the correct election that embodies the harmony of the rational and non-
rational parts under the local and global control of the rational part. Vice expresses the
incorrect election that embodies the agreement of the rational and non-rational parts under
the local control of the rational part, but the global control of the non-rational part. Aristotle
has defended his claim that virtue differs from vice in its degree of connexion to practical
reason. By doing so, he has shown that the Function Argument gives the right account
of virtue of character. We might have supposed that a plausible conception of virtue,
continence, incontinence, and vice conflicts with Aristotle’s initial claim that the virtues of
character are different ways of guiding our action in accordance with practical reason; we
might even have supposed that Aristotle’s views about these different conditions support an

5 See Hume, T iii 3.6 §6.
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anti-rationalist view that would conflict with the Function Argument, as we have understood
it. But the more closely we examine those aspects of Aristotle’s theory that seem to require
an anti-rationalist account, the more clearly we can see that he defends a rationalist account.
On this point he follows the lead that he gives in the Function Argument. In claiming that
the virtues complete human nature, he claims that they complete the nature of human
beings as rational agents.
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ARISTOTLE: VIRTUE
AND MORALITY

112. Why Virtues?

Aristotle formulates an account of the virtues, conceived as states of character; he does not
seek primarily to find an account of the different types of actions that a virtuous person
chooses. Why does he speak of virtues rather than actions? His preference for virtues
indicates that he is in some sense a ‘virtue theorist’; but in what sense is this true? Different
claims about the priority of virtues over actions need to be considered.

To assert ontological priority for virtue over right action is to claim that the rightness of
actions depends on their being produced by virtues, so that (1) an action is right only if it is
done by a virtuous agent, and (2) the agent’s being virtuous explains the act’s being right,
and the reverse is not true.

Aristotle rejects the first claim; for he recognizes that an action can be temperate, just,
brave, etc., without being done by a person with the relevant virtues. But does he accept the
second claim? The most plausible support for it is his remark that actions are just (etc.) when
they are such as the just person would do (1105b5). It is not clear, however, that this remark
is meant to say what an action’s being just consists in. In the case of many virtues, Aristotle
seems to avoid any such constitutive or explanatory claim; he often describes the sort of
action that is virtuous without reference to the state of the virtuous agent. Perhaps different
things need to be said about different virtues; the same account of virtues and actions may
not be appropriate for bravery, temperance, justice, generosity, magnificence, and wit. But
it is difficult to attribute the claim about ontological priority to Aristotle; to this extent, he
does not seem to be a virtue theorist.

If we deny that virtues are ontologically prior to right actions, we might still maintain
that they are epistemically prior, because no one but a virtuous person can tell what sort of
action is virtuous, and therefore we cannot say what sorts of actions are virtuous except by
saying what a virtuous person is like and adding that virtuous actions are those a virtuous
person will choose. Some of Aristotle’s remarks might suggest a belief in this epistemic
priority of virtue. He holds that things are good if they seem so to a virtuous person, so that
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the virtuous person is the measure of what is good and bad (1176a15; 1113a29).! Moreover,
he insists that we cannot lay down fixed and exceptionless rules that always allow us to
identify virtuous actions in particular situations; we have to be content with things that are
usually true (1094b19; 1103b34; 1164b27). Sometimes we cannot give a general definition
that will tell us what to do in particular situations; and the discrimination has to depend on
perception (1109b20; 1126a31). This is why the prudent person needs perception (1142a23).
We might rely on these remarks to support the conclusion that, according to Aristotle, we
cannot identify right actions apart from the judgment of the prudent person.

This interpretation, however, raises further questions about the virtuous person’s judg-
ments. How does she judge that an action is virtuous, if she has no antecedent conception of
what makes an action brave, just, generous, and so on, but must simply rely on her own judg-
ment that this or that action is brave (etc.)? The doctrine of the prudent person as measure
does notimply the strong epistemic thesis. It simply says that the virtuous person’s judgments
are reliably right, not that we cannot find out what is right without asking a virtuous person.
Moreover, the extent of indeterminacy that Aristotle allows is consistent with being able to
say quite a lot, without reference to virtuous people, about which actions are virtuous.> We
have no good reason to believe that Aristotle maintains the epistemic priority of virtue.?

One might instead assert practical priority, claiming that we are more likely to do the right
actions if we cultivate the virtues than if we attempt directly to do the right actions. This
sort of argument is familiar from discussions of indirect utilitarianism.# According to this
view, we will conform best to our ultimate criterion of the right if we act without explicit
consideration of utility, but we rely on rules whose justification refers to utility. We might
say something similar about the virtues. Instead of asking ourselves, for instance, what the
right way to face danger is, we are better off if we try to cultivate in ourselves an appropriate
mixture of fear, confidence, and appreciation of the relative values involved. If we have
formed this state, we will be better able to act well than we would be if we had to deliberate
de novo on each occasion about what would promote the common good. Aristotle gives an
example of this line of argument, in his treatment of sudden dangers (1117a17); it applies
more generally to the deliberation of the virtuous person.

He probably accepts practical priority for the virtues. Not every action by a virtuous
person exercising a virtue needs to result immediately from the thought “This is a fine thing
to do’ or “This will promote the common good’. The appropriate thought may be “This
gift will benefit this person” or “This pleasure is all right, but that one is bad’. These more
specific descriptions will often trigger actions; Aristotle’s accounts of the particular virtues

! These passages might also be used in support of an ontological claim (depending on how we understand ‘measure’).
One might (but need not) take Cooper to maintain such a claim at ‘Reason’ 276n.

2 See further Irwin, ‘Inexact’.

3 Hursthouse, OVE, contains a careful discussion of the specific commitments of a virtue theory. She rejects (80) one
claim about epistemic priority (see Hudson, HCM 42-3)—the claim that we can tell what action is just only by knowing
what the just person is like). But she affirms explanatory priority of virtuous states to virtuous to action: “The theoretical
distinction between the two [sc. virtue ethics and deontology] is that the familiar rules, and their applications in particular
cases, are given entirely different backings. According to deontology, I must not tell this lie because, applying the (correct)
rule ‘Do not lie” to this case, I find that lying is prohibited. According to virtue ethics, I must not tell this lie because it
would be dishonest to do so, and dishonesty is a vice’ (39). I doubt whether Aristotle is committed to this claim about
explanatory priority.

4 See esp. Berkeley, ‘Obedience’.
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suggest some of the specific descriptions. Virtuous people do not recite all the features of a
given action that make it the right one for promoting the common good.* They are moved
by the appropriate descriptions in some systematic way that they recognize and value as
promoting the common good.

We will accept some priority in justification if we take virtuous actions to be justified
primarily as the product of virtues, and do not take virtues to be justified primarily as the
source of virtuous actions. But this claim about priority seems to be open to objection. If
we have no independent reason to care about the actions resulting from the virtues, but we
claim that the virtues are organized for the production of these actions, what reason have
we to value the virtues? Critics of the Stoics often raise this objection.®

Aristotle does not accept the claim about priority in justification in its unqualified form,
but he accepts a qualified version. He believes that the value of achieving the common good
contributes to explaining why the virtuous person wants to promote it, but the value of trying
to achieve it is not exhausted by the instrumental value of the tendency of virtue to achieve it.

To support this claim, Aristotle argues: (1) The appropriate form of rational activity fulfils
the agent’s function and so promotes the agent’s own happiness. (2) Active concern for the
common good is this appropriate form of rational activity. (3) Having this active concern
for the common good is having the virtues of character. (4) Hence having the virtues of
character promotes the agent’s happiness.

This argument refers to active concern for the common good—trying to promote it. It
does not refer simply to success in promoting the common good. If Aristotle can establish the
premisses of this argument, he can defend concern for the common good on eudaemonist
grounds. This is not simply an instrumental justification of virtue and virtuous action for
their results.

113. The Content of the Virtues

Aristotle’s theory of the virtues answers some questions in moral psychology, explaining the
connexions between virtue, reason, desire, pleasure, and responsibility. An answer to these
questions, however, is only a part of what we might reasonably expect. We also expect an
answer to normative questions, about what a virtuous person will do in different types of
situations. But readers have disagreed sharply about Aristotle’s success in answering these
normative questions. Some of these disagreements are better discussed in later chapters,
when we come to consider the ways in which different theorists either develop his position
(as they understand it) or turn in a different direction. But it will be helpful if we introduce
some of the disagreements in this chapter, so that we can identify the features of Aristotle’s
account that have raised controversies of interpretation and of philosophical assessment.
Some critics have suggested that the Doctrine of the Mean is Aristotle’s attempt to take
us from general claims about virtue of character to specific claims about how many virtues
there are, and about the types of actions they require. This suggestion about the mean has

> Some relevant questions are discussed by Williams, ‘Acting’, and Hursthouse, ‘Reasons’.
s See esp. Cic. F iv 68-9; cf. §187.
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some support in Aristotle; for he presents the different virtues as different mean states, to be
contrasted with the extreme states that are the different vices. Since the mean is understood in
quantitative terms, we might try to make it a practical guide by understanding it as a counsel
of moderation: when we can define extremes, we should aim at somewhere in the middle.

This interpretation of the mean partly explains why early modern moralists, in the course
of questioning the broadly Aristotelian outlook of mediaeval moral philosophy, attack the
Doctrine of the Mean, and seek to offer a better answer to the questions to which they think
the Aristotelian doctrine gives false answers. Hobbes, Grotius, and Pufendorf, for instance,”
offer their own views as rivals to an Aristotelian account that identifies the different virtues
with different forms of moderation. It is easy for them to show that the Aristotelian doctrine,
as they understand it, fails in its task. It does not seem to fit every virtue (since not every
virtue seems to be a form of moderation), and it does not seem to give the right practical
advice (since the moderate reaction does not always seem to be the right one).

What we have already said about the mean shows that such objections rest on misinter-
pretation. Aristotle introduces the mean to show that virtue requires neither the complete
indulgence nor the complete suppression of the non-rational part of the soul, and that it
requires more than control by the rational part (which is continence, not virtue). But he does
not suggest that a moderate display of emotion is always the right answer, or that, in consid-
ering what to do in specific situations, it is normally helpful to look for the moderate solution.

But if we reject this attempt to derive specific practical advice from the Doctrine of the
Mean, and we offer no alternative, we leave a large gap in Aristotle’s position. He offers
fairly detailed descriptions of specific virtues and of the actions that can be expected from
them. How are these descriptions to be defended, and does Aristotle’s general theory of
virtue make them easier to defend? If we cannot answer these questions, we make it difficult
to see any connexion between the specific virtues and the views on happiness and virtue
that we have considered so far.

Our discussion of Aristotle so far leads us to expect two things from his account of the
virtues: (1) It ought to develop naturalism into a systematic theory of the virtues. Given
Aristotle’s account of human nature and the human function, we ought to see that certain
specific states of character rather than others turn out to be virtues appropriate to human
nature. Such an account will show that naturalist claims are not empty or trivial. (2) It
ought to develop naturalism into a systematic theory of morality. Naturalist claims ought to
vindicate the moral virtues as appropriate for human nature.

If naturalism met the first expectation but not the second, it would answer the accusation
of emptiness and triviality, but it would be a theory of the human good that raises doubts
about the rational claims of morality on us. This is not Aristotle’s intention. Hence he
needs to satisfy both expectations. Moreover, he must satisfy them systematically. If it were
simply a coincidence that the virtues recognized by naturalism include the moral virtues, but
naturalism gives us no good reason to expect this, it would fall short of a rational explanation
and defence of morality. The systematic theory of the virtues should show that the virtues
are moral virtues.®

7 See Hobbes, L 15.40; Grotius, JBP Pref. §43—5; Pufendorf, JNG i 2.
8 Among those who have incorporated Aristotle, as they understand him, into their own position, we will consider
especially Aquinas and T. H. Green, and so we will not say much about their positions here.

201



Aristotle: Virtue and Morality 9

114. Are the Virtues of Character Moral Virtues?

This may appear to be an unreasonable expectation to impose on Aristotle. Should we
assume that the virtues of character, as he conceives them, are moral virtues, or that he has
any explicit or implicit conception of morality? Some critics have argued that Aristotle has
no concept of morality, and that it is a mistake to attribute any beliefs about moral virtues
to him. Some have argued that it is also hopeless to look for anything like moral virtues in
the Aristotelian virtues of character.

To see whether or not it is worth our while to look for moral beliefs or moral virtues in
Aristotle, we should consider what we ought to be looking for. What should convince us
that Aristotle has some conception of morality, or that the virtues he recognizes are moral
virtues? Among the marks of morality many would include these features:*

1. Impartiality—morality does not look at actions from the point of view of the agent, but
from the point of view of the interests of everyone affected.

2. Concern for others—it gives some non-derivative weight to acting for the interests of
others besides the agent. Someone who is moved only by concern for his own welfare,
or by a purely aesthetic concern (to preserve all the works of art in the world, for
instance) is probably not moved by moral considerations. If I think of other people
without regard to their welfare, I probably do not think of them as objects of moral
concern.?

3. Responsibility—morally right actions and moral goodness are a source of legitimate
praise, and failure to do them is a source of legitimate blame; people are legitimately
held responsible for acting or failing to act morally.

4. Importance—morality matters. We perhaps ought not to insist that any recognizable
moral view must treat moral principles as the ones that matter most; but unless a set of
principles counts for quite a lot with someone, we might be reluctant to say that they
are moral principles for that agent.!!

Some critics doubt whether these conditions are sufficient for a conception of morality;
some argue that we should also include a belief in distinctively moral obligations.!?

° Frankena, ‘Concept’ 156, suggests that a moral outlook includes ‘judgments, rules, principles, ideals, etc.,
which . . . concern the relations of one individual . . . to others, . . . involve or call for a consideration of the effects of his
actions on others (not necessarily all others), not from the point of view of his own interests or aesthetic enjoyments,
but from their own point of view’. Warnock, OM 26, explains the scope of morality through its object: *. .. the “general
object” of morality, appreciation of which may enable us to understand the basis of moral evaluation, is to contribute
to betterment—or non-deterioration—of the human predicament, primarily and essentially by seeking to countervail
“limited sympathies” and their potentially most damaging effects. It is the proper business of morality, and the generic
object of moral evaluation. . . to expand our sympathies, or, better, to reduce the liability to damage inherent in their
natural tendency to be narrowly restricted’.

10 On questions about the scope of ‘moral’ see Foot, ‘Beliefs’. 11 Cf. Hare, FR 169.

12 On moral obligation see Anscombe, ‘Modern’. Williams also suggests that morality essentially includes moral
obligation. He describes morality as ‘a peculiar development of the ethical. . . It peculiarly emphasizes certain ethical
notions rather than others, developing in particular a special notion of obligation, and it has some peculiar presuppositions’
(ELP 6). It is not easy, however, to list the features of morality, as Williams understands them, or to distinguish them
from the special features of the Kantian view, which he says is only one ‘representation’ of morality (174). But he
seems to recognize these conditions: (1) Characteristically moral obligation is concerned with action that ‘must be in the
agent’s power’ (175). (2) Moral obligations ‘cannot conflict, ultimately, really, or at the end of the line’ (176). (3) They are
inescapable in the sense that ‘the fact that a given agent would prefer not to be in this system or bound by its rules will not
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Alternatively we might object that these conditions are too stringent; they may not seem
necessary for an intuitive conception of morality that can be used to determine whether
Aristotle recognizes moral virtues. If we insist on all these conditions, we may appear
to presuppose the truth of a Kantian conception of morality; but it does not seem very
surprising to discover that Aristotle has no conception of morality, if that means only that
he is not a Kantian. One might also doubt whether Hume has a conception of the moral,
if we apply Kantian criteria; for his idea of ‘personal merit” includes both voluntary and
non-voluntary traits, provided that they are useful or agreeable to the agent or to others. He
argues that we should not make voluntariness a test for moral virtues.!?

But even if the conception of morality that we have sketched includes some Kantian
elements, this may not matter. For if we show that Aristotle has a conception of morality,
measured by this standard, we will also have done something to show that it is not a
specifically Kantian, or specifically modern, or specifically Christian, conception. We can
remove the suspicion that we are introducing an irrelevant standard by showing that it is
also Aristotle’s standard.4

Even if an intuitive conception of morality has these components, they may not co-exist
easily; in fact they may sometimes appear to conflict. We might wonder, then, why we
ought to recognize one set of virtues (and so on) that meet all these conditions, rather
than distinct sets of virtues meeting one or another condition. But we ought at least to
try to understand the presence of these components in our intuitive concept. Whether or
not these are exactly the right conditions to impose, it is worth asking whether a theorist
recognizes such principles or virtues; for it makes a difference whether or not a person or a
society recognizes that such principles have a special status. We will understand Aristotle’s
position on these aspects of the virtues if we examine the relevant aspects of his views on
responsibility and on the good of others, and see how these views affect his claims about the
virtues.

We have already examined Aristotle’s views on responsibility, and seen why we ought to
ascribe to him a conception of moral responsibility. On this point, his concern with virtues of
character is a concern with morality. But Aristotle’s eudaemonism suggests to some critics
that he is not concerned with morality.'® Since the virtues are to be understood by reference
to the agent’s happiness, an account of the virtues focusses on the agent, not on other people
or on people impartially.

Is this a reasonable criticism of Aristotle? We ought to recall that his appeal to happiness
does not offer a wholly non-evaluative starting point from which evaluative conclusions are
to be inferred; his naturalism does not try to derive the normative from the non-normative.

excuse him; nor will blaming him be based on a misunderstanding. Blame is the characteristic reaction of the morality
system’ (177). Though Williams warns that ‘morality is not one determinate set of ethical thoughts’ (174), these three
conditions give some idea of what he means when he claims that the Greeks ‘had certainly not arrived at the distinctive
preoccupations of the system morality, with its emphasis on a very special notion of obligation. (In this.. . . they were very
fortunate)’ (32). Just as the Greeks were fortunate to have avoided morality, “‘we would be better off without it’ (174).
Everson discusses Anscombe and Williams helpfully in ‘Introduction’.

13 On Hume see §90 above.

14 Annas also speaks of an ‘intuitive’ understanding of morality (MH 452), which she describes in some detail (120-31).
Her description is less Kantian than mine. She argues plausibly that ancient theories of the virtues do some of the work
that we might expect an account of morality to do.

15 Prichard, MO 13, finds Aristotle’s Ethics disappointing because it discusses happiness rather than morality. See §80.
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Nor does it necessarily claim to derive the whole content of morality from a purely non-
moral foundation. Aristotle claims to connect three sorts of judgments that are not obviously
connected: judgments about human nature, judgments about welfare, and judgments about
morality. In Aristotle’s view, these three types of judgments should constitute a systematic
theory that connects morality and happiness to the fulfilment of natural capacities. We may
legitimately use moral judgments and judgments about welfare to expand or to clarify our
conception of human nature. But since judgments about nature and about welfare do not
simply reflect our moral judgments, but also include content that does not depend on moral
judgments, it is a non-trivial and worthwhile task to show that the three types of judgments
support one another.!¢

115. Is Aristotle an Unsystematic Theorist?

Before we consider whether Aristotle offers any account of morality, we ought to consider
some reasons for doubting whether he even intends to offer the naturalist theory we
have outlined. Sidgwick argues that Aristotle’s treatment of the virtues is theoretically
unambitious, because it is simply a detailed and impartial description of common sense.
Aristotle does not argue systematically from features of happiness to a theoretical account
of the virtues, but simply consults the accepted views of his contemporaries, without trying
to reconstruct, revise, or justify them.!” Aristotle’s general attitude to the virtues is a form
of “aesthetic intuitionism’; it does not take the virtues to exemplify some general principle
that vindicates the relevant actions and traits of character, but it presents them simply as
objects of immediate quasi-aesthetic admiration.!® The appeal to the fine manifests this
aesthetic intuitionism; the virtuous person is expected to see the beauty and appropriateness
in this sort of action, without relying on any further reason. Ethical theory, as Aristotle
conceives it, has no further argument to show that the virtuous person sees the right
things.1®

16 On the ambitions of a naturalist and eudaemonist theory see §§77, 81.

17 The attitude that Sidgwick attributes to Aristotle is similar to the attitude that he attributes to the common sense of
his own time: ‘Liberality appears to require an external abundance in the gift even more than a self-sacrificing disposition.
It seems therefore to be possible only to the rich: and, as I have hinted, in the admiration commonly accorded it there
seems to be mingled an element rather aesthetic than moral. For we are all apt to admire power, and we recognize the
latent power of wealth gracefully exhibited in a certain degree of careless profusion when the object is to give happiness
to others. Indeed the vulgar admire the same carelessness as manifested even in selfish luxury’ (ME 324-5). * ... the
restriction of the sphere of courage to danger in war, and of that of temperance to certain bodily pleasures, as well as the
want of distinction between selfish and benevolent expenditure in describing liberality, illustrate the fragmentariness and
superficiality of treatment to which mere analysis of the common usage of ethical terms is always liable to lead’ (OHE 64).

18 According to Sidgwick’s view of aesthetic intuitionism, “We can give only a general account of the virtue—a
description, not a definition—and leave it to trained insight to find in any particular circumstances the act that will best
realize it’ (ME 228). In describing bravery Aristotle ‘is merely following closely and impartially the lines of Common
Sense, of the ethico-aesthetic sentiment of his society’ (GSM 91), and ‘simply conceives the brave man as realizing moral
beauty in his act’ (92).

19 Sidgwick recognizes that a historian might suggest utilitarian features of bravery that would explain its tendency to
excite this sort of quasi-aesthetic admiration; but he insists that the historian’s explanation is no part of the outlook that is
being explained. ‘Aristotle sees that the sphere of the virtue of courage (andreia), as recognized by the common sense of
Greece, is restricted to dangers in war: and we can now explain this limitation by a reference to the utilitarian importance
of this kind of courage, at a period of history when the individual's happiness was bound up more completely than it now
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Sidgwick claims to find this attitude to the virtues in Aristotle’s character-sketches, and
especially in his sketches of those traits of character that do not strike us as obvious candidates
for being moral virtues. These Aristotelian virtues include generosity and magnificence, the
virtues concerned with money and other material resources.?? Aristotle does not distinguish
self-regarding from benevolent expenditures, but simply admires the wealth and power
that are displayed in conspicuous consumption, regulated by conventional good taste, but
without any necessary reference to a common good.?! He fails to penetrate below the
surface of common beliefs to their ethical basis, and he fails to see that the appropriate
critical principles may lead both to a more systematic account of common sense and to
criticism and revision of it.

But if we agree that Aristotle records common sense from the standpoint of aesthetic
intuitionism, we might conclude that (contrary to Sidgwick) there is nothing wrong with
this; for we may believe that aesthetic intuitionism gives the best account of our grasp of
ultimate moral principles. Later intuitionists argue that it is misguided to look for any more
basic principles underlying the different judgments that define the different virtues.2?

Alternatively, we might endorse Aristotle’s approach (as Sidgwick describes it) on the
ground that we ought not to look for ultimate principles at all. A particularist holds that
particular judgments are not to be justified by appeal to more general principles, even
to those that are grasped intuitively, because particular judgments are basic. Aristotle’s
non-theoretical sketches of the virtues remind us of the sort of person who makes the correct
particular judgments that belong to the different virtues.??

We would have a related, but distinct, reason for agreeing with Sidgwick’s version of
Aristotle, if we accepted some degree of cultural and historical relativism about the virtues.
When we try to specify general principles about the virtues, we try to give precise guidance
for the specific situations that a specific agent meets in a specific set of cultural, historical, and
social circumstances; perhaps it is simply an illusion to suppose that a general theory of virtue

is with the welfare of his state, while the very existence of the latter was more frequently imperilled by hostile invasions:
but this explanation lies quite beyond the range of Aristotle’s own reflection . .. The admiration felt by early man for
beauties or excellences of character seems to have been as direct and unreflective as his admiration of any other beauty’
(ME 456). Common sense, in Sidgwick’s description, displays some degree of “‘unconscious utilitarianism’ (GSM 90; ME
453-7), and utilitarian considerations might explain some of Aristotle’s judgments, but these considerations are no part
of Aristotle’s own view.

20 “‘And an examination of these would show very clearly how simply Aristotle is following the ethico-aesthetic—or
even purely aesthetic—sentiment of admiration for certain qualities in the conduct of a Greek gentleman, and how far he
is from conceiving self-devotion to a social end as essential to the notion of virtue. For example, his account of liberality
is startling to a modern reader from its want of distinction between self-regarding and benevolent expenditure. Compare
also his account of megalopsuchia’ (GSM 96-7).

21 Sidgwick sums up his commendation and criticism of Aristotle in this general verdict: “There is enough just and
close analytical observation contained in this famous account of virtues and vices to give it a permanent interest over
and above its historical value; but it does not seem to be based on any serious attempt to consider human conduct
exhaustively, and exhibit the patterns of goodness appropriate to the different parts, functions, and relations. .. (OHE
63—4; quotation continued in n17 above). From Sidgwick’s point of view, this is a defect in Aristotle’s position. Sidgwick
seeks to show that his own theory passes the test that Aristotle fails.

22 Hence Price speaks of ‘heads of virtue’, RPQM 165. Ross, RG 34-5, agrees with him.

23 This point is derived from McDowell, ‘Rational aspects’, 93 and n7: ‘Aristotle’s scepticism about universal truths in
ethics implies that the content of this general conception [sc. of what doing well is] cannot be definitively written down,
in a shape suitable for deduction of particular practical conclusions. No doubt it can be gestured at, perhaps by way of
reminder to people who share it (cf. 1095b4-6), by listing virtues and giving character sketches of their possessors, as
Aristotle of course does in Books III-V.” See also McDowell, ‘Issues’ 29; Irwin, ‘Tnexact’.
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could both provide detailed enough instructions to be a useful practical guide and be derived
simply from very general principles about human nature and rational agency. To supply the
necessary content for his theory of the virtues, Aristotle introduces the recognized virtues
that are historically familiar to him; and similarly, we might argue, other philosophers are
equally justified in introducing the virtues that are familiar to them.?*

Perhaps, then, all we can reasonably expect of moral philosophy is the articulation of the
views of a particular society or culture. The philosopher may introduce general principles,
but these principles lack the sort of non-historical content that would make them a basis
for criticizing one or another historical embodiment of the virtues. On this view, Aristotle’s
treatment of the virtues will remind us that moral theories are historically conditioned, and
that it is foolish to look for a non-historical point of view from which we can try to criticize
the Aristotelian conception of the virtues in contrast to some other conception.?*

These different claims about the virtues offer different defences of Aristotle on the
assumption that Sidgwick describes his account of the virtues correctly. But does Sidgwick’s
description fit Aristotle’s account?

116. Virtue and the Fine?2¢

To see whether Aristotle has a systematic naturalist theory of the virtues, we should ask what
his different virtues have in common. In his view, their common aim is the fine (kalon), since it
is characteristic of the virtuous person to choose virtuous action ‘because it is fine’ or for the
sake of the fine’.?” ‘Kalon” might also be translated by ‘beautiful’; and so this claim about the
virtuous person might be taken, as Sidgwick suggests, to show that Aristotle is an aesthetic
intuitionist. According to this view, acting for the sake of the fine is achieved in an immediate,
non-deliberative, disinterested response to the perceived appropriateness of an action.

We have good reason, however, to deny that when Aristotle connects the virtues with the
fine, he primarily has aesthetic beauty in mind. We have already noticed that he connects
pursuit of the fine with living in accordance with reason rather than passion (1169a5-6).2¢ We
treat our actions and aims as fine when we regard them as having some value independent
of our inclination towards them.

This rational concern for the fine goes beyond any narrow and exclusive concern for one’s
own interest (Rhet. 1358b38; 1389a32-5; 1389b35; EN 1104b31; 1169a6); when everyone
concentrates on fine action, their action promotes the common good (1169a6-11). This fine

24 See Maclntyre, AV, ch. 12.

2 One might draw this conclusion (perhaps with some over-simplification) from Maclntyre, AV, ch. 5. His position in
WJWR is more complex.

26 On the fine cf. Rogers, ‘Kalon’; Cooper, ‘Reason’; Lear, HLHG, ch. 6. 116.

27 See 1116b3; 1116b31; 1117a8; 1117b9; 1119a18 (the fine is connected with acting ‘as one ought’ and ‘as correct
reason says’, two aspects of the Doctrine of the Mean); 1120a11 (connected with benefiting another); 1120a23 (actions
are fine and for the sake of the fine); 1122b6 (the virtuous person spends for the sake of the fine; for this is a common
feature of the virtues); 1123a25 (acting for the sake of the fine contrasted with acting to display one’s wealth); 1126b29
(the fine is the standard for social interaction); 1127a28 (telling the truth about oneself is fine and praiseworthy).

28 See §106 above.
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action expresses the virtues, because actions display great virtue in so far as they especially
benefit others (Rhet. 1366b3—4;2° EN 1120al1; 1121a27-30; 1123a31-2). Fine action is both
intrinsically good and praiseworthy (EE 1248b17-25; cf. EN 1101b31-2; 1155a28—31; Rhet.
1366a33—6), and actions displaying great virtue especially deserve praise (Rhet. 1367b28).
Since these actions are praiseworthy, they are voluntary (EN 1109b31; EE 1223a9-15).

Aristotle does not say as much about the fine as we might expect him to, given its
importance in his account of the virtues; some of his successors see its importance, and try
to describe it more fully.?® But he says enough to show that fine actions are not simply
beautiful or admirable from just any point of view. As Sidgwick remarks, we (or Aristotle’s
readers) might admire grand gestures and pointless extravagance as signs of great wealth
or power; or we might be impressed by great physical strength or endurance. But this
sort of admiration is not a ground for counting something as fine. A fine action must be
praiseworthy, not simply admirable, and so it must be voluntary; and it must aim at the
common good, not simply the benefit of the agent.

Aristotle intends, therefore, some systematic connexion between virtue, the fine, and the
common good of a particular community. Fineness may be an appropriate object of some
sort of aesthetic admiration in moral contexts; but if the aesthetic admiration is essentially a
response to the promotion of the common good, the promotion of the common good must
be an essential characteristic of fine actions (states of character, etc.) in moral contexts.

These features of fine actions do not show that by ‘“fine” Aristotle means ‘promoting the
common good’. It is difficult to show that he thinks ‘fine’ has different senses in aesthetic
and in moral contexts. The most plausible account of the sense of the term would probably
be ‘admirable’, in the sense of ‘deserving admiration’. Promotion of the common good is
what constitutes fineness in moral contexts. It would therefore have a claim to supply a
Socratic definition of what the fine is, or (to use Ross’s terms) it would be the fine-making
characteristic, but not an account of the concept of the fine.?!

In claiming that the rational pursuit of the fine involves concern for a common good,
Aristotle implies that if we live in accordance with reason, we are concerned for a common
good. This is why the connexion between virtue and the fine answers the objection that
self-love always conflicts with concern for the good of others. For virtuous people’s self-love
is directed to themselves as lovers of the fine, and when everyone competes to do what is
finest, that is beneficial to the common interest (EN 1169a6).

These claims suggest that Aristotle intends—whether or not he carries out his inten-
tion—to give a systematic account of the virtues of character, and that the system in the
account refers essentially to their concern for the fine.?2 For this aspect of the virtues makes
it true that the virtuous person fulfils the human function of living a life of action guided by
reason.

29 Green calls attention to this passage, at PE §248. 30 See §§180, 332.

31 On Socratic definition see §11. For Ross’s distinction see RG 9-10.

32 Moore, PE §106, criticizes Aristotle on the ground that he does not consistently take action for the sake of the fine to
be necessary for virtue. Moore does not offer convincing evidence. Part of his case relies on the questionable rendering
of ‘hexis’ as ‘habit’.
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117. Justice, the Common Good, and Concern for the Fine

Aristotle’s claims about the fine are not the only ground for connecting the virtues of
character in general with the good of others besides the agent. For he also claims that virtue
as a whole is the same as general justice (1129b25). General justice is not co-ordinate with
each of the specific virtues. Rather, it is in some way identical to virtue as a whole; special
justice is an expression of general justice, but so is each of the other virtues. General justice
is the complete exercise of complete virtue (1129b30-1), and complete virtue in relation
to another person (1129b27). General justice and complete virtue are the same state of
character, but ‘their being is not the same’ (1130a12). General justice prescribes the actions
that are prescribed by the right laws, and these are the actions that promote and maintain
happiness and its parts for the political community (1129b17-19). Hence those who believe
that virtue conflicts with one’s own happiness point to general justice. Thrasymachus’ claim
that justice is another’s good (Plato, R. 343¢3) seems to be true for a virtue that is defined by
its reference to the benefit of another (EN 1130a3-5; 1134b2-6); the question raised in the
Republic should arise especially about general justice, as Aristotle conceives it.

Aristotle believes that Thrasymachus’ question arises not only about general justice, but
also about bravery, temperance, and the other virtues. For in claiming that general justice is
the same state of character as complete virtue, he implies that if we have the other virtues,
we also have the concern for the common good that is characteristic of justice. General
justice is not a further state of character that a person with the other virtues needs in order
to be completely virtuous; if it were, it would be a part of virtue, which Aristotle denies
(1130a8-10). It is already present in the other virtues. Hence it is not a distinct virtue in
the way in which temperance and bravery are distinct virtues; it is a characteristic of the
person who has all the other virtues. He explains this point in arguing that general justice
completes virtue because we show that we have virtue by using it in our relations to others;
many people can manage to behave virtuously in what concerns themselves, but fail in their
relations to others (1129b31-1130al). Concern for the common good and the happiness of
the community follows from the other virtues of character.

General justice does not simply follow from the other virtues as a whole. It also follows
from each of the other virtues. This implication rests on Aristotle’s belief in the reciprocity
of the virtues. Though he rejects the Socratic belief in the unity of the virtues, he agrees
with Plato’s view in the Republic that the virtues are inseparable.?? He argues: each virtue
requires prudence; if we have prudence, we have all the virtues; and hence if we have one
virtue we have all the virtues (1144b32-1145a2). Each virtue requires prudence to grasp
the right end as a result of deliberation about what promotes happiness; hence none of the
virtues is separable from prudence. But the right end is apparent only to the virtuous person,
because anyone else is liable to be warped by misguided pleasure (1144a29-36). Temperance
preserves prudence because it prevents our judgment from being warped by the attraction
of pleasures that we tend to value more than we would if we considered their value without
inappropriate bias (1140b11-20). Each of the virtues, therefore, requires each of the others.

33 On the unity and reciprocity of the virtues see §12 (Socrates); §§49 and §59 (Plato); §185 (Stoics); §325 (Aquinas);
§375 (Scotus).
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We might be dissatisfied with this argument. Why should we not say instead that each
virtue requires only the element of prudence that grasps the end proper to this virtue?
And why not say that this element of prudence needs only the sort of virtue that prevents
a misguided judgment about this proper end? Aristotle rejects this division of prudence
into specific elements of prudence concerned with the specific ends proper to the different
virtues. If prudence were divided in this way, we might find that the different specific
prudences corresponding to the different virtues gave us contradictory advice, so that the
requirements of bravery and justice, for instance, might conflict. But Aristotle rejects the
possibility of such conflict (MM 1199b36-1200a11). Similarly, he denies that we can go too
far in cultivating any one of the virtues, in the same way as we can go too far in the pursuit
of wealth or honour or some other external good. All goods are liable to misuse, except for
virtue (Rhet. 1355b4-5). Each of the virtues aims at the right use of other goods, and aims at
the mean; but the right use and the mean preclude any excess in relation to the demands of
prudence (MM 1200a12—34).

These replies to the suggestion that virtues might conflict reveal an assumption implicit in
Aristotle’s claims about the mean. He does not suppose that the mean is fixed by reference
to the demands of just one virtue, isolated from the others. We cannot find the mean
appropriate to temperance by reflexion on a limited area of concerns that are somehow
proprietary to temperance in contrast to the other virtues. He believes that each virtue has
to respond to the concerns of the other virtues; that is why each virtue requires the whole of
the unified body of knowledge that belongs to prudence. Since prudence grasps the contents
of happiness, it prescribes the actions for each virtue in the light of the demands of happiness
as a whole.

The doctrine of the reciprocity of the virtues helps to explain why each virtue has to
respond to the demands of justice. If we have any of the virtues of character, we have general
justice; and so whatever is responsible for the presence of general justice in a virtuous person
must be present in each of the virtues. But this would still be true even if general justice were
a part of virtue as a whole, as temperance is. Since Aristotle denies that general justice is a
part of virtue, he intends a closer connexion between the demands of bravery and general
justice than between the demands of bravery and temperance. How does his account of the
virtues of character make it reasonable to expect this especially close connexion between a
specific virtue and general justice?

Aristotle can answer this question if he appeals to the virtuous person’s concern with the
fine. This motive is necessary for each of the virtues; and if pursuit of the fine promotes
the common good, this motive ensures that general justice is already present in virtue of
character. The virtuous person finds the mean for each virtue by finding what is fine, and
so by finding what promotes the common good; the action meeting these conditions is also
just. Being fine and being just are still two distinct properties of an action. To claim that an
action is just is to claim that it promotes happiness for the political community. To claim
that it is fine is to claim that it is intrinsically good and praiseworthy. The basis for both
these claims is the claim that the action promotes the common good. When Aristotle says
that fine and just things are the subject-matter of political science (EN 1094b14), he assumes
a connexion that he explains in his other remarks about fineness and justice.
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118. The Fine and the Virtues of Character: Bravery

Even if Aristotle accepts this connexion between the virtues, the fine, the common good, and
general justice, does the connexion guide his account of the virtues of character? Though he
is relatively inexplicit about this aspect of these virtues, he is not totally silent. His general
claims about the fine help to explain claims that would otherwise be puzzling.

Aristotle insists that bravery is displayed primarily in the danger of death in war
(1115a25-9), because this danger is both the greatest danger (because it is the danger of
death) and the finest danger (since it concerns death in war). This restriction of the scope of
the virtue departs significantly from common sense. For common sense (both our own and
the Greeks’) might assume that people can be brave if they face danger fearlessly in a private
feud or a daring crime. The bank robber may face dangers as great as those that soldiers face
in war. But Aristotle denies that bank robbers are brave, because the danger they face is not
fine. They do not face the danger for the sake of a common good, and therefore they do not
act virtuously.

Aristotle does not interpret the common good in strictly utilitarian terms. It may be useful
for a state if some citizens cheerfully sacrifice themselves for the good of others; but Aristotle
does not think this sort of self-sacrifice is necessarily appropriate for the brave person. For
he notices that some people may face death because of foolish optimism (1115b28), others
because of foolish fearlessness (1115b24), others because of shame (1116a18), others because
of indifference to their lives. He remarks that the last people will often make the best
professional soldiers (1117b17-20).

None of these motives, useful though they may be, is characteristic of bravery. Brave
people are less tractable and less useful in some cases, because they need to be convinced that
they are sacrificing themselves for some worthwhile cause; but once they are convinced, they
are ready in some circumstances to face hopeless odds that would daunt the professional
soldier (1116b15-23). The brave person’s discriminating attitude marks the difference
between concern for the common good and a tendency to be useful to a community.

Even among people who have roughly the right sort of motive Aristotle’s discriminations
conflict with common sense. He does not even agree that the average citizen-soldier fighting
for his city is necessarily brave; if citizens are moved exclusively by thoughts of honour,
shame, and punishment, they are not brave (1116a17-20). These restrictions show that
Aristotle insists on the right sort of rational concern for the common good for its own sake
in a genuinely virtuous person. If we understand concern for the fine in this way, we can
explain why he distinguishes genuine bravery from the different attitudes that might be
confused with it. If we do not connect concern for the fine with concern for the common
good, we will find it difficult to discern the principle behind his distinctions.

119. The Fine and the Virtues: Temperance

Temperance raises more difficult questions for an account of the fine that emphasizes the
common good. While it is fairly plausible to suggest that bravery involves some concern with
the good of others, temperance seems more obviously self-regarding. Indeed temperance
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may well seem to be so clearly self-regarding that it is not a genuinely moral virtue at
all.?* But Aristotle claims that temperate people, no less than people with the other virtues,
are guided by their view of the fine when they restrain or indulge particular appetites
(1119a11-20). If our account of the fine is right, we ought to find that temperate people
regulate their pursuit of bodily pleasures by reference to the common good. Do Aristotle’s
remarks on temperance suggest that he has this sort of regulation in mind?

Though he takes temperance to be concerned with the pleasures of touch and taste, he
does not include all these pleasures (cf. 1118b4-8). He picks out the pleasures associated
with appetites for food, drink, and sex, because he assumes that the people who pursue
them without restraint are especially bestial and slavish (1118b1—4, 10-11). The intemperate
person is slavish in so far as he is wholly occupied with the pursuit of these particular
satisfactions and thinks of everything else as simply a means to promoting these satisfactions.
This feature of intemperance matches Aristotle’s general conception of vice.?* The slavish
person is not wholly irrational, since he conforms to some instrumental conditions for
rationality, but this is the only kind of guidance by reason that he accepts.?¢ He takes a purely
mercenary attitude to rational deliberation and attaches no intrinsic value to the exercise of
his capacities as a rational agent; that is why he has no concern for the fine.

Does Aristotle believe that the intemperate person’s indifference to the fine includes
indifference to the common good? He displays indifference to the common good because
his efforts to satisfy his appetites lead him to ignore the good of others. That is why the
intemperate person is prone to wanton aggression (hubris, 1129b21). Wantonly aggressive
people pursue their ends by physical assaults, including sexual assaults (1148b30). More
generally, they try to humiliate other people for their own pleasure or gain (1115a22;
1124a26-b6; 1149b20-2). Intemperance makes someone especially prone to extravagance,
and susceptible to flatterers (1121a30-b10). Its characteristic desires tend to dominate a
person and to make him indifferent to his distinctively rational characteristics, and therefore
tend to make him indifferent to the claims of other people.

These features of the intemperate person fit Aristotle’s description of the vicious person
who is indifferent to the common good. The intemperate person will be aggressive in
the pursuit of the ‘contested” goods that people normally fight over (1168b15-19). He is
dominated by the sort of self-love that is directed to the non-rational part of the soul
(1168b19-21); this is the type of self-love that conflicts with pursuit of the virtues and the
common good. The more intemperate we are, the more likely we are to have desires that
conflict with other people’s desires, and the less likely we are to co-operate with others
(1167b9-16).

Temperance, therefore, as Aristotle conceives it, is not a purely self-regarding virtue, and
its concern for the fine is not a purely self-regarding concern. When he claims that temperate

34 On self-regarding virtues see §313. For Butler’s view see Diss. 6: ‘It should seem, that a due concern about our own
interest or happiness, and a reasonable endeavour to secure and promote it, which is, I think, very much the meaning of
the word prudence in our language; it should seem that this is virtue, and the contrary behaviour faulty and blameable;
since, in the calmest way of reflection, we approve of the first, and condemn the other conduct, both in ourselves and
others’.

35 On intemperance as the paradigmatic vice see §105.

36 It is not easy to state conditions for instrumental rationality. It raise some difficulties for Hume in T ii 3.3 and for
Kantin G, ch. 2.
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people are concerned for the fine, he means that they regulate the appetites that especially
encourage disregard for the interests of others because they encourage concern for one’s
own gratification without regard to oneself or to others. The appropriate regulation of
these appetites does not consist simply in preventing them from harming oneself. Aristotle
believes that we have reached the mean that constitutes temperance only if we have adjusted
our own appetites and pleasures to the interests of others as well as ourselves. In this virtue
as well as in bravery, aiming at the fine includes concern for the common good.

We may miss this aspect of Aristotle’s view of temperance if we disagree with his
psychological claim that the particular appetites he mentions are the ones that particularly
tend to dominate an agent and to make him indifferent to his rational capacities. In that case we
might be less inclined to believe that intemperance is a paradigmatic vice. But a disagreement
on this point should not conceal the point of his concern with these appetites. He believes
that their special urgency, and their tendency to encourage indifference to one’s rational
capacities, also explain the particular importance of incontinence, as he understands it. In
his view, incontinence, properly speaking, is confined to the appetites that are the concern
of temperance. Because temperance restrains these appetites that corrupt one’s practical
reason (1144a29-b1), it has a special role in preserving prudence (1140b11-20). It preserves
the rational concern for the fine, and thereby preserves concern for the common good.

120. The Fine and the Virtues: Generosity and Magnificence

If we were trying to show that Aristotle is not primarily concerned with virtues that we
normally regard as moral, and that his attitude to the fine reflects aesthetic appreciation
rather than moral evaluation, we might plausibly cite the virtues of generosity, magnificence,
and magnanimity. These may well appear to reflect cultural ideals of good taste and good
form, rather than any specifically moral concern. None the less, Aristotle maintains that
generous and magnificent people act for the sake of the fine, as all virtuous people do
(1122b6-7). If concern for the fine in these virtues is confined to these aesthetic and cultural
ideals, we need to modify our claim that concern for the fine includes concern for the
common good. We need to look more closely, therefore, to see whether the details of
Aristotle’s account support the claims about the fine that we have defended in considering
bravery and temperance. For these purposes, we may confine ourselves to magnificence,
since it seems more plausible in this case that the virtue consists mainly in good taste, apart
from any moral aims or concerns.

Closer study shows that magnificent people regulate their expenditure by reference to the
common good. They avoid ostentation even in private expenses, such as building themselves
houses (1123a6-10); for they do not want private houses to be more imposing than public
buildings, for instance. They avoid the errors of the ostentatious person who performs
his public services in ways that display his wealth but do not benefit the common good
(1123a20-7). They are moved by consideration of the common good, and they take account
of it even in private expenses, if these affect the common good. (1122b19-23; 1123a1-5).2”

37 This sort of excellence is found in ‘the sorts of expenses called honourable, ...—and in expenses that provoke a
good competition for honour, for the common good . ...  (1122b19-22). . .. in expenses that concern the whole city, or
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It would be exaggerated to claim that all the actions characteristic of the magnificent
person result from a desire to promote the common good. The Aristotelian virtue includes
expenditures on oneself and on one’s friends that do not affect the common good; promotion
of the common good is not necessary for them to be fine and admirable. But even these
actions that do not aim at a common good are regulated by the virtuous person’s concern
for a common good. A gift to his friend, for instance, will be attractive because it is a source
of gratitude and honour; but he will also give it for the friend’s own sake, and he cares
especially about the gratitude and honour coming from his friend because he cares about
his friend for the friend’s own sake. If the generous person really cares about the common
good of himself and his friend, it is reasonable for him to be unconcerned about any sharp
distinction between his own good and the good of the other.?® Similarly, concern for the
common good of the larger community restrains him from ostentatious expenditure that
would provoke a pointless competition in displays of wealth. This, then, is another virtue
that guides an agent’s choices and actions in just the way that we ought to expect if we are
right about Aristotle’s conception of the fine.

121. The Fine and the Virtues: Magnanimity

Interpreters often cite Aristotle’s account of magnanimity to show that his conception of
virtue is difficult to reconcile with our conception of a moral virtue.?* Sometimes his attitude
seems to be more aesthetic than moral, in so far as he seems to admire the grand scale
of magnanimous action (1123b6-8), and refers to morally insignificant details of how the
magnanimous person walks and speaks (1125a12-16). Moreover, the magnanimous person
seems rather devoted to himself; his self-assertive and disdainful pride seems to mark a
sharp contrast with Christian virtue and, more generally, with a conception of morality that
empbhasizes concern for others.

But exclusive attention to these features of Aristotle’s picture is misleading; it ignores the
fact that the magnanimous person is concerned with the fine and the common good. He
recognizes the priority of virtue and the fine in his attitude to external goods. He cares about
honour, but only for virtuous actions; and since he cares most about acting virtuously, he
does not think honour, or any other external good, is very important (1124a12—17). The
greatest reward that other people can give him is the greatest honour, but he knows that
he deserves this only if he knows that virtue deserves the greatest honour. He knows this
only if he also knows that virtue is the greatest of the goods that compose happiness, greater

the people in it with a reputation for worth—the receiving of foreign guests and sending them off, gifts and exchanges
of gifts. For the magnificent person spends on the common good, not on himself. .. (1123a1-5).

38 Sidgwick acknowledges the relevance of friendship in these contexts: ‘One defect in Aristotle’s account of virtue
which strikes a modern reader is that benevolence is not recognized, except obscurely in the imperfect form of liberality.
This deficiency, however, is to some extent supplied by a separate discussion on the relations of kind affection which bind
men together’ (OHE 66). The imperfection of liberality is presumably the lack of distinction between types of expenditure
that Sidgwick has commented on; and friendship is what supplies the deficiency to some extent.

3 “The traits by which Aristotle characterizes in detail this flower of noble life are all the more interesting from
their discrepancy with the Christian ideal’ (OHE 63). In speaking of the Christian ideal Sidgwick no doubt includes
humility, which he describes with something less than enthusiasm (ME 334-6). See also Aquinas on magnanimity and
humility, §331.
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than honour or any other external good. If virtue were not the greatest good, it would not
deserve the greatest honour. He believes that he deserves honour because he believes in the
supreme value of virtue; hence he does not believe that the rewards of vice are great enough
to justify vicious action. For the same reasons he cares more about the honours he receives
from the right people and for the right reasons. Magnanimity requires the right outlook on
external goods, and on ‘every sort of good and ill fortune’ (1124a14), and hence on honour.
It is guided by belief in the supremacy of virtue over honour and therefore over all other
external goods (1124a16-20).

We reveal our view of the relative value of virtue and other goods by our reaction to
dangers that threaten us with the loss of these other goods. Aristotle argues that virtue is
dominant over all external goods; though happiness is vulnerable to fortune, virtue is not.*°
Happy people can lose their happiness, but retain their virtue, and therefore will remain
happier than they would be if they had retained the other goods without virtue. The virtue
we need for facing these vicissitudes of fortune is magnanimity (1100b32-3), because it relies
on a correct estimate of the supreme value of virtue. The magnanimous person takes a
‘moderate’ (metrios) attitude to all external goods, so that he is neither overjoyed by good
fortune nor excessively grieved by misfortune (1124a15-16); he is therefore calm in the face
of misfortune (1100b31-2, eukolds).

On this point Aristotle endorses Socrates’ firmness in the face of the danger of death. But
he rejects Socrates” view that virtue is the only real good. Hence he also rejects the Stoic
treatment of magnanimity that assumes the Stoic identification of virtue with happiness.*!
A magnanimous person believes that if extra goods of fortune are added to a happy person’s
life, they make it happier, both because they themselves adorn it and because his use of
them is fine and virtuous (1100b26—8). He recognizes that the external goods are desirable
adornments, and he uses them properly to become more virtuous. He does not compromise
the supremacy of virtue; Aristotle insists that ‘in reality only the good person is honourable’
(1124a25). Though the magnanimous person sees no reason to sacrifice or compromise his
virtue for the sake of external goods, he welcomes them none the less.

In deciding whether to risk his life and fortune, he is guided by the common good. He
values hislife and does not throw itaway cheaply; but he is ready to sacrifice it for the common
good, in some worthwhile cause (1124b6-9, 23—6). He does not guide his life by reference
to another person, with the crucial exception of a friend (1124b31-1125a2). His concern for
the fine is regulated, as the magnificent person’s is, by consideration of the common good.

In these and other ways, the characteristics of magnanimity should dispel the initial
impression that Aristotle is not really describing a moral virtue. Study of his sketch of
magnanimity in the context of his other remarks about virtue and external goods should
lead us to quite the opposite conclusion. The magnanimous person embodies the attitude
to external goods that affirms the primacy of virtue and concern for the fine. He rejects
the common view that the virtuous person’s concern for the fine and the common good
involves some sacrifice of happiness; though he recognizes that this concern may involve
the loss of some significant components of happiness, he maintains that it always secures
the dominant component of happiness.

4 See §79. 41 See DL vii 92-3, quoted at §185n67.
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122. How can Friendship Justify Morality?

This discussion of some of the individual virtues of character has confirmed our account
of Aristotle’s conception of the fine and of the characteristics that make actions fine. His
general claims about the fine and about the connexion between general justice and virtue of
character should lead us to expect that his discussion of individual virtues will explain how
they express concern for a common good. We have considered some of the virtues that
might seem to falsify such an expectation, either because they seem purely self-regarding
or because they do not seem to be concerned with moral questions at all. Examination of
Aristotle’s account shows that he recognizes the importance of the common good not only
in his general remarks about the fine, but also in his more detailed remarks about the actions
that manifest the different virtues. These detailed remarks make it easier to understand why
he believes that general justice is included in the other virtues of character; for each of them
includes the concern for the fine and the common good that is required by general justice.

If we have understood how Aristotle’s account of the virtues fits into his account of
happiness, and carries out the line of argument anticipated in the Function Argument, we
can see how he fits some states of character into his eudaemonist framework. He offers a
systematic naturalist theory that is also a systematic moral theory. Each virtue of character
represents ‘the life of action of the rational part’. It includes agreement between the rational
and the non-rational part under the guidance of the rational part; it aims at the fine and the
common good; and it co-ordinates this aim with the appropriate sort of interest in external
goods. The virtuous person decides on the virtuous action for its own sake.*? The feature of
the action that makes it virtuous also makes it choiceworthy for its own sake to the virtuous
person. The relevant feature is the fineness of the action. Since actions are fine in so far as
they promote the common good, the virtuous person aims at the promotion of the common
good, and chooses actions for that reason.

Aristotle’s conception of the virtues of character, therefore, matches a reasonable
conception of morality. Not only do his virtues cover the area of morality, given their
concern with the fine, but they also reflect Aristotle’s concept of morality. His views about
the fine, and about its connexion with praise and responsibility, show that he does not simply
describe virtues that we might classify as moral, but also regards them as essentially moral
virtues.

Since Aristotle regards the virtues of character as moral virtues, he faces a question that
arises for Plato in the Republic: why should someone who is rationally concerned with his
own interest concern himself with the interests of others in the ways required by the moral
virtues? His answer to this question will determine how much he thinks morality matters,
and therefore will determine how far his views on morality overlap with the intuitive views
we began with.

This question would not arise if Aristotle had no conception of distinctively moral virtues;
we can readily see how his conception of happiness might justify such virtues as bravery

42 By this he does not simply mean that there is some description of the virtuous action under which it is choiceworthy
for its own sake. The action of wearing part of the tread off my shoe might be choiceworthy for its own sake in so far as
it coincides with going for a walk; but in that case it would not be true that I choose wearing down my shoe, as such, for
its own sake.
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and temperance, if they were purely self-regarding. We find it more difficult to see how he
can justify other-regarding virtues. Since the virtues of character are defined with reference
to the common good, not the agent’s good, he is not entitled to assume without argument
that they will promote the agent’s own good.

The references to a common good, to general justice, and to a community suggest that
we should attend to Aristotle’s account of friendship, since this is the virtue appropriate
to communities, and itself includes the perfection of justice (1155a22-8; 1159b25-1160a8).
Aristotle certainly agrees that the happy life must include friendship; and we might expect
his defence of friendship to supply a defence of justice and of the moral component of the
virtues.

To justify a moral virtue and its associated actions we must show that they are
choiceworthy for their own sake, and not as a mere instrumental means. For Aristotle insists
quite reasonably that the virtuous person chooses virtue and virtuous action for their own
sake and because they are fine; their fineness is not a sign of instrumental benefit, but itself
a sufficient reason for choosing them. If virtue is to be justified by reference to happiness, it
must be itself a component of happiness, not merely advantageous as a means to it.

Justice raises a difficulty for this demand, since it is the virtue appropriate to a political
community aiming at mutual advantage (1160a8—14). Political friendship (i.e., the friendship
of fellow-citizens), therefore, is friendship for advantage, not the sort of friendship that
includes concern for the other person for his own sake. It is advantageous to cultivate
friendship for advantage, and to do what benefits the political community is to our mutual
advantage. To this extent Aristotle might defend the practice of general justice and the other
moral virtues. But such a defence does not show that they are to be chosen for their own
sakes; it is not clear why I should value for its own sake an action or a state of character
maintaining a community that rests on advantage.

This problem exposes a general problem about the relation between justice and friendship
for advantage. If I have made a bargain with you, and the time comes to keep it, the claims
of friendship for advantage justify me in considering my own advantage, and in choosing
my action for its advantageous consequences to me. But if I am also a just person, I keep
the bargain because it is a just action to be chosen for its own sake. The appeal to friendship
for advantage seems to offer no support for the just person’s attitude. Our attempt to find
a defence of justice by appeal to the common good of a political community maintained by
political friendship seems to have led us only to an instrumental concern with justice.

123. Friendship and Concern for Others

Aristotle, however, recognizes three main types of friendship. One aims at pleasure, one at
advantage. The third involves goodwill to the other in his own right, and concern for the
other for the other’s own sake. His views about the best type of friendship may help to justify
the sort of concern that Aristotle needs to justify in his defence of justice. He agrees with
Thrasymachus’ view that justice is “another’s good’ (1130a3-5), but he does not agree that
it is harmful to the just person. He believes that Thrasymachus is wrong, because concern
for the good of others for their own sake is appropriate for human nature. He defends this
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claim by arguing that such concern belongs to the best kind of friendship. The fact that the
friend is “another self (allos autos) explains this concern for her good, by showing how I have
reason to regard her good as part of my own. If we can understand the basis for concern in
this case, we can perhaps see how it can be extended to other cases.

To see what kind of concern Aristotle has in mind, we may distinguish some different
possibilities: (1) In unselfish concern A wants to do x for B, simply because B wants x done
or because it would be better for B, not because A gains any further benefit from doing x. A
shows this concern for B if A moves to one side to avoid walking over B’s gouty toes, when
A has nothing else to gain by doing this. This is the unselfish sentiment whose reality Butler
and Hume (e.g.) defend against the psychological egoism of Hobbes.*? (2) In other-directed
concern, A wants to do x for B for B’s own sake, not for A’s sake. Aristotle describes this
attitude as ‘goodwill’ (eunoia). (3) In intrinsic concern, A wants to do x for B because of B in
B’s own right, because of who B is.

Aristotle’s account of friendship does not discuss unselfish concern, but considers other-
directed and intrinsic concern. In his view, other-directed concern requires intrinsic concern,
and is therefore confined to the best type of friendship. Other-directed concern for a person
is concern for him because he is the person he is. Aristotle explains ‘the person he is” as ‘the
sort of person he is” and ‘the sort of character he has’. He infers that love of the other person
for his own sake is love of him for the character he has. But only the virtuous person loves
another person for his character; and the only person he loves for his character is another
virtuous person. Hence the friendship between virtuous people embodies other-directed
concern (1156b7-12). Such concern is absent from other friendships; for non-virtuous people
care about a friend not for himself (i.e., what he essentially is), but for some coincidental
property of him, and therefore do not care about him for his own sake.*

We might reasonably doubt some of Aristotle’s claims. First, why should ‘“for his own
sake” be understood with the emphasis on ‘his own’ so that it means for the sake of his
essence’? Could we not have properly other-directed concern if we simply counted the
other person’s own desire for some good as providing a reason in itself, apart from any
self-confined concern of mine, for trying to get that good for him?

This sort of concern, however, does not imply concern for the interests and welfare of
the other. For our interests are determined, according to Aristotle, by our nature, and not
simply by actual or counterfactual desires. No one could reasonably choose, in one’s own
interest, to revert to the mentality of a child, even if all one’s childish desires were satisfied
(1174a1-4); hence the satisfaction of my desires may not achieve my welfare.** If, then,

43 See, e.g., Hume, IPM v. 39: ‘Let us suppose such a person ever so selfish; let private interest have ingrossed ever so
much his attention; yet in instances, where that is not concerned, he must unavoidably feel some propensity to the good
of mankind, and make it an object of choice, if every thing else be equal. Would any man, who is walking along, tread as
willingly on another’s gouty toes, whom he has no quarrel with, as on the hard flint and pavement?’

44 ‘<Friends for advantage love the other> not in accordance with himself, but in so far as they will get some good
from him. Similarly also for those who love because of pleasure; for they like a witty person not because he is the sort
of person he is, but because he is pleasant to themselves’ (1156a10-16). At first, Aristotle appears to accept the common
belief (phasi) that friendship involves other-direction and active goodwill (1155b31—4). If this common belief applied
to all three types of friendship, they should all involve active goodwill (1156a3-5). But Aristotle insists that goodwill
is not found in the lower friendships (1167a10-14). Cooper, ‘Forms’, argues that all three types involve goodwill and
other-directed concern.

45 A similar argument is offered by Mill in U, ch. 2.
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concern for the other for her own sake requires concern for her welfare, it cannot consist
wholly in my willingness to do something for her because she wants it.

Aristotle now has a reason to deny that non-virtuous people can be concerned about a
friend for his own sake. These people are friends for advantage and pleasure. They may
be willing to do what a friend wants, simply because she wants it, and not because of any
further benefit to themselves; but they do this only because they look on the friend as a
source of pleasure or advantage. They do not rely on any conception of the friend herself
and of her welfare, as distinct from her desires; hence their concern for her is not guided by
any concern for her welfare.

If, then, we are concerned for the other as the person he is, we must try to satisfy or
develop the desires that promote his good; we will count some desires for less because they
are transitory, or express relatively superficial aspects of himself, or rest on mistaken views
about his good. Concern for the other for his own sake must be concern for the other as the
particular rational agent that she is.

124. The Friend as Another Self

If this claim about friendship is to help us identify the attitudes and actions proper to friends,
we need to find some more content for ‘concern for the other as the particular rational
agent that she is’. Aristotle seeks to clarify this sort of concern by saying that in the best
type of friendship the friend is “another self’ (or ‘another oneself’). Aristotle argues in EN
ix 4 that the features of complete friendship correspond to the good person’s attitude to
himself. We cannot see what is really good for others if we lack the right conception of the
others as they are; we lack this conception unless we have the right conception of ourselves,
and value ourselves appropriately. Hence the appropriate form of self-love is needed for the
appropriate form of love for others.*

Aristotle needs to show that the conditions for the friend’s being another self are uniquely
satisfied by the best type of friendship. Treatment of a person as another self includes two
apparently contradictory aspects: (1) Treating the person as someone else. (2) Treating the
person as myself. To show that the two aspects are consistent, Aristotle needs to explain
what each of them involves.

His claim that the friend is ‘another self might be better expressed by saying that the
friend is another ‘oneself’. Aristotle does not mean simply that the friend is a self, in the sense
of “self in which we take ‘a self to be roughly equivalent to ‘a person’. Both friends and
non-friends are other selves in this minimal sense. Aristotle intends the more controversial
claim that for Heracles his friend is another Heracles.#” To treat a friend as another myself,
I have to treat him as somehow being another me, not simply as another person. How are
we to do this?

According to Aristotle, friendship consists in ‘living together’ or ‘sharing one’s life” (suzén),
since this is rational activity, and therefore suitable for rational agents.*® But simply to

46 For Aquinas’ view see §336. 47 See MM 1213a10-13; EE 1245a29-35.
4¢ “The excellent person is related to his friend in the same way as he is related to himself, since a friend is another
self; and therefore, just as his own being is choiceworthy for him, the friend’s being is choiceworthy for him in the same
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say that friends share rational activity is still too imprecise; for apparently people who are
friends simply for pleasure or advantage might pursue mathematics, or crosswords, together
without treating each other as other selves. The thought, reasoning, and conversation
characteristic of friends must include practical reasoning, since this defines the distinctively
human form of living together.°

But not all forms of co-operation in practical reasoning and thinking involve friendship,
let alone the friendship that treats the friend as another self. I might consult another person
for advice without being at all concerned about her for her own sake. When I consult
another, I decide what weight to give his advice, according to my views of his competence
and goodwill and the relation of his views to my own ends. I can treat my own practical
reasoning in this way, to some degree; for I might distrust my competence in some areas.
But I cannot take this attitude to all my ends; at some point I must rely on some of my own
ends in order to evaluate other ends and other aspects of my outlook. Hence there must
be some ends that belong to me, and not simply to some agent, or part of an agent, whom
I consult.

In treating my ends as my own, I treat them as significant for me in their own right, not
simply as a source of advice that I consider in so far as it fits my own ends. This does not
mean that I seek to satisfy all my desires and aims equally; for I have to frustrate some if they
conflict too severely with others. But I do not reject any aim simply on the ground that it is
not instrumental to my other ends. If I took that attitude to some of my aims and desires, I
would be treating them as though they were someone else’s ends. In treating them as my
own ends, as opposed to someone else’s ends, I think of them as worthy of consideration in
their own right.

We can now see how one person can regard another person as “another self’, in Aristotle’s
special sense, and we can distinguish this relation from relations that might be confused
with it. I do not regard you as another self if I do not distinguish you from myself; for in that
case I would not regard you as another. Moreover, I cannot regard you as another self if I
regard you as nothing more than a part of myself; for in that case, I would not regard you as
a self. To treat you as another self, I must regard your ends as I regard my own, and hence
as worthy of consideration in their own right. I do not simply consult you for advice about

or a similar way. We agreed that someone’s own being is choiceworthy because he perceives that he is good, and this
sort of perception is pleasant in itself. He must, then, perceive his friend’s being <together with his own>, and he will
do this if they live together and share rational discourse (logos) and thought. For in the case of human beings, living
together seems to consist in this sharing of rational discourse and thought, and not, as in the case of grazing animals,
in sharing the same pasture’ (1170b5-14). *. .. what friends find most choiceworthy is living together. For friendship is
community, and we are related to our friend as we are related to ourselves. Hence, since the perception of our own
being is choiceworthy, so is the perception of our friend’s being. Perception is active when we live with him; hence, not
surprisingly, this is what we seek. Whatever someone <regards as> his being, or the end for which he chooses to be
alive, that s the activity he wishes to pursue in his friend’s company. Hence some friends drink together, others play dice,
while others do gymnastics and go hunting, or do philosophy. They spend their days together on whichever pursuit in
life they like most; for since they want to live with their friends, they share the actions in which they find their common
life’ (1171b32-1172a8).

4 It is evident why a human being is more of a political animal than is any bee or any gregarious animal; for nature,
we say, does nothing pointlessly, and a human being is the only animal with rational discourse. . . . rational discourse is
for making clear what is expedient or harmful, and hence what is just or unjust. For this is distinctive of human beings in
contrast to the other animals, that they are the only ones with a perception of good and evil, and of just and unjust, and
so on; and it is community in these that produces a household and a city’ (Pol. 1253a8-18).
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what I should do. Your ends belong to you, but since you are another self, I value them
non-instrumentally, whether or not they promote my other ends. If I take this view of your
ends in relation to mine, I act for your sake as well as for my own sake.

A person’s thought and deliberation belong to him in so far as they are connected through
wish, deliberation, and election, expressing his conception of his ultimate good. His actions
belong to him in so far as they result from his wish, deliberation, and election. If one treats
another as one treats oneself, the other person’s reasoning and thinking have the same role
as one’s own in producing one’s action. The two selves share the same goals and the same
conception of the ultimate good, in so far as each wants the other person’s good as part of
his own good. They co-operate in deliberation, decision, and action; and the thoughts and
actions of each provide reasons for the future thoughts and actions of the other.

If friends are other selves, each must care about the good of the other for the other’s
own sake, just as he cares about his own good for his own sake. Hence Aristotle’s claims
about the other self are true of the best type of friendship. Since the distinctive feature of
my concern for myself is its non-instrumental character, I treat another as another self only
by expressing the same non-instrumental concern for the other. I treat the other’s ends as
mine, but not simply as a subset of my ends. Subsets of my ends do not necessarily deserve
consideration as constituting all the ends of a whole self, but the ends of the other person
constitute the ends of the other whole self as well as being my ends.

125. Why Other Selves?

Now that we have understood what is implied by treating the friend as another self, we
can consider why one’s own happiness requires friends whom one treats in this way. Why
should we prefer a life including such friends over a life that does not include them?

Admittedly, if I already have friends of this sort, my happiness includes theirs; for since
my happiness requires the fulfilment of my ends, and their ends are among my ends, my
happiness requires the fulfilment of their ends among my ends. But once we recognize this,
we may doubt whether it is better to have such friends than to lack them. Having friends
seems to make it more difficult to secure my happiness, since it now becomes hostage to the
happiness of other people whose aims, actions, and welfare I control even less than I control
my own. Would I not be better off if I could conceive my happiness as including only my
own self-centred ends that do not ascribe non-instrumental value to the good of others?
This question expresses a preference for a certain kind of ‘self-sufficiency’ that reduces my
dependence on conditions that I do not control.*°

Aristotle’s naturalist conception of one’s good rejects this appeal to self-sufficiency. One’s
good is not measured by the fulfilment of one’s desires. In claiming that happiness requires
the fulfilment of one’s nature, he does not mean that one naturally has certain desires that
are fulfiled by friendship, or that one naturally has needs that cannot be satisfied without the
instrumental contribution of friendship. If this were his view, friendship would no longer

0 See Socrates on the adaptive conception of happiness at §25. For Epicurus’ view see §§151-4. This conception of
self-sufficiency (as a property of a person) has to be distinguished from the conception of self-sufficiency (as a property of
a good) that Aristotle imposes on an account of happiness. See §71.
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be good for us if we could get rid of the specific desires that it satisfies, or if we could find
something else to make the same instrumental contribution to the satisfaction of our needs.

But this is not his view. He denies that we achieve our happiness by fitting our desires to
the opportunities available for fulfilment; such an attitude is incompatible with his treatment
of the virtues concerned with external goods. Happiness requires the fulfilment of an agent’s
capacities, some of which require external goods; that is why virtue is not sufficient for
happiness. Even though friends make us more dependent—in one respect—on external
conditions, we need them for our happiness.

To appreciate the role that Aristotle attributes to friends who are other selves, we should
compare the activity characteristic of this type of friendship with the activity that fulfils the
human function. His account of ‘living together” tries to establish the relevant connexion.
He relies on his claim that the human function consists in a life of action guided by the
rational part of the soul. His discussion of self-love and of the virtues of character (in ix
8) shows that such a life includes the pursuit of the fine, not merely of the pleasant and
the expedient. If our practical reasoning did not include reasoning about the fine, it would
be confined to instrumental reasoning about means to satisfy the ends presented to us by
non-rational desires; and so one distinctive capacity of rational agents would not be realized.
Since the central activity of friendship is practical reasoning about what is good and fine
non-instrumentally, it fulfils the human function; for this is the type of activity that Aristotle
takes to be characteristic of human nature.

Virtuous people enjoy the awareness of their own activity, and find the same enjoyment
in a friend’s activity, which requires the sharing of life and activity.”* A friend is a further
source of the sorts of actions that we enjoy and value when they are our own actions. What
we find pleasant and valuable in our own actions is the causal relation of our deliberation
and choice to them. We enjoy our friend’s actions in the same way, because we have the
same sort of causal relation to them. The other self extends our characteristically rational
activities.

This conclusion, however, does not yet justify Aristotle’s claims about friendship. For
pursuit of the fine does not require friendship. Admittedly, it is extended by friendship,
since we can deliberate more about the fine if we share the deliberation with friends. But a
mere increase in quantity of deliberation does not show that shared deliberation fulfils the
human function more than solitary deliberation would. Nor need ‘solitary” deliberation be
completely cut off from other people; it could still use other people as advisers or critics,
without giving non-instrumental status to their ends. What is distinctively valuable about
the rational activity made possible by friendship?

Different aspects of friendship suggest that its distinctive extension of practical reason is
not merely quantitative, but actually helps to create a life that is guided by practical reason.
Co-operation with a friend who is another self allows us to undertake projects of greater
complexity than we could undertake otherwise; and so it develops and exercises practical
reason more fully. We are not confined to projects that we could carry out from our own
resources, or to those that will be mutually advantageous to oneself and to one’s friend for

51 Arguments for friendship based on self-knowledge are offered at MM 1213a10-27; EE 1245a29-37; EN 1169b30—
1170a4. Cooper, ‘Friendship and good’, gives them a central place in Aristotle’s argument. I do not believe they are as
important as arguments from shared deliberation.
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advantage. In extending co-operation, friendship makes more aspects of our lives subject to
practical reason, and so makes our lives more completely controlled by practical reason.

This reference to completeness helps to explain why the contribution of friendship is not
merely quantitative. We might have thought that I could have my life guided by practical
reason to the highest possible degree without friendship, and that friendship would simply
add more activities that I could guide by practical reason. In that case friendship would be
simply one of the ‘adornments’ of a happy life that, in Aristotle’s view, may make a person
happier, but are not needed for happiness itself (1100b26).2 This is not the role that Aristotle
has in mind for friendship. It does not simply add areas of rational control, but it is necessary
if my life is to be fully guided by practical reason.

The argument relies on the role of external goods in happiness. In Aristotle’s view, many
aspects of my welfare are subject to fortune and external conditions, because some genuine
goods cannot be controlled by my unaided practical reason. Co-operation makes some of
these goods subject to our joint practical reason and action. If, for instance, I have friends
who care about me for my own sake, I need not rely entirely on chance or on mutual
advantage to find financial aid if I have bad luck. The service provided by a friend is good for
me not simply because it provides me with something I want, but also because it allows me
to count on having the material resources I need, and therefore allows me to make rational
plans for aspects of my life that would otherwise be more subject to chance.

This contribution of friendship is not merely additive. If we form moderately complex
aims to satisfy the normal needs of human beings, we expose our welfare to external
circumstances. We all have reason, therefore, to seek ways of foreseeing and controlling
external circumstances so that they do not frustrate our aims. For this purpose we need the
help of other people anyhow. But if we have the help of friends whom we treat as other
selves, many aspects of our lives become reliable and stable in circumstances that would
otherwise expose us to the effects of changes in the balance of mutual advantage. As Aristotle
remarks, concern for friends for their own sake is more stable than concern for them on the
basis of advantage or pleasure (1156b11-12).

This benefit that we gain from the best type of friendship is not altogether absent in
the inferior friendships. Each type of friendship involves some degree of co-operation and
makes some aspects of our lives less subject to chance. The outlook of the best type of
friendship, however, affects more of our lives and transforms our aims in ways that promote
the realization of our rational capacities.

The role of friendship in transforming our aims results from co-operation in thought and
reasoning, and specifically in practical reasoning and deliberation. I identify the appropriate
ends to pursue by reflexion on the ends that seem worth choosing for their own sakes, and
on my ability to achieve them. If we treat friends as other selves, we give their ends and
their reflexion the same status as we give our own.

To see why this makes a significant difference to our deliberation, we need to make
explicit a point that Aristotle does not emphasize. If the good for a human being consists in
the fulfilment of one’s capacities as a rational agent, any realistic plan for achieving this good
must demand some specialization and limitation. Human capacities, and even the capacities

52 See above §121.
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of a particular human being, include many more than a single individual can fulfil; if we are
to fulfil some to a reasonably high level, we have to forgo others. Not everyone can be a
great poet, a great athlete, a great musician, and so on; and even an individual who could
be any one of these may not be capable of being all at once. Different people may have
different views about the extent to which it is reasonable to achieve some of these aims at
the expense of others.

If we know that other people achieve aspects of the human good that we do not achieve,
we may admire their achievements and find pleasure in them. But their achievements do
not affect us as our own achievements do. The actions of friends, however, give us the sort
of pleasure that we gain from those actions of ours that we value for their own sakes as
parts of our good. For the actions of our friends result from aims and deliberation to which
we give the status that we give to our own aims and deliberation, since we treat friends as
other selves.

To understand the particular value of the actions of our friends, we need to recall that they
are not simply parts of ourselves. If Arthur is a dedicated poet, and Bill is a dedicated athlete,
and Arthur and Bill are friends, it does not follow that Arthur combines within himself the
outlook and aims of a poet and an athlete as parts of a single self. These two outlooks may
not be capable of co-existing within a single self. Part of the value of a friendship lies in the
fact that we can care about the activities of another as our own activities, even though we
recognize that they cannot be combined with our own activities as parts of a single life.

The sharing of aims and deliberation in friendship does not simply affect the sorts of
achievements in which I take the pleasure that I take in my own; it also affects the aims that
I seek to fulfil. If I recognize A, B, and C as my ends, I pursue each of them differently from
the way [ would pursue it if it were my only end. If, for instance, some restraint in pursuing
A makes it easier to pursue B, or if pursuing first C and then A is easier and more efficient
than pursuing first A and then C, I will modify my pursuit of A. If my friend has further
aims that I consider in their own right, they should also modify my deliberation about the
extent to which, and the circumstances in which, I should pursue my own ends. The total
end I will pursue will be different from the one I would pursue if I were just considering my
own ends.

This effect of friendship would not matter very much if friends pursued exactly the same
goals, in the same proportion; in that case, they would simply have to make room for each
other.”? But it matters more if friends have good reason to pursue different goals. Their
different goals alter each one’s deliberation about her own good and the ways to achieve it.
If we can rely on friendship of this sort, valuable pursuits that we cannot adopt as our own
individual pursuits none-the-less matter to us in the same way as our individual pursuits
matter to us. Friends achieve this result more readily if they are different in some ways;
recognition of this familiar feature of friendships would be a welcome addition to Aristotle’s
theory.”*

3 As Aristotle points out in discussing fine action at 1169a32—4.

54 Marx and Engels, GI 53 (Part 1, section on ‘Private property and communism’) argue that the limitation of one’s
pursuits to only a part of what human nature is capable of is a severe harm to a person. In their view, this is a feature of
pre-communist modes of production and social life, but in full communist society each person will be able to realize all
the forms of human achievement to a level that is currently unimaginable. They do not try to make this plausible in any

223



Aristotle: Virtue and Morality 9

Differences between friends are not prominent in Aristotle’s theory, because he emphasizes
the fact that, in the best type of friendship, each of the friends is virtuous, so that in this
respect the friends must be similar. This degree of similarity is necessary for each of them to
count the aims of the other as worth considering on the same terms as his own aims. If a
virtuous person cannot trust the aims and deliberation of a friend to be virtuous, she cannot
have a friendship of the best type, and cannot treat the other person as another self. Since
this degree of mutual trust about aims and deliberation is necessary for the best kind of
friendship and for the relevant sort of common deliberation, it is reasonable for Aristotle to
emphasize this respect of similarity between the aims of virtuous people. But this emphasis
does not require him to overlook the aspects of difference between friends.

Sometimes Aristotle recognizes the significance of differences between virtuous people.
In the Ethics he mentions the different contributions of husband and wife to common
aims (1162a19-27). In the Politics his account of the composition of a city insists that the
essential features of a city presuppose differences between citizens. While citizens have to
be, in the appropriate respects, equal and similar in virtue, they must also be different, if
they are to achieve the appropriate sorts of common aims. Plato makes the citizens of his
ideal city so similar that he is in danger of destroying the distinctive structure and aims
of a city altogether.”* Contrary to Plato’s view, a complete and self-sufficient life requires
a community including fellow-citizens who contribute different elements to a common
good. Since an individual citizen develops only some of the capacities whose development
promotes his good, he cannot have a complete and self-sufficient life if everyone else
develops exactly the same capacities (Pol. 1261b10-15; 1263b29-35). We lack self-sufficiency
if we lack a complete and self-sufficient good that needs nothing added (EN 1169b3-8;
1170b17-19).56

Friendship contributes to this complete good, because it allows us to achieve goods for
ourselves that we cannot achieve without the co-operation that belongs to other selves in
the best kind of friendship. Other people have different opportunities, different ends, and
different points of view in deliberation. When we treat these as belonging to other selves
whom we count in our deliberation as we count ourselves, we more completely fulfil
our own capacities as rational agents living a life of action of the rational part. Attention
to these aspects of friendship and to their connexion with the Function Argument shows
how Aristotle’s description and defence of friendship supports the naturalist position that
underlies the Ethics.

126. The Extension of Friendship

This defence of friendship answers one question about the role of morality in Aristotle’s
account of the virtues, but leaves us with other questions. For it refers to the best type

detail. If they are right, the argument for Aristotelian friendship from individual limitations does not apply to all possible
forms of society.

5> See the objections to the Republic in Pol. 1261a10-b9; 1264b15-25; 1329a21-6. For present purposes we need not
consider the accuracy or fairness of Aristotle’s criticisms. Plato recognizes part of Aristotle’s main point at R. 369b5-7,
but applies it only to lack of self-sufficiency in instrumental means.

6 See n50 above on self-sufficiency.
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of friendship, involving a few completely virtuous people who know each other well and
share the central activities of their lives. Such a relation is too restricted to defend the
non-instrumental concern for justice that Aristotle requires. Since he insists that the best
type of friendship must be restricted to a few rather unusual people (EN ix 10), he cannot
treat it as the basis for relations between fellow-citizens following principles of justice.

Still, complete friendship is relevant to the question about justice. For some features of
complete friendship are present in other relations to a sufficient degree to justify the sort of
intrinsic concern that Aristotle assumes. The crucial features are those that make a friend
another self. The non-instrumental concern that results from regarding someone as another
self is capable of extension beyond complete friendship.

We can already see the possibility of such extension in Aristotle’s discussion of friendship
within families. The child counts as his parent’s ‘other self because of their family connexion
(EN 1161b27-9). Hence, the parent is intrinsically concerned with the child’s welfare, not
simply with the parent’s own pleasure or advantage (1159a28-33; 1166a2—6). Parents and
children who are bound by such ties are not always virtuous people. The child is the parent’s
other self because he is scarcely separate from the parent, and for this reason the parent
finds the child’s actions very closely related to the parent’s thoughts and deliberations. He
is crucially different from a virtuous friend; for he does not co-operate in deliberation and
practical reason. He has goals in common with the parent only because at this stage, he has
no developed aims and goals that are independent of the parent’s. He is perhaps more like
an extension of the parent than a genuinely other self.

Still, some of the reasons that justify complete friendship between rational agents who
are capable of independent and co-operative deliberation will also justify familial friendship.
A parent extends himself and the scope of his practical reason in a fairly clear and intelligible
way through his relation to his child; and for this reason his natural attachment to the child
provides an element of his own good. Though this friendship does not provide a model for
complete friendship, it shares the other-directed concern that extends the agent’s goals.

Some of the features of complete friendship are also present in the nameless virtue of
character that is similar to friendship except in so far as it lacks the affective elements
of friendship (1126b20-5)—we may call it ‘friendliness’. The friendship that this virtue
resembles is the best kind; for the friendly person does what is expected of a virtuous friend.
His attitude to others does not rest on consideration of his own pleasure or advantage; hence
it seems to involve concern for the other person for the other person’s own sake.

Though Aristotle does not explain why the friendly person takes his characteristic attitude,
we can perhaps explain it by reference to complete friendship. A fellow-citizen may not
be virtuous, and therefore cannot be expected to be another self as much as one virtuous
person is for another. Nor does the virtuous person share his life with every fellow-citizen
to the extent he shares it with a virtuous friend. But the fellow-citizen may still have some
aims with which a virtuous person can reasonably identify his own. If the extent that the
other is virtuous enough to share similar aims with a virtuous person, the virtuous person
can extend his practical reason in the same way as with a virtuous friend.

Here we can see some grounds for the sort of concern that might underlie the virtue of
justice, as Aristotle conceives it. A rational person has good reason to form a community
with others whose good concerns him for the sake of the others themselves. The shared

225



Aristotle: Virtue and Morality 9

life of rational thought in such a community consists in deliberation about aspects of the
common good. If we are concerned about other people in this way, we regard them
to some extent as other selves, and so we identify our aims and interests with theirs in
co-operative deliberation and action. To the extent that we care about the interests of the
community and of its members for their own sakes, we also have reason to value justice and
just action for their own sake, since these express our concern for the community and its
members.

127. Different Aspects of Friendship in the Political Community

Does Aristotle’s account of friendship between citizens recognize the points we have noticed?
We might think it does not. When he discusses the friendship of citizens, he treats it as a
type of friendship for advantage.”” He contrasts the friendship of fellow-citizens with the
best kind of friendship, by remarking that we can have the first kind of friendship, but not
the second, with many people (1171a17-20).

If the point of political friendship is instrumental benefit, it does not concern itself with
any non-instrumental goods achieved by the city. Aristotle, however, believes that the
city achieves some non-instrumental good, and that political theorists who overlook this
misunderstand the essential features of the city.*®* No doubt political activity promotes the
common advantage of the citizens; but this is not all the goodness that Aristotle attaches
to it. The value of political friendship does not explain the non-instrumental goodness of
political activity.

Human beings show that they are naturally political in so far as they form communities
apart from the pursuit of mutual aid. These communities display friendship.*® But not all
kinds of friendship are relevant to the special end of the city; we can live together, and
form friendships, by forming families, societies, and other groups smaller than a city (Pol.
1280b36-9). The ends achieved by these smaller groups cannot be the end characteristic of
a city.®® The end of the city is the life that includes sharing in deliberation and choice about
the beneficial and the just.

57 “The friendship of citizens is constituted according to the useful most of all. For they seem to come together
because the individual is not self-sufficient, since they would have come together anyhow for the sake of living together’
(EE 1242a6-9) ‘<The city> seems to have come together originally and to remain in being for the sake of advantage;
for legislators also aim at this, and say that what is for the common advantage is just’ (EN 1160a11-14). On political
friendship see Cooper, ‘Political animals’.

8 °...ahuman being is a naturally political animal. That is why, even when they have no need of mutual help, they
desire none the less to live together; at the same time common advantage draws them together, to the extent that it
contributes something to living finely for each person. Living finely, then, more than anything else, is the goal of a city,
both for all the citizens in common and for each separately.” (Pol. 1278b19-26).

° ‘Evidently, then, a city is not a community for living in the same place, for preventing the unjust treatment of
one member by another, and for exchange; all these are necessary conditions for a city, but their presence does not
make a city. Rather, the city is a community for living well for both households and families, aiming at a complete
and self-sufficient life, but this requires them to live in the same place, and to intermarry. That is why kinship-groups,
brotherhoods, cult-communities, and pastimes in a shared life have developed in cities; that is the product of friendship,
since the election to spend our lives together is friendship’ (Pol. 1280b29-39).

60 ° ... acity is a community of families and villages in a complete and self-sufficient life; and this, as we say, is living
happily and finely. Hence we must take the political community to be for the sake of fine actions, and not for the sake of
living together’ (Pol. 1281a1-4).
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These claims about the city help to explain how it achieves the ends of complete friendship,
even though the friendship of the citizens is not complete friendship. Cooperative ruling
is part of a citizen’s good, because it includes deliberation about the fine and good, and
hence about the ends worth pursuing. If we regard another person’s views about the fine
and good as worth considering in their own right, we regard that other person as being—to
that extent—another self, and we are concerned about him for his own sake. Once we see
the point of complete friendship, we also see why the distinctive activities of the city are
non-instrumentally good. Aristotle claims that political activity is a non-instrumental good;
he does not explicitly mark the connexion with complete friendship. But if we recognize the
connexion, we can see that the attitudes characteristic of complete friendship also explain
why political activity is a non-instrumental good.

Here also Aristotle’s position is more plausible if we insist more strongly than he does on
the incompleteness of individuals and the importance of difference between friends. Once
we see that other selves—those whom we care about for their own sakes—promote our
happiness partly by being different from us and in allowing us to achieve elements of our
welfare that we could not otherwise achieve, we can also see why the extension of this
concern to others who are not virtuous friends is also reasonable. The provisions of justice
suit human nature because they rest on the concern for others that also underlies friendship;
they secure a complete life for rational agents. This is why Aristotle claims that justice
is based on nature, and not purely on law and convention. Though he does not appeal
explicitly to ‘natural law’, as principles that can be derived from the understanding of human
nature, his argument depends on the appeal to nature that also supports a doctrine of
natural law.¢!

Aristotle’s naturalism makes an important difference to his argument. In claiming that
friendship fulfils human nature, he claims that its goodness is non-instrumental, and is
not wholly dependent on our desires or on our natural weakness or vulnerability. It is
required by our rational agency, and especially by the rational agency that deliberates about
non-instrumental goodness and chooses actions for their non-instrumental goodness. The
rational appropriateness of friendship does not depend on its providing goods that we might
acquire without friendship. It is because we are naturally social creatures that friendship is
good for us (EN 1169b16-19).

128. Friendship and Morality

Friendship, as Aristotle conceives it, is difficult for us to classify. It is less subjective—Iless
dependent on private preference and taste—than the friendship that most of us recognize.
But it is also less impartial —less separated from the aims of the particular agent—than the
morality that most of us recognize. This is probably not a difference between Aristotle’s
views and modern views of morality. For he does not suggest that concern for others should
be confined to friends (even the extended group in a city), or that most people think it
should be confined. He remarks that in some circumstances we recognize that all human

! On natural law and natural justice see §§135, 197, 199, 312.
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beings have something in common and have some degree of friendship for one another
(1155a21-2%2), but this remark makes no noticeable difference to his theory of friendship.
The ethical relation that he describes seems too ‘moralistic’ (as we might say) for friendship,
as many people conceive it, and too restrictive for morality.

To support the objection that Aristotle’s conception of friendship is insufficiently subjective
and too moralistic, we might argue that he does not explain the aspects of friendship that
involve choice, individuality, and even chance. If we are friends with another person, we are
friends with that particular person, and not simply with an instance of virtuous character
who happens to live near us or work in the same place. We do not suppose we have equal
reason to become friends with anyone else of equal or superior virtue who happens to turn
up. Even if we acknowledge that other people might equally deserve our friendship, we do
not infer that we ought to form friendships with all the deserving people we encounter.
Aristotle himself seems to allow this; he does not seem to think that all equally deserving
people ought to be friends. Can he account for the important way in which friendship seems
to concentrate on particular people?

To defend Aristotle, we need to see why loving the other person for his character as a
virtuous person is not the same as loving him simply as one virtuous person among many. Ifa
particular virtuous person has a particular way of being a virtuous person, a friend who loves
that aspect of him does not simply love him as some virtuous person or other. Moreover, an
Aristotelian theory must acknowledge that different virtuous people have different ways of
being virtuous. For a virtuous person’s life is demanding enough to prescribe many actions
that a single person cannot do if he chooses to do other virtuous actions. We have already
emphasized—partly to correct Aristotle—the importance of differences between virtuous
people. This correction helps to make other aspects of his position more intelligible.

A virtuous person therefore chooses for himself a particular way of being a virtuous
person, and will recognize that other people will choose different ways. If love for a
particular way of being a virtuous person is part of friendship for another virtuous person, it
is clear why time and familiarity are required, and why the same friendship is not necessarily
demanded for another equally virtuous person. It takes far more time to know the way in
which this particular person is virtuous than it takes to recognize him as a virtuous person.
If friendship requires this more difficult knowledge, a virtuous person has reason to limit it
to a rather small subset of the virtuous people he knows.

But if we are convinced by this argument, and agree that Aristotle can explain why
complete friendship, as he understands it, is limited to relatively few virtuous people, we
might still object that his view is excessively moralized, and also moralized in the wrong
way. For not only familiar views about friendship, but also familiar views about morality
seem to conflict with Aristotle’s assumption that if [ am a virtuous person and you are to
be a friend about whom I care for your own sake, you must yourself be a virtuous person.
His assumption seems to conflict with the common view that we both can and should
care about non-virtuous people for their own sakes. But it also seems to conflict with his
own argument (as we have understood it) for the extension of non-instrumental concern to
non-virtuous people through the extension of friendship.

52 Barbeyrac notices this passage in his comment on Grotius, JBP, Pref. §6.
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To see how much room Aristotle allows for the extension of friendship, we should
distinguish three things that the virtuous person has reason to care about for their own sake:
(1) the particular way this other virtuous person is virtuous; (2) the other person’s virtuous
character; (3) the aspects of the other person’s character that allow me to esteem him and to
see how his aims match mine in a way that allows co-operation.

In the virtuous friend we recognize all three features; that is what makes the friendship
complete. In other people we do not recognize all three features, but we may still recognize
features that make some aspects of complete friendship appropriate: (a) In another virtuous
person whom we do not know well enough to count as a friend, we cannot recognize the
first feature, but we still recognize the second, and, therefore, the third. (b) In a non-virtuous
person we cannot recognize the first and second features, but we can still recognize the third
feature, and therefore recognize a basis for non-instrumental concern and co-operation. For
recognition of this person as another self may, in the right circumstances, allow the extension
of my own concerns that allows me to achieve a self-sufficient good. Hence, some elements of
Aristotelian non-instrumental friendship are reasonably extended to non-virtuous people.5?

Still, an Aristotelian explanation of this extended friendship must assume that such
friendship depends on some degree of admiration, esteem, and liking for the other person,
not simply on the recognition of a moral claim he has on me. We may suppose that Aristotle
has missed an essential element of morality, and that the concern characteristic of friendship
cannot possibly be the basis for the sort of concern that is characteristic of morality. For, we
may argue, moral concern is concern for others for their own sake that is based simply on
what we owe to others; from this point of view, it does not matter whether we have any of
these “Aristotelian” attitudes.

On closer inspection, however, it is more difficult to maintain that morality requires only
the sort of respect or concern for others that consists in recognizing that we owe them
something, without any of the Aristotelian attitudes. To believe that no features of another
person deserve admiration or esteem in their own right, we would have to believe that he
displays no trace of the Aristotelian virtues in his thoughts or actions. But is difficult to see
how such an agent could be an ordinary rational agent to whom we could recognize moral
obligations. We might argue that failure to accord some appropriate admiration and esteem
to other people in general is unfair and insulting.

If such complaints are justified, Aristotelian attitudes may be necessary for the proper sort
of concern for others, not an optional extra to be added to the basic moral requirement
of respect. Though his conception of friendship may seem to sit awkwardly between our
views on friendship and on generalized concern for others, it may in fact show us something
inadequate in our own conceptions. Mere subjective liking for another may not lead us to
a concern for the real good of the other; mere generalized respect for another person may
not embody the proper sort of concern for him.

But even if the extension of co-operative concern to a wide range of other people is morally
desirable, we might suspect that it is self-defeating. If Aristotelian other-directed concern,
involving co-operation, is extended to all the cases of concern for others that we might
think important, the relevant notion of co-operation may seem useless. We can perhaps see

63 Brink, ‘Rational egoism’, explores some relevant questions.
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how a friend or a fellow-citizen co-operates with me so that we share a common good; but
how could such an argument apply to everyone about whom I am morally obliged to be
concerned for his own sake?

The Aristotelian argument requires us to believe that the other selves for whom I am
concerned for their own sake also extend myself, so that I can take, to some degree, the
same sort of interest in their aims that I take in my own. It is comparatively easy to suppose
this for people with whom I have some relation of friendship or co-operation apart from my
benefiting them; it is harder to suppose it about someone else who simply has a claim on
my concern. But Aristotle’s explanation applies even here. To regard another as deserving
concern for his own sake is to regard him as being to some degree another self; and I have
reason to do this in so far as [ have reason to want to achieve my good through the actions
of others as well as through my own. By taking the appropriate attitude and acting for the
other person’s benefit, I allow my good to be achieved by my rational deliberation and
decision, in another’s actions as well as in my own.

The conclusion we have drawn from Aristotle’s views on friendship is paradoxical, but
perhaps useful. It is natural to assume that the attitudes underlying Aristotelian friendship
are suitable for the special and exclusive relations that Aristotle describes, but unsuitable for
understanding any more general moral concern for others. This assumption, however, is
not justified. Once we distinguish the different attitudes that underlie Aristotelian friendship,
we find that some of them are appropriately extended to other people in general, not simply
to the restricted range of people that Aristotle has in mind.

129. Aristotelian and other Conceptions of Morality

We have now seen why it is reasonable to ascribe to Aristotle some conception of moral
virtues, and why he regards them as components of a rational agent’s good. A rational agent
has reason to value virtuous action for its own sake, because it is fine, and as an expression
of general justice; in all these ways it contributes to his own happiness, which includes
the happiness of family, friends, and fellow-citizens. Having seen this we can see what is
surprising or controversial in Aristotle’s conception of morality, and what we might learn
about morality from examining his conception of it.

The course of the argument may revive some of the initial doubts about whether Aristotle
is talking about morality at all. For even extended friendship and concern for others is still
self-referential;%* it depends on the relation of other people and their aims to my own.
Morality, however, may seem to require concern for other people just because they are
other people, irrespective of their relation to me. For moral principles as often understood,
prescribe the proper treatment of a person as a person, not because he stands in some
particular relation to me. If we take morality to imply a detached, impartial view of the
interests of the people involved, we may separate its demands from those of family, friends,
or community. We may even think that confining it to persons is still too narrow, and
that the proper focus of moral concern is interests, desires, and possibilities of pleasure and

64 Cf. Broad, ‘Egoism’, cited at §73n46.
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pain, whether these happen to belong to a person or to some other sentient subject, and
irrespective of how the interests are distributed between different subjects.

The more we are inclined to associate morality with impartiality, impersonality, and
detachment, the more surprised we will be by Aristotle’s treatment of it. For while he takes
seriously the requirements of justice and fairness, he tries to derive them from self-regarding
and self-centred concerns; the close connexion between friendship, the common good, and
justice shows his preferred direction of argument and justification.

This is not merely a theoretical difference from other ways of thinking about morality;
it also affects the moral principles that Aristotle accepts and emphasizes. Duties are owed
to other people as friends and fellow-citizens sharing goals and interests with the agent, not
simply as other people. Non-members of a community have no clear moral claims on me.
The human beings or nearly-human beings who cannot be fellow-members of a community
are legitimately treated as natural slaves and used as instruments for my benefit rather than
theirs.

Seeing these apparent implications, we may infer that Aristotle must have approached the
understanding of morality from the wrong direction. If his efforts to understand it from the
self-regarding direction fail, should we examine it from the strictly impartial and detached
point of view?

Such a response may be an unwise concession to Bentham or Kant against Aristotle. We
are entitled to reject Aristotle’s approach only if we are convinced that appeals to friendship,
community, and co-operation fail to justify moral principles with a wider scope than Aristotle
recognizes. We should not assume that the conclusions that he draws are the conclusions
that his principles justify. On the contrary, our discussion of his claims about other selves
has shown how he gives a reason for the extension of non-instrumental concern far beyond
the complete friendship in which he primarily recognizes such concern. If the appropriate
recognition of other selves eventually allows concern for non-virtuous people for whom
some degree of esteem and admiration is appropriate, Aristotelian non-instrumental concern
extends to the people who seem appropriate from the moral point of view.

But even if Aristotle extends other-directed concern so that it has the right range, it will
not be the same degree of concern. As we pass from the best type of friendship to a lesser
degree of identification with the goals and aims of the other person, the extent of our
concern for the other decreases. The most general form of concern will still be concern
for the other for his own sake, but it will involve a less complete identification of my
interest with the interest of the other. Hence other sorts of attachment impose differential
concern for others. This approach to the interests of others is not egoistic, in the sense of
placing one’s self-confined interests above the interests of others. But it is egocentric, since
one decides what one owes to others partly by their degree of connexion with oneself.
Such an approach rejects the completely impartial outlook of both Kantian and utilitarian
principles.

This egocentric aspect of Aristotle’s view does not necessarily indicate an error in it;
indeed, it may be a theoretical advantage.5® For it explains why we might recognize a more
stringent requirement corresponding to our closer connexion with some people than with

65 See Broad’s comments on common-sense morality, ‘Features’ 43—57, against Moore.
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others. Direct utilitarians have to reject any such requirement.®s Indirect utilitarians may try
to justify it up to a point; but we may doubt whether the indirect utilitarian reasons that can
be found are the reasons that actually seem to us to justify such differential moral weight.
Aristotle’s account allows us to predict the differential weight and to explain it simply, and
to follow it without apology or excuse.

Aristotle’s approach works outwards from the agent’s self-regarding concerns, in contrast
to a Kantian concentration on persons and a utilitarian concentration on interests. But these
approaches do not exclude each other, unless each one is taken to be the basis of morality,
to which other points of view are subordinate. If we regard the three approaches as genuine
aspects of morality, we must face possible conflicts between their requirements. But the fact
that different moral principles require incompatible actions should not necessarily persuade
us of the falsity of any of the principles.

Aristotle, therefore, may not have found the whole truth about morality; some aspects of
morality may be better defended from an impartial standpoint, as opposed to his egocentric
standpoint, beginning from the aims and goals of a particular person. Morality may be the
product of two distinct but partly convergent outlooks. Both an Aristotelian and an impartial
line of argument may explain some things about morality and conflict with some other things
we believe about it. Morality might be less rationally compelling if we could not look on most
of it from these two points of view—just as it might be less compelling if both deontological
and teleological accounts of it could not plausibly explain the moral phenomena. Even if
some moral beliefs leave us strongly disinclined to believe the consequences of Aristotle’s
view, that is not in itself a sufficient reason for rejecting his view.

We probably cannot decide unequivocally that Aristotle’s conception of morality does
or does not match ours; for we probably lack any pre-theoretical conception of morality
that is definite enough either to agree or to disagree with Aristotle, or with Bentham or
Kant. Rather, our beliefs about morality include some that Aristotle may plausibly claim to
explain, as well as others that do not fit his account. Aristotle’s conception of morality is not
inaccessibly remote from ours. His explanation of morality may advance our understanding
of it.

66 Cf. Godwin’s discussion in EPJ ii. 2.
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THE SCEPTICS

130. Scepticism in the History of Greek Ethics

Our most extensive evidence on Sceptical argument about ethics comes from Sextus
Empiricus, writing in the second century ap.! Sextus describes his outlook as ‘Pyrrhonian’,
referring to Pyrrhon, who lived around 360 to 270 Bc, and hence was a contemporary of
Aristotle, Zeno, and Epicurus. The Pyrrhonian outlook was revived by Aenesidemus in the
first century Bc, who is cited by Sextus. It is difficult, therefore, to say how much of Sextus’
‘Pyrrhonian’ position is derived from Pyrrhon himself, how much from Aenesidemus, and
how much from elsewhere.

Despite these historical difficulties, it is reasonable to discuss Scepticism between Aristotle
and the Epicureans and Stoics. Even if the specific Sceptical arguments in Sextus were
formulated long after the lifetime of Aristotle, it is useful to see how they emerge naturally
from arguments and claims in Plato and Aristotle. Moreover, both the Epicureans and the
Stoics regard their views as offering replies to Sceptical objections. Though we do not
know which Sceptical objections might be earlier or later than particular Epicurean or Stoic
doctrines, it is helpful (and probably often accurate historically) to survey some Sceptical
doubts before examining attempts to answer them.

Sextus” ethical arguments often apply to ethics some of the argumentative techniques
that rest on his general epistemological assumptions. A discussion of these assumptions and
their status within the Sceptical outlook would take us too far away from moral philosophy.
But a sketch will give some idea of influential Sceptical ideas that raise questions about
the prospects of constructive moral philosophy and about the outlook that replaces it for
a Sceptic.

These aspects of Scepticism are relevant not only to ancient moral philosophy, but also
to modern moral philosophy after the rediscovery of Sextus in the 16th century. Hobbes
and Hume show the influence of the Sceptical outlook, and Hume’s scepticism deserves
comparison with Sextus. Some of Sextus’ arguments also anticipate arguments in modern
philosophy against moral objectivity.?

! T use ‘Sceptical’ with the initial capital to refer to the school (or movement) in ancient philosophy, and “sceptical to
refer more broadly to a philosophical position that embraces (e.g.) the scepticism of Hume.
2 See Mackie, E, chs. 1-2; Annas, “Values’; n35 below.
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131. The Sceptic as an Investigator

Sextus says that the origin of Scepticism is the hope of tranquillity; able people were disturbed
by the variation in things and were puzzled about what they should assent to, and so they
inquired into what is true in things and what is false, on the assumption that a decision on
this point would lead them to tranquillity (P i 12). This variation in ‘things’ is variation in
what people say about them and in how they appear; this is the variation that leads us to be
puzzled about what we should assent to.

Sceptics are ‘investigators’ (skeptikoi) because they investigate this variation in things. The
Sceptical method systematically opposes the appearances, and the result of its investigation
is the tranquillity that “able people” are looking for when they are trying to decide between
opposing appearances. But the Sceptics do not reach tranquillity by deciding. They discover
that they cannot decide, because opposing appearances seem equally credible; and so they
suspend judgment, believing none of the opposing appearances that puzzled them. Their
suspension of judgment leads to tranquillity.>

Sextus suggests that the ultimate ends of the Sceptic and the non-Sceptical investigator?
are the same, since they both want to achieve tranquillity. But their more intermediate ends
are different. The Sceptic was once a non-Sceptical investigator. His intermediate end used
to be a decision about the truth and falsity of the opposing appearances, because he assumed
that this decision would secure tranquillity. But he did not get what he expected. He could
not reach any decision, and so could not achieve the intermediate end that was to lead him
to tranquillity. But he none the less achieved tranquillity; it was an unexpected result of the
suspension of judgment that followed his failure to reach a decision (Pi 26-7).

Does the Sceptic who has achieved tranquillity on one question and proceeds to investigate
other questions do this with the aim of achieving tranquillity? We might answer No. Since
he did not achieve tranquillity by aiming at it, but only as an incidental result of his failure
to achieve the supposed means to it, we might suppose that he no longer takes it as his end.
But it is difficult to see how he can avoid it. If he still wants tranquillity and sees that it results
from the suspension of judgment, he will form a desire to achieve suspension of judgment.
The non-Sceptical inquirer feared this result, but the Sceptic aims at it.

But is Sextus right to claim that the non-Sceptical inquirer seeks tranquillity (ataraxia, P
i 25)? He might say that without some disturbance (taraché) we cannot begin an inquiry,
since we have no motive to start. In that case it is true that we want to end the particular
disturbance that raises the question for this inquiry. But we do not simply want to end it;
we want to end it appropriately, by answering our question. Sextus seems to suggest that
we will equally have achieved our end if we answer our question and if we no longer want

3 “The Sceptical ability is the ability to oppose things appearing to things thought in any way at all. From this ability
we proceed through the equipollence in the opposed objects and arguments, and arrive, first, at suspension of judgment,
and, after that, at freedom from disturbance . . . . By “things appearing” we now understand those things that appear to
the senses. ... By “equipollence” we mean equality in credibility and the lack of it, so that neither of the conflicting
arguments stands out as more credible than the other. “Suspension of judgment™ is the repose of thought, because of
which we neither deny nor affirm something’ (P i 8-10).

+ I will also call the non-Sceptic a ‘dogmatist’, following Sextus’ use of ‘dogmatikos’ for one who holds beliefs (doxai,
dogmata). In saying this, I pass over some controversy about the relation between dogma, doxa, and belief. See esp. Barnes,
‘Beliefs’.
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to ask it, since in either case we will have removed the original disturbance. Whereas we
want absence of disturbance achieved by a particular route (by answering our question), he
supposes we want absence of disturbance, whatever the route.*

Sextus is mistaken, then, if he means to suggest that the non-Sceptical inquirer and the
Sceptical inquirer have the same ultimate aim, or that the Sceptic has coincidentally achieved
the very end that the non-Sceptical inquirer failed to achieve. Sextus conveys the mistaken
suggestion by comparing the inquirer with Apelles the painter, who despaired of achieving a
particular effect in his painting, and then accidentally achieved it when he threw the sponge
at the canvas in frustration (P i 28-9). According to Sextus, the inquirer achieves tranquillity
in the same way, by giving up his original search for the truth.

The comparison with Apelles is misleading. Apelles (we may grant) achieved exactly what
he was aiming at, though without trying to (at this last stage). But the inquirer who gives
up seeking the truth does not achieve his original aim, which was to remove disturbance by
the route of answering his initial question; since the route was part of his aim, he achieves
his aim if and only if he removes his disturbance by that route. If we set out to travel by
the coastal route from Sorrento to Amalfi, we do not achieve our aim if we fall asleep in
Sorrento and are taken by helicopter to Amalfi, even though we reach Amalfi.

Sextus’ assumption deserves attention because it seems to insinuate an unwarranted
claim about tranquillity. If he were right to say that the non-sceptical inquirer aims at mere
tranquillity (i.e., tranquillity irrespective of the route to it), he would not have to convince
people who are not yet Sceptics that they have a reason to take an interest in Scepticism;
for they would recognize such a reason as soon as they learned that Sceptics promise
tranquillity. But if non-Sceptics do not aim at mere tranquillity, why should they care if the
Sceptic achieves it?

The ultimate end the Sceptic achieves, therefore, does not seem to be an end that
everyone else already aims at. On the contrary; we might reasonably find the Sceptics’
position unattractive, if they achieve mere tranquillity with no further concern for finding
the truth. But perhaps this does not matter to Sextus’ argument. Perhaps he is not
recommending his way of life by mentioning its ultimate end of tranquillity. He may simply
point out that if we follow the stages of inquiry, we will find ourselves in the Sceptics’
tranquil state, whether or not we would have thought it the most desirable state before we
became Sceptics.®

The description of inquiry raises a further question. Does Sextus describe a procedure that
we— Sceptics or non-sceptics—might pursue with the hope of achieving tranquillity? Or
does he describe a procedure that all committed inquirers must pursue if they want to find
out the truth? In the first case, non-sceptics who are not interested in mere tranquillity might
reasonably ask why they should pursue this procedure. In the second case, however, their
attitude to mere tranquillity does not matter; whatever they think about it, the systematic
pursuit of inquiry leads them to suspension of judgment, and, fortunately, suspension leads
to tranquillity.

5 Cf. Striker, ‘Ataraxia’ 185—6 (on the Stoics).
¢ Timon suggested that Pyrrhon’s Sceptical position was the way to tranquillity, and therefore to happiness. See
Eusebius, PE xiv 18.2—4 = LS 1F; Striker, “Ataraxia’ 189; Bett, PAL 106—10.
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A decision between these two views of inquiry depends on how far Sceptical inquiry
is similar to or different from ordinary inquiry, as practised by someone who is not yet
a Sceptic. Sometimes Sextus speaks as though any fair-minded inquirer who consistently
follows appropriate standards of proof and argument, measured by a non-sceptical standard of
appropriateness, will find that an equally strong case can be made for contradictory positions,
and that therefore suspension of judgmentis the only rational response. Sometimes, however,
he speaks as though he presents any arguments, however good or bad they may appear to a
non-sceptic, that will tend to shake our initial convictions and incline us towards suspension
of judgment (P iii 280—1). The Sceptic does this out of love of humanity’ (280), to help
other people towards tranquillity. We reach tranquillity more easily, in his view, if we
simply accumulate as many arguments as we need to induce us to form the appearance that
contradictory positions are equipollent, and so to suspend judgment.

This attitude is different from the non-sceptic’s; for the non-sceptic is concerned with the
strength of the arguments that lead to the appearance of equipollence. Even if I find myself
confronted with arguments that I cannot decide between, they may not appear equipollent;
I may decide that some of them are probably misleading, and that I should examine them
again. And even if they appear equipollent, I will not necessarily suspend judgment; for I
may question some of the premisses of the arguments that have brought me to my present
state.

This non-sceptical approach will not save us from suspension of judgment, however, if
we find no rational alternative to the admission of equipollence. The difference between
Sextus” approach and the non-sceptical approach does not matter, if Sextus has enough
arguments that will seem plausible to the non-sceptic, and if the principles on which we
might re-examine the arguments leading to the appearance of equipollence are themselves
open to challenges leading to the appearance of equipollence. Though Sextus does not
consider a possible way out for the non-sceptic who re-examines the premisses leading to
equipollence, this possible way out may itself be closed by Sceptical argument. We need to
consider Sextus” arguments and possible replies to them, to see whether the non-sceptic has
any way out.

132. Socrates as a Source of Scepticism

Sextus discusses arguments and strategies that he derives from earlier philosophers. It is
worth mentioning some of these earlier sources, to show that the questions that concern
the Sceptic arise in non-sceptical Greek moralists.

Sextus attributes the use of conflicting appearances to support a sceptical or nihilist position
to Democritus, who argues that if honey appears sweet to some and bitter to others, it is
neither sweet nor bitter (P ii 63; i 213). Moral beliefs seem to allow a similar argument from
conflicting appearances. Socrates” contemporaries were well aware of apparent conflicts
in moral beliefs between different societies.” But conflict could scarcely be confined to
conflict between societies; even within one society individuals seemed to hold conflicting
beliefs.

7 See, e.g., Herodotus iii 38. Herodotus does not draw a nihilist or sceptical or relativist conclusion.
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This argument from conflicting appearances to scepticism or nihilism might appear to
gain powerful support from Socrates. Even in areas of apparent consensus Socrates points
out that people do not agree as much as they might suppose they do. Not only do Socrates’
interlocutors disagree with him, but they also find that they disagree with each other. Polus
and Callicles might not have noticed that they disagree about the fine and the good, and
about the relation between justice and self-interest; discussion with Socrates reveals their
disagreement. Similarly, Nicias and Laches discover that they disagree about bravery in ways
that they might not previously have noticed.

Socrates’ practice of examining others by asking them questions that he does not answer
himself helps to explain why one tradition in ancient Scepticism traced its origins to him. In
the third century Bc Arcesilaus took the Academy in a Sceptical direction that it retained until
the first century.® The character of Socratic argument helps to explain why the Academy
founded by Plato turned towards Scepticism. One might claim to be faithful to Socrates,
and therefore to the Socratic spirit in Plato, by pursuing cross-examination and refutation,
exposing conflicts but claiming no knowledge of one’s own.

Plato notices that these aspects of Socrates might be exploited for sceptical purposes.
Someone who has absorbed conventional beliefs but then undergoes Socratic cross-
examination may find that his initial beliefs waver in the face of apparently plausible
objections that he cannot immediately answer.® Plato believes that this is an unwelcome
result of Socratic examination in many people. He does not consider the possibility that our
loss of confidence in our initial beliefs may be confined to the theoretical level, with no
practical effect. On the contrary, he assumes that if we believe nothing is really just or fine
any more than its opposite, we will not be concerned to do what we previously thought just
or fine. He believes that if we listen to this side of Socratic argument, we will both become
sceptics and cease to care about justice.

If this is the result of scepticism, what are we to say about Socrates himself? If he has
no answer to the questions he asks, but differs from his interlocutors only in recognizing
the extent of his ignorance, might we not also expect him to be less concerned about the
conventional moral beliefs that he has undermined? Socrates professes unwavering concern
for justice and the rest of the virtues. But might we not decide that he is being inconsistent,
or at least irresolute in failing to pursue his arguments to their logical conclusion? Someone
who took this view of Socrates might admire his praise of virtue, but regret his failure to
give a positive account of what it is or why it is worth our while.!°

According to Plato, the view of Socrates that leads us to scepticism is one-sided, just as the
Cynic and Cyrenaic views are. It does not reflect a true estimate of philosophical argument;
it is a slander on philosophy. In his view, Socratic argument, properly understood, leads us
to the conclusion of the Republic, that some actions are really just, and that it is always better

8 On Arcesilaus as a Socratic and Sceptic see Cic. Fii 2 = LS 68]; Sx. Pi232-4 = LS 68I.

° “...You know that some beliefs about just and fine things were taught us in childhood, and we’ve been brought
up under them as parents, obeying and honouring them . . .. Now suppose . . . some questioner comes and asks what the
fine is, and in answer he says what he has heard from the legislator, and then the argument refutes him in many and
various ways, until it drives him into believing that nothing is fine any more than it is shameful, or just and good any
more than the reverse, and so on for all the things he most honoured. Do you think he will still honour and obey them
as before?” (Plato, R. 538c—e).

10 This reaction is similar to the one described at Plato[?], Clitopho 410b—d.
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for us to be just than to be unjust. But the elaborate structure of the Republic shows that
Plato does not think it is an easy matter to establish the positive side of Socratic doctrine.
The relatively simple arguments of Book i do not convince Glaucon and Adeimantus
that Socrates has answered Thrasymachus (R. 357a; 358b). Plato needs the account of the
individual soul and the ideal state before he thinks he has an adequate answer.

133. Protagoras and Plato

The destructive effect of scepticism on ordinary moral beliefs also concerns Protagoras,
whose answer is worth comparing with Plato’s.!! He solves the problem of conflicting
appearances by answering that both the conflicting views are true. For the person who feels
hot the wind is hot, and for the one who feels cold the wind is cold.!? Similarly, for those to
whom murder appears unjust it is unjust and for those to whom it appears just it is just.?

It is difficult to decide what Protagoras means by this claim. Some possible views are
these: (1) Justice (say) is relational; nothing is just non-relationally, but what is just is just
for particular people in particular circumstances, and what is just for some people in their
circumstances may be unjust for different people in different circumstances. (2) Justice is
simply a product of different people’s opinions. Just as I am in pain if I feel pain, so also (on
this view) it is just for Athenians to avoid murder and incest if they think it is just. (3) It is
not absolutely true that murder is unjust; it is only relatively true, relatively to those who
think it is unjust. (4) It is not true that murder is unjust; it is only true in the view of those
who think it is unjust.

These different views might all be called ‘relativist’, but the use of this term may encourage
us to confuse them. The first view does not support Protagoras’ view about appearances; the
mere fact that different medicines are good for people in different conditions does make it
true that what each person thinks is healthy is healthy for him. Both Plato and Aristotle argue
against the inference from variation to the rejection of objective goodness and rightness
(Tht. 177d; EN 1094b14-19). The other three views, however, all reject objective facts about
justice, and offer ways of understanding moral claims that avoid Sceptical suspension of
judgment.

If any of these is the right way to understand moral claims, facts about conflicting
appearances may lead us to accept equipollence; to this extent Sextus is right to suggest that
Protagoras’ introduction of relativity is similar to Sceptical argument (P i 216—17; M vii 60,
64). But Protagoras implies that acceptance of equipollence need not lead us to suspension
of judgment. For even though we recognize that there is nothing to choose, objectively

11 T will suppose for present purposes that the positions I attribute to Protagoras on the basis of Plato’s Theaetetus
belong to the historical Protagoras.

12 “He [sc. Protagoras] says, doesn't he, that a human being is the measure of all things—of things that are, how they
are, and of things that are not, how they are not? I suppose you've read that?...Sometimes, when the same wind is
blowing, one of us shivers, the other does not, or one shivers a bit, the other a lot. ... Are we to say that the wind in
itself is cold or not cold? Or are we to agree with Protagoras that it is cold for the one who shivers, and not for the other?’
(Plato, Tht. 152a-b).

13 “_ .. the things that have seemed good to a city and that it has laid down, are just for the city that has laid them
down, for as long as they remain laid down’ (Tht. 177d).
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speaking, between Athenian and Persian judgments about justice, we may none the less
continue to affirm Athenian or Persian judgments, if we are Athenians or Persians.

Protagoras’ view (understood in one of these three ways) anticipates later attempts to pre-
empt an argument for scepticism by rejecting objectivity and restricting our epistemological
claims so that they are not threatened by sceptical argument. If Protagoras is right, Sextus is
wrong to suppose that objectivism and Scepticism are the only options worth considering.
We need not suspend judgment simply because objectivism is refuted.

Whereas Plato suggests that one-sided Socratic criticism leads to the practical rejection of
just actions, he does not raise this objection to the Protagorean position. He distinguishes
Protagoras’ position from the view of those who agree with him in saying that ordinary
morality is simply a matter of convention (nomos) and therefore not to be taken seriously
(cf. Laws 889e—890a). Protagoras does not suggest that if moral properties do not belong to
nature (phusis; Laws 889d7), we should reject morality. He denies that we are committed to
the objectivist conception of moral properties that is refuted by the discovery that they are
not natural.

Still, Plato argues that Protagoras’ position does not allow us to engage in our ordinary
moral practices. In Protagoras’ view, as long as we continue to make ordinary judgments
about justice, without believing that they are true of any objective reality, we will continue
to uphold ordinary morality; hence he rejects the criticisms of those who allege that the
Protagorean position supports immorality in practice. Plato answers that upholding ordinary
morality consists in more than simply repeating conventional moral judgments. We also
suppose it is possible to improve moral judgments by reflexion and argument, and we
suppose that some people are better than others at advising us. We try to improve our
judgments, not simply to seem to ourselves to improve them. Therefore we must assume
that some things are really better than others, whether or not they appear to be, and
that we can discover enough about them to modify our initial moral judgments (Tht.
177d-179b).

Just as Protagoras’ argument anticipates later attempts to avoid scepticism, so also Plato’s
reply anticipates later objections to these attempts. He argues that Protagoras needs to
explain not only how he can affirm ordinary moral judgments, but also how he can treat
them in the way we treat them when we claim to discover reasons for changing our mind for
the better. Plato’s argument assumes that we accept objective judgments about goodness as
a basis for reforming our judgments about justice.

134. Aristotle and Conflicting Appearances

Aristotle’s approach to common beliefs shows how parts of his method might be used to
support Scepticism and how he intends to avoid any sceptical conclusion. In his view, we
ought to set out the appearances, and go through the puzzles; this is the only way to look
for an adequate solution (Met. 995a24-b4). We reach a puzzle (aporia) when we seem to
have equally cogent arguments for two incompatible conclusions; Aristotle compares this
condition to being bound and being unable to make further progress. He seeks a solution
that will allow us to make progress.
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The condition that Aristotle describes as puzzlement is similar to the condition that Sextus
describes as the recognition of equipollence. If we find equally cogent arguments for two
incompatible conclusions, we have to regard them as equipollent, so that we have no reason
to go for one rather than the other. Sextus suggests that the next step is suspension of
judgment, on which tranquillity follows coincidentally. We might indeed be tempted to react
sceptically to the elaborate list of puzzles about being that Aristotle presents in Metaphysics
ili. But Aristotle argues that this is the wrong reaction. We should suspend judgment only if
our appearance of equipollence is supported by further inquiry. We need to re-examine the
conclusions to see if they are really incompatible; we need to re-examine the premisses to
see if they remain plausible once we see that they seem to lead to the puzzle; and we need
to re-examine the arguments, to see whether they really lead us cogently from plausible
premisses to unacceptable conclusions. Aristotle believes that a re-examination leads us to a
resolution of the puzzles and a re-affirmation of the appearances, or at least of ‘most and the
most important” of them (EN 1145b4—6).

We might reply that Aristotle’s belief is merely groundless optimism. The further
premisses that we might rely on in re-examining the routes to each side of our puzzle may
themselves be open to the doubts arising from conflicting appearances. If the Sceptics repeat
their questions at each stage, how can we ever start the constructive re-examination that
Aristotle recommends?

In Aristotle’s view, however, the fact that we have reached a conclusion that seems
absurd, in the light of the beliefs that seem most plausible, is a good reason for supposing
that our argument has gone wrong. If we conclude that virtue is identical to happiness,
despite our firm conviction that virtue does not secure all the goods we need for happiness,
we have reason to reject our conclusion and to look for the mistake in our argument (cf.
1095b30-1096a2). Similarly, if we conclude that pleasure is not a good at all, we cast doubt
on the credibility of our whole argument (cf. 1172b35-1173a2).

By defending an anti-sceptical position on these grounds, Aristotle invites a further
Sceptical objection. Why should we give a special status to these convictions that we use to
cast doubt on conclusions that grossly violate the appearances? The later Sceptic Agrippa
presents this objection as a trilemma: either our privileged convictions rest on no argument,
or they rest on further argument, which is either infinitely regressive or circular, and in any
of these cases they do not deserve their privileged position (Sx Pi164-9, 178—9; DL ix 88-9).

This Sceptical argument raises basic questions in epistemology that bear on moral
epistemology. The trilemma is pertinent to Aristotle, since he rejects infinite regress and
circular argument as means of demonstration (APo i 3), so that he seems to be left only with
an appeal to some sort of non-inferential justification for the premisses of demonstration.!*
If he argued in the same way about dialectical argument in ethics, he would demand rather
a lot for the premisses of cogent ethical arguments.

If we do not suppose that Aristotle is always a foundationalist, relying on non-inferentially
justified basic principles, we may suppose that he appeals to some considerations of
coherence. Perhaps he holds that we may legitimately appeal to convictions that have a
central role in our ethical convictions as a whole, and that we may rely on them to decide

14 Cf. Irwin, AFP, ch. 6; Barnes, TS, ch. 4.
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which of our other convictions are most plausible, and therefore rely on them to resolve
the puzzles that we can generate from the appearances. This defence fits the argument
Aristotle offers in the Ethics, where he avoids any foundationalist appeal to principles that
are non-inferentially justified.

This defence against Agrippa raises a question about the legitimacy of resorting to
coherence. If we are already convinced that circular argument is illegitimate, we will
disallow Aristotle’s defence that appeals to coherence. But should we have already made
up our mind against all circular argument? If we do, we will rule out some apparently
reasonable arguments that rely on considerations of coherence. This is a holist argument
for holism; it argues from coherence that we ought to allow arguments from coherence and
therefore ought to take a non-Sceptical attitude.!*

If Sextus (or Agrippa) were himself a foundationalist, or could presume that all his
opponents are foundationalists, he might reasonably reject the holist argument for holism.
But his opponents are not all foundationalists; even if we are wrong about Aristotle, the
Stoics appeal to the coherence of their whole system as a reason for believing it. And if the
Sceptic is a foundationalist himself, does he not take a dogmatic position that is inconsistent
with his Scepticism? If he refrains from affirming it, but simply says it is how things appear
to him, his opponents have no reason to share his appearance.

These points take us beyond anything that Aristotle says in the Ethics. But they suggest
that his approach to ethics both invites Sceptical treatment, and at the same time suggests
answers to some Sceptical arguments. Aristotle’s approach to puzzles about common beliefs
shows that the process leading from recognition of conflict to suspension of judgment is not
inevitable. He has good reason to deny that a non-sceptic is rationally committed to the
steps that lead a Sceptic to suspension of judgment. We have a good reason, therefore, to
treat the Sceptical description of inquiry as a description of an activity that we will pursue
only if we have already accepted some of the most questionable aspects of Scepticism. We
have no reason to share the Sceptic’s aim of achieving mere tranquillity.

135. Aristotle on Nature and Convention

One of Aristotle’s replies to a Sceptical objection is similar to Plato’s reply to Protagoras.
Plato argues that Protagoras’ rejection of objective justice cannot plausibly be extended to
objective goodness, since we need objective goodness to explain our efforts to improve our
views on justice. Aristotle also appeals to goodness to cast doubt on claims about justice. He
notices that variations in fine and just things lead people to believe that nothing is fine and
just by nature. He answers that good things also vary; in some circumstances goods such as
bravery and wealth can cause some harm (EN 1094b14-19). Aristotle assumes that this sort
of variation gives us no reason to conclude that nothing is good by nature and that all goods
are merely matters of convention.

This brief reply to a Protagorean argument relies on a strategy that Aristotle often relies
on in his claims about goods. Whatever is really good for us is good for us as having the

15 For present purposes I am not distinguishing holism from appeals to coherence. Nor am I giving a precise account
of the relevant sort of coherence.
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nature we have; that is why we need to find the function of human beings in order to find
the human good. All genuine goods are good ‘by nature’; their nature makes them good for
us given our nature.'¢

We might reply to this claim about natural goods by arguing that the goods recognized by
Aristotle are not good for everyone in all circumstances. Medicines are good for some and
bad for others; even virtue benefits some and harms others. How, then, can their nature and
ours make them good? Aristotle replies by denying that natural goods are always good or
good for everyone. They are good only for the right sort of person in the right circumstances.
Hence we do not show that wealth is not a good if we find that it harms some people in
some circumstances; these are the people who do not know how to use it. Similarly, a good
diet for a healthy person is not good for sick people (cf. 1129b1-6; 1173b22-5).1” To be good
is not to be good irrespective of the person or the circumstances, or in every respect. Virtue
is the most unrestricted good, because it is good for everyone in all circumstances. But it is
not good in every respect; if unjust people persecute the just person, justice causes some
harm to the just person, though it is still good for him on the whole.

Aristotle’s treatment of variation in goods helps him to explain natural justice. He
recognizes that some requirements of justice are based on law or convention (nomos,
sunthéké, 1134b18-24). If particular states pass different laws about weights or measures,
or about the prescribed form of sacrifice, justice requires the keeping of these different
laws, and hence requires different things in different places. But Aristotle denies that all
requirements of justice depend on laws in this way (1134b24-1135a5). There is one naturally
just constitution, which suits the right sort of people in the right circumstances, though
it would not suit every society in all circumstances. In the Politics Aristotle describes the
types of society and the types of situations that would make it unwise and unjust, in those
circumstances, to adopt the constitution he thinks is naturally just. This variation in justice
does not threaten the belief in natural justice.

But if Aristotle admits all this, does he make the idea of natural justice practically irrelevant
for most people in most circumstances? This conclusion does not follow. Even if we cannot
adopt a just constitution overnight, we should prefer changes that bring us closer to suitable
conditions for the just constitution over changes that take us further away from these
conditions. Similarly, an unhealthy or unjust person should prefer changes that bring him
closer to being healthy or just, so that he can benefit from things that are naturally good for
human beings.

One might still dispute Aristotle’s claim to be able to identify natural goods, if one doubts
his claim to be able to give an account of the relevant aspects of human nature. But his claims
are reasonable. We can see why health is closer to our natural condition than illness, and we
can see why we fulfil human nature by rational activity more than we do by being forced
into mindless and exhausting labour. The relevant conception of nature and the natural
needs to be explained further; Butler tries to explain it by distinguishing the respect in which
illness and health are equally natural from the respect in which health is more natural than
illness.!®

16 On Aristotle’s appeals to nature see §81. On later appeals to natural law see §§197, 199, 301.
17 Some of these questions about unqualified and natural goods are discussed at Top. 115b11-35.
18 See Butler, S P24.

242



§136 Arguments against Objective Goodness

Aristotle’s claims about nature, therefore, do not collapse in the face of arguments about
variation. He not only suggests some points on which Sceptical arguments might fasten, but
also indicates how one might answer these arguments.

136. Arguments against Objective Goodness

The views of Plato and Aristotle on natural goodness help us to evaluate the arguments that
Sextus offers against objectivity in ethics. He tries to induce the appearance of equipollence
by pointing out conflicting appearances about questions of conduct (P i 145). If he succeeds,
we cannot say what property a given subject has in its nature, but only what property it
appears to have in relation to a given way of life, or practice, or law (163). This is one of
the ‘tropes’ (or ‘modes’) of argument that lead us to suspend judgment about ‘the nature of
external subjects’ (163).

The oppositions that Sextus mentions are too various to show that we can say nothing
about the nature of external subjects. In some of the cases he mentions, we might say
that one of the opposing views is mistaken; for instance, the Taurians might be wrong to
sacrifice strangers to Artemis (149). In some cases each of two “conflicting’ practices might
be equally acceptable because it is sanctioned by custom; perhaps it would be reasonable
for Ethiopians to tattoo their children, but unreasonable for Greek parents to tattoo their
children in violation of Greek customs (148). In some cases different circumstances might
make different actions reasonable; perhaps Heracles should not normally have occupied
himself in spinning wool, but was right to do it in the house of Omphale (157). If any of these
explanations works for any of Sextus’ examples, that example does not serve its purpose.
Hence, before we are convinced by his overall argument, we need to be confident that
enough of his examples resist any of these explanations.

Not every case of variation shows that we cannot say anything about the real nature
of a thing, as opposed to its appearances. If (as Heracleitus remarks) sea-water is good for
fishes but bad for human beings, we learn something about the nature of sea-water, because
we learn something about its real effects on different kinds of creatures; we do not learn
only about how sea-water appears. The fact that we learn about a relational rather than a
non-relational property of something does not show that we learn about an apparent rather
than a real property. We might suspect that Sextus confuses (or is confused by) the use of ‘in
its own right’ (kath’hauto) to refer to non-relational (‘intrinsic’) properties versus relational
properties, and its use to refer to objective (‘as it is in itself’) versus non-objective properties.
If we take goodness to be relational, we do not thereby accept relativism or deny objective
goodness.

Sextus might protest that some of the attempted explanations of variety beg the question.
Can we fairly dismiss the opposition between Taurian approval of human sacrifice and
Greek disapproval of it by saying that the Taurians are wrong? If we agree with the Greeks,
no doubt we will think the Taurians are wrong, but the Taurians are equally convinced that
they are right. If we appeal to the more general principle that innocent human beings who
do not threaten anyone’s life ought not to be deliberately killed, not everyone accepts that
principle. If we say that the right people, or the people who ought to be trusted, accept it,
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Sextus will ask how we are to identify these people. At some point we must refuse to answer
the further question, or go on to infinity, or argue in a circle. In other words, we are forced
into Agrippa’s trilemma.

But if this is the right way to continue the conversation between Sceptics and their
opponents after the point where Sextus stops, conflicting appearances do not give him a
decisive argument for equipollence. We have to accept equipollence only if we reject the
other explanations of the conflicts or apparent conflicts between appearances. We will reject
the other explanations only if we subject them to Agrippa’s trilemma. But the trilemma
defeats the explanations only if all the options it offers are unacceptable. We have seen
that Sextus does not give dogmatists a good reason, from their point of view, to reject all
the options offered by the trilemma. If Sextus does not appeal to the trilemma, but to his
more specific claims about conflicting appearances of goodness, his arguments do not defeat
competing explanations of variation. Hence his arguments seem to fail, whether we take
them to be specifically about ethics or to rely on the resort to Agrippa’s trilemma.

137. Natural Goodness

This conclusion on Sextus” arguments from conflicting appearances helps us to evaluate his
arguments to show that nothing is by nature good or bad (P iii 179; M xi 69).'° It is easy to
see why these arguments are so prominent in his case for Scepticism, given the importance
of natural goodness in Plato and Aristotle (not to mention their successors). The reply to
Protagoras in the Theaetetus and the defence of natural justice in the Ethics answer doubts
about the objectivity of justice by arguing from the objectivity of goodness, relying on
claims about natural suitability and appropriateness. A defence of Scepticism should show,
therefore, that the assumptions about nature and goodness are subject to doubts that lead
to the appearance of equipollence.

Sextus’ objections assume that if something is good by nature it ought to be good for
everyone (M xi 69). Fire is by nature hot, and therefore heats everything, whereas snow is
cold by nature and therefore cools everything; similarly, then (he argues), natural goods
should be good for everyone. This argument rests on too few examples. A certain kind of
poison may be lethal, even if it is possible to prevent its being lethal in a particular case by
taking small amounts of it in advance. Even if we need to qualify the claim that this poison
is lethal, we need not concede that it only appears lethal.

Not only do Sextus’ examples fail to prove his general point, but the general point is
controversial in any case, since some of his opponents reject it. Aristotle insists that not
all natural goods are good for everyone; bad people are better off without some natural
goods, until they become better, and so become able to benefit from the natural goods. In
Aristotle’s view, many natural goods only benefit people in the right state and in the right
circumstances.

One might wonder why Sextus overlooks this Aristotelian reply to his generalization
about natural goods. His attitude is intelligible, however, if we recall his treatment of

12 These arguments, and possible differences between P and M, are discussed by Bett, AE, e.g. at 97-105.

244



§138 Sceptical Tranquillity

conflicting appearances. If we defend Aristotle by saying that natural goods are good only
for well-disposed people in favourable conditions, the Sceptic might reasonably ask us how
we tell which people are well-disposed or what conditions are favourable. Any principle we
offer will be subject to further Sceptical questions, forcing us into Agrippa’s trilemma.

A similar point explains another surprising feature of Sextus’ treatment. He assumes
not only that natural goods must be good for everyone, but also that they must appear
good to everyone. First he says that a natural good must move everyone alike who is in a
natural state, but then he repeats the demand without the mention of a natural state.2° A
natural good would move everyone only if everyone desired it; hence Sextus assumes that
if something is a natural good, everyone desires it. But the believer in natural goods can
apparently reply that even if natural goods were to benefit everyone, some people would be
blind to this fact because they do not understand enough about goods.

The Sceptic’s next move asks who is to distinguish the people who do not recognize their
own good from those who recognize it (cf. Ar. Met. 1009b2—11; 1011a3—11). Aristotle does
not take this sort of doubt seriously; he answers that we have to recognize some things
without a demonstration (1011a11-13). To disallow the Aristotelian answer, the Sceptic
needs to claim—or rather, to take the dogmatist to believe—that all the horns of Agrippa’s
trilemma are unacceptable.

The Sceptical discussion of natural goods, therefore, does not seem to deploy powerful
arguments against dogmatists. Believers in natural goods can reasonably point out that the
Sceptic misinterprets them in claiming that natural goods must be good for everyone and
that everyone must desire them and believe them to be good. The Sceptical reply to this
charge of misinterpretation takes us from particular questions about ethics to the more
general epistemological issues raised by Agrippa’s trilemma. Though Agrippa’s trilemma
appears to the Sceptic to provide a powerful argument against the dogmatists, we have no
reason to agree.

138. Sceptical Tranquillity

But even if we reject Sextus’ particular arguments against dogmatism in ethics, we might still
be attracted to the Sceptical position by the claim that tranquillity results from suspension
of judgment. This may appear to be a welcome result, because the dogmatist also wants to
be rid of disturbance. Sextus argues at length that the Sceptic will be more tranquil than
the dogmatist, because he will be free of the anxieties that result from the conviction that
some things are really good