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Chapter 1: A Disquieting Suggestion 
Imagine an anti-science movement resulted in the elimination of laboratories, scientists, books, 
instruments and the abolition of science teaching in schools and universities. When later efforts 
are made to revive science only fragments remain – experiments with no explanatory 
theoretical framework, bits of theories, instruments whose use has been forgotten, portions 
from books and articles. These vestiges are dubbed physics, chemistry and biology. Partially 
informed arguments ensue about relativity theory, evolutionary theory and phlogiston theory. 
Children rote-learn surviving portions of the periodic table and some of Euclid’s theorems. 
Everything done and said conforms to certain canons of consistency and coherence. So almost 
nobody is aware that the contexts needed to make sense of all this are missing. They continue 
to use the language of natural science, or parts of it, not sensing it is in a grave state of disorder. 
But analytical philosophy will not perceive this disorder, because its techniques essentially 
describe language of the present. Nor would the phenomenology of existentialism since the 
structures of intentionality remain the same. 
 
MacIntyre’s hypothesis is “that in the actual world which we inhabit the language of morality is 
in the same state of grave disorder as the language of natural science in *this+ imaginary world.” 
Left are but “the fragments of a conceptual scheme, parts which now lack those contexts from 
which their significance derived” (2). We continue to use many key moral expressions but have 
lost, perhaps entirely, our comprehension of morality, both theoretically and practically. 
 
This moral disorder is not only outside the scope addressed by analytical or phenomenological 
philosophical analysis but is also invisible to modern academic history, since being less than two 
centuries old, its moral and evaluative presuppositions are derived from the post-catastrophe 
state.  
 

Chapter 2: The Nature of Moral Disagreement Today and the Claims of 
Emotivism 
Contemporary moral utterance is especially used to express disagreements and these find no 
terminus. For evidently there is no rational way of securing moral agreement in our culture as 
illustrated by the debates concerning war, abortion and private education and medicine. 
Common to these debates we note: 
1. The conceptual incommensurability of the rival arguments involved in each debate. While 

each argument can be presented in a logically valid manner, there is no relational way of 
weighing rival claims against each others, so we end up invoking one premise against 
another with clashing assertions and counter-assertions. The non-existence of ultimately 
compelling criteria or reasons to use against one’s opponents means that each agent’s 
position is based on some non-rational decision, resulting in moral argumentation 
characterized by “a disquieting private arbitrariness.” 

2. They purport to be impersonal rational arguments and are typically presented in a 
compatible mode. They are not the type of argument which says “Do so-and-so” on the 
grounds “Because I wish it.” Rather, there is an appeal to impersonal criteria, independent 
of the relationship between speaker and hearer, e.g. “Do so-and-so because it is your duty” 
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or “because it would give pleasure to a number of people.” But this disguises the fact that 
there is nothing to contemporary disagreements but a clash of antagonistic wills, while 
expressing an underlying aspiration to be rational in moral argumentation. 

3. The different conceptually incommensurable premises of the rival arguments deployed in 
the debates have a wide variety of historical origins. The citing of great names lying behind 
these arguments often involves a partial and selective treatment of beliefs that 
underestimates the complexity of the history and ancestry of such arguments. Indeed, all 
the concepts which inform our moral discourse have been stripped away from their original 
sophisticated contexts and, indeed, have changed their meaning over hundreds of years. 

 
Reconstructing a true historical narrative is stymied by the way in which contemporary 
philosophers persistently treat moral philosophy in an unhistorical manner, treating Plato and 
Hume and Mill as contemporaries both of ourselves and of each other. Consequently, “Kant 
ceases to be part of the history of Prussia, Hume is no longer a Scotsman.” Here it necessary to 
confront the emotivist premise that all moral and evaluative argument - in all ages, past, present 
and future is rationally interminable.  
 
Emotivism is the main opponent to MacIntyre’s thesis because: 
1. Emotivism’s most sophisticated proponents (esp. C.L. Stevenson) present it as a theory 

about the meaning of sentences used to make moral judgments. So “This is good” means 
roughly “I approve of this; do so as well” or “Hurrah for this!” This theory fails for three 
reasons: 

a. It fails to identify and characterize the feelings or attitudes it is the function of the 
class of sentences to express. All attempts to do so have found it impossible to avoid 
an empty circularity, e.g. “Moral judgments express feelings or attitudes” – “What 
kind of feelings or attitudes?” – “Feelings or attitudes of approval” – “What kind of 
approval?” – Silence or “Moral approval”, which is circular. 

b. Emotivism mistakenly treats as equivalent the radically distinct expressions of 
personal preference and evaluative (including moral) expressions. Rather, 
expressions of personal preference depend on the one who utters them while 
evaluative expressions do not. 

c. The expression of feeling or attitude is characteristically a function not of the 
meaning of sentences, but of their use on particular occasions. Take the example of 
an angry schoolmaster who shouts at a small boy who has made an arithmetical 
mistake, “Seven times seven equals forty-nine!” The use of this sentence to express 
feelings or attitudes has nothing whatsoever to do with its meaning.  

2. Consequently, when someone utters a moral judgment such as “This is right” or “This is 
good” it does not mean the same as “I approve of this; do so as well” or “Hurrah for this!” 

3. Emotivism should be considered as a theory advanced in historically specific conditions, not 
as a theory with universality of scope. It was a response to a set of theories which 
flourished, especially in England, between 1903 and 1939 and is concerned not with moral 
language as such but with moral language in England during this period. It must be 
understood against the background of “intuitionism”, as kick-started by G.E. Moore. Moore, 
treating “good” as a non-natural property, argued that propositions declaring this or that to 
be good are “intuitions”, being incapable of proof or disproof. Verdicts that a given state of 
affairs is or is not good are comparable to the simplest judgments of normal visual 
perception, e.g. that we adjudge an object to have a yellow colour. Being utilitarian, Moore 
argued that of available alternative actions that one is right which does or did as a matter of 
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fact produce the most good. Consequently, no action is ever right or wrong as such. The sole 
justifiable ends of all human action are the achievement of friendship and the 
contemplation of what is beautiful in nature since “personal affections and aesthetic 
enjoyments include all the greatest, and by far the greatest goods we can imagine.” 

 
Yet in Moore’s moral theory one can be an intuitionist without being a utilitarian and vice 
versa and neither need be committed to Moore’s view of the greatest goods. The acutest of 
the modern founders of emotivism – Ramsey, Duncan-Jones and Stevenson, were pupils of 
Moore – and, arguably, they all confused moral utterance at Cambridge (and other like 
places) after 1903 with moral utterance as such.  

4. Emotivism asserts “that there are and can be no valid rational justification for any claims 
that objective and impersonal moral standards exist and hence that there are no such 
standards.” (19). 

5. Most analytical moral philosophers reject emotivism as a theory of the meaning of moral 
expressions. Yet emotivism, with its seriously misleading use of traditional and inherited 
moral language, still underlies much contemporary moral argumentation.  

6. Since analytic moral philosophers can’t agree as to the character or moral rationality they 
are incapable of using a notion of rationality to reject emotivist and subjectivist accounts, 
especially as emotivism is a theory of use rather than of meaning.  

7. Emotivism thus appears in a variety of philosophical guises and “to a large degree people 
now think, talk and act as if emotivism were true, no matter what their avowed theoretical 
standpoint may be. Emotivism has become embedded in our culture” (22). 

8. Tragically, this also means not only “that morality is not what it once was, but also and more 
importantly that what once was morality has to some large degree disappeared – and that 
this marks a degeneration, a grave cultural loss” (22). 

 

Chapter 3: Emotivism: Social Content and Social Context 
Every moral philosophy presupposes a sociology; that its concepts are embodied or at least can 
be in the real social world. Since Moore moral philosophers have sometimes ignored the task of 
showing that this is so and this is especially the case with emotivism.  
 
The key to the social content of emotivism is the obliteration of any genuine distinction between 
manipulative and non-manipulative social relations. By contrast for Kant and many earlier moral 
philosophers a human relationship uninformed by morality involves treating the other person as 
a means to an end, while a human relationship informed by morality involves treating the other 
person as an end. The latter is expressed in an unwillingness to influence the other except by 
reasons which that person judges to be good and impersonal criteria adjudged to be valid, while 
the former is concerned not with the standards of a normative rationality but with those 
influences or considerations that will effectively persuade the other to do what I want. 
 
If evaluative utterance only serves to express my own feelings and change the feelings and 
attitudes of others then there are no impersonal criteria. All moral discourse is manipulative – 
the distinction between manipulative and non-manipulative social relations is illusory. 
 
A literary tradition represented by Henry James, Diderot and Kierkegaard describes a narrow 
social world in which emotivism dominates, one characterized by leisure and wealth involving 
social distance from work. Another social context is provided by the bureaucratic structures of 
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private corporations or government agencies. “Bureaucratic rationality is the rationality of 
matching means to ends economically and efficiently” (25). As an emotivist Weber did not 
believe that any “type of authority could appeal to rational criteria to vindicate itself except that 
type of bureaucratic authority which appeals precisely to its own effectiveness” (26). To him 
bureaucratic authority was nothing but successful power. Though sociologists have critiqued 
Weber’s account of bureaucratic organizations, his analysis of how managerial authority is 
justified in bureaucracies has been vindicated. 
 
A certain type of social role may embody beliefs in ideas, theories and doctrines that may be at 
odds with the ideas, theories and doctrines believed in by the individual who inhabits the role. 
So, for example, a Catholic priest acts out a social role that presupposes, implicitly or explicitly, 
the beliefs of Catholic Christianity, even though he himself may have lost his faith and come to 
adopt different beliefs. Similarly, a trade union official acts out a social role which presupposes 
trade union beliefs that seeking higher wages, improvements in working conditions and the 
keeping of jobs is appropriately effected through trade unions, even though the individual 
occupying this role may privately believe trade unions only serve to domesticate and corrupt the 
working class by diverting them from any bent towards revolution. 
 
But this disparity between role and individual is precisely what is not found in characters – 
particular types of social role for whom role and personality fuse in a more specific way, so that 
the possibilities for action are defined in a more limited manner. Many modern occupational 
roles, e.g. dentist or garbage collector, are not such characters, but a bureaucratic manager is. 
 
In Victorian England culture was partially defined by the characters of the Public School 
Headmaster, the Explorer and the Engineer. In Wilhelmine Germany culture was partially 
defined by the characters of the Prussian Officer, the Professor and the Social Democrat. 
Characters are “the moral representatives of their culture”, “the masks worn by moral 
philosophies” (28), through whom moral and metaphysical ideas and theories are embodied in 
the social world. They merge what is usually thought to belong to the individual (moral beliefs, 
doctrines and theories) with social roles. So the Public School Headmaster in Victorian England 
and the Professor in Wilhelmine Germany “were not just social roles; they provided the moral 
focus for a whole cluster of attitudes and activities”, because “they incorporated moral and 
metaphysical theories and claims” (30). 
 
Today emotivism is a theory embodied in characters, e.g. the Rich Aesthete, the Manager and 
the Therapist. In the character of the manager and therapist the distinction between 
manipulative and non-manipulative social relations is obliterated, with both treating ends as 
givens, outside their scope. Both are concerned with technique, their effectiveness in achieving 
the given ends: “transforming raw materials into final products, unskilled labor into skilled labor, 
investment into profits” (manager); “transforming neurotic symptoms into directed energy, 
maladjusted individuals into well-adjusted ones” (therapist) *30+. They neither “do or are able to 
engage in moral debate. They are seen by themselves, and by those who see them with the 
same eyes as their own, as uncontested figures, who purport to restrict themselves to the 
realms in which rational agreement is possible – that is, of course from their point of view to the 
realm of fact, the realm of means, the realm of measurable effectiveness” (30). 
 
Since the modern emotivist self lacks any rational criteria for evaluation everything is open for 
criticism from whatever standpoint the self has chosen to adopt. Some modern philosophers 
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argue that it is precisely the ability to stand back from any and every situation in which one is 
involved that is essential to being a moral agent. On this view moral agents pass judgment “from 
a purely universal and abstract point of view that is totally detached from all social particularity” 
(32). Since moral agency is located in the self and not in social roles or practices it follows that 
anyone and everyone can be a moral agent. In contrast to the manager and therapist the 
democratized self has no necessary social content and no necessary social identity. It can 
assume any role or take any point of view. It can do this “because it is in and for itself nothing”, 
that is, there is nothing within the democratized self that requires adoption of any particular 
role or point of view. Both Sartre and Goffman “see the self as entirely set over against the 
social world” (32), with neither seeing the self as an actuality. 
 
An emotivist self develops no rational history as it moves from one state of moral commitment 
to another. Qualities once believed to have belonged to the self have been stripped away so 
that it now lacks any necessary social identity, explaining the self’s apparent abstract and 
ghostly character. For “the kind of telos in terms of which it once judged and acted is no longer 
thought to be credible” (33). 
 
Consider pre-modern, traditional societies. In these the individual is identified by self and others 
with respect to membership in a variety of social groups. To be brother, cousin and grandson, a 
member of a particular household, village and tribe is integral to one’s substance, defining 
partially or perhaps wholly the individual’s obligations and duties. To be cut off from such social 
relationships is to become a nobody, or at best a stranger or outcast. The individual, however, 
who is a social person does not occupy a static and fixed position. Rather such an individual has 
set goals. As one journeys through life progress or lack of progress is made towards a given end:  

Thus a completed and fulfilled life is an achievement and death is the point at which someone 
can be judged happy or unhappy. Hence the ancient Greek proverb: ‘Call no man happy until he 
is dead’ (34). 

 
Modernity loses this conception of “a whole human life as the primary subject of objective and 
impersonal evaluation”, enabling an individual’s particular actions or projects to be morally 
assessed. Indeed, modernity celebrates this not as a loss but as a gain, seeing this as the 
liberation of the individual from social bonds of constraining hierarchies. It must be stressed 
“that the peculiarly modern self, the emotivist self, in acquiring sovereignty in its own realm lost 
its traditional boundaries provided by a social identity and a view of human life as ordered to a 
given end”. 
 
True to this setting the self over against the social world, the emotivist self is defined as “the 
counterpart to the definition of those characters which inhabit and present the dominant social 
roles” (34). So the characters belong to a realm in ends are given and not open for rational 
scrutiny. But the individual belongs to a personal realm in which the central factors involve 
judgment and debate about values, though without any rational social resolution of issues being 
possible.  
 
In understanding modern societies we must not be deceived by their internal political debates, 
which presuppose opposition between individualism and collectivism, each appearing in a 
variety of doctrinal forms. So some argue for individual liberty in opposition with those who 
argue for planning and regulation, that is, for the goods available through bureaucratic 
organization. However, the crucial issue is this: 
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there are only two alternative modes of social life open to us, one in which the free and arbitrary 
choices of individuals are sovereign and one in which the bureaucracy is sovereign, so that it may 
limit the free and arbitrary choices of individuals (35). 

 
Unsurprisingly, “the politics of modern societies oscillate between a freedom which is nothing 
but a lack of regulation of individual behavior and forms of collectivist control designed only to 
limit the anarchy of self-interest”. It was Solzhenitzyn who saw that it would be ultimately 
intolerable if either of these ways of life was to triumph over the other. So modern society is 
one in which bureaucracy and individualism are partners and not merely antagonists. Indeed, “it 
is in the cultural climate of this bureaucratic individualism that the emotivist self is naturally at 
home”. 
 
The emotivist self and emotivist theories of moral judgment are only intelligible as the end-
product of a process of historical change. But this “transformation of the self and its relationship 
to its roles from more traditional modes of existence into contemporary emotivist forms” has 
occurred along with a transformation of the forms of moral discourse, the language of morality. 
So we have two inseparable and parallel histories: (1) the history of the self and its roles; and (2) 
“the history of the language which the self specifies and through which the roles are given 
expression” (35). 
 
 
 

Chapter 4: The Predecessor Culture and the Enlightenment Project of 
Justifying Morality 
 
The possibility of the emotivist self was created when morality was transformed, fragmented 
and displaced by key episodes in social history which were in fact episodes in the history of 
philosophy. But academic philosophy is a highly marginal and specialized activity in our own 
culture. So it is surprising to claim that the roots of some problems engaging academic 
philosophers and of some problems central to our everyday social and practical lives are one 
and the same. It seems incredulous to say “that we cannot understand, let alone solve, one of 
these sets of problems without understanding the other” (36). 
 
However, “our general culture and our academic philosophy are in central part the offspring of a 
culture in which philosophy did constitute a central form of social activity” (36), with a very 
different role and function. Our academic philosophical problems and practical social problems 
are due to the failure of that culture to solve its problems. 
 
That culture was a united and coherent 18th century Enlightenment culture, which was far more 
than an episode in French cultural history and, indeed, was primarily Northern European. The 
French intellectuals were an alienated group, while Scottish, English, Dutch, Danish and Prussian 
intellectuals were “at home in the social world, even when they are highly critical of it” (37). 
 
Significantly, this was a musical culture. The “relationship of our beliefs to sentences that we 
only or primarily sing, let alone to the music which accompanies those sentences, is not at all 
the same as the relationship of our beliefs to the sentences that we primarily say and say in an 
assertive mode” (37). The traditional distinction between the religious and the aesthetic was 
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blurred when sacred texts were being preserved in a form in which traditional links with belief 
had been broken, e.g. Protestants using the Catholic mass for concert performances; people 
listen to scripture because of what Bach rather than Matthew wrote. 
 
This culture does not merely involve “the kind of change of belief represented by the 
secularization of Protestantism but also, even for those who believe, a change in the modes of 
belief” (38). Unsurprisingly, key questions arise about the justification of belief, especially of 
moral belief. Our familiarity with classifying judgments, arguments and deeds in terms of 
morality was a relatively new notion in Enlightenment culture. Previously Latin had been the 
language of educated discourse and, as in ancient Greek, there is no word correctly translated 
by our word “moral”. In Latin moralis, like its Greek predecessor ethikos, means “pertaining to 
character” and concerns man’s character as being nothing but “his set dispositions to behave 
systematically in one way rather than another, to lead one particular kind of life” (38). 
 
Early uses of “moral” in English correspond to the word “practical”, e.g. “the moral” of a literary 
passage is the practical lesson it teaches. Following this it most usually was used in the phrase 
“moral virtue”, but now is a predicate in its own right with a continual tendency for its meaning 
to be narrowed. By the late 17th century this word was first used “in its most restricted sense of 
all, that in which it has to do primarily with sexual behaviour” (38-39). 
 
The history of the word “moral” must be understood along with the attempt to provide a 
rational justification for morality between 1630 and 1850. For in this period “morality” came to 
refer to “that particular sphere in which rules of conduct which are neither theological nor legal 
nor aesthetic are allowed a cultural space of their own” (39). With this distinction of the moral 
from the theological, the legal and the aesthetic in the late 17th and 18th centuries, it became a 
central concern of Northern European culture to find an independent rational justification of 
morality. 
 
It is the central thesis of After Virtue “that the breakdown of this project provided the historical 
background against which the predicaments of our own culture can become intelligible” (39). 
 
By way of justifying this thesis MacIntyre recounts history, beginning with the first appearance 
of the distinctively modern standpoint and working backwards. Kierkegaard’s Enten-Eller 
constitutes this starting point. For it is with this book that moral debate is first viewed “in terms 
of a confrontation between incompatible and incommensurable moral premises and moral 
commitment as the expression of a criterionless choice between such premises, a type of choice 
for which no rational justification can be given” (39). Enten-Eller has three central features 
demanding attention: 
1. The connection between its mode of presentation and its central thesis. 
This book represents a new literary genre (anticipated by Pascal and Diderot) with Kierkegaard 
dividing up the self, allocating it among a series of masks, “each of which acts out the 
masquerade of an independent self” (40). The apparent intent of the book is to get the reader 
to face the need to make an ultimate choice, though because the author never appears as 
himself, he is not able to commend any alternative above others, nor even to affirm that the 
either/or choice is in fact ultimate. But as it stands the reader is asked to choose between two 
mutually exclusive ways of life, each “informed by different concepts, incompatible attitudes, 
rival premises” (40). 
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As “A” Kierkegaard’s manufactured “editor” Victor Eremita promotes the aesthetic way of life, 
but, wearing the “B” mask, the ethical life. This is not a choice between good and evil. Rather, it 
is “the choice whether or not to choose in terms of good and evil” (40).  
 
The aesthetic way of life centrally involves losing oneself in the immediacy of present 
experience. The paradigm for this is the romantic lover immersed in his own passion. By 
contrast, the paradigm for the ethical way of life is marriage, which involves “a state of 
commitment and obligation through time, in which the present is bound by the past and the 
future” (40).  
 
Ultimately, no reason can be offered as to why a person who has not embraced either lifestyle 
should choose one or the other. For the person would have to decide whether a given reason 
for adopting either the ethical or aesthetic way of life carries any force. If it does then effectively 
he has already chosen which way of life to embrace. So such a person has to choose which 
reasons to treat as having force, that is, his first principles. Because they are first principles there 
are no ultimate reasons for adopting either lifestyle.  
 
MacIntyre observes the belief of “B” that anyone faced with the choice will choose the ethical 
because this is the direction in which the energy or passion of serious choice moves. But 
MacIntyre contests this view, observing that people can and do choose the aesthetic seriously, 
e.g. those who, having witnessed the mass murder of Ypres and the Somme, “returned 
determined that nothing was ever going to matter to them again and invented the aesthetic 
triviality of the nineteen-twenties” (41). 
 
2. The deep internal inconsistency between it concept of radical choice and its concept of the 

ethical. 
The ethical is cast as a realm in which we are governed by principles, independent of our 
attitudes, preferences and feelings. That is, my feelings at any time are irrelevant to how I must 
live. The paradigm of marriage expresses this. For Bertrand Russell’s sudden realisation that he 
no longer loved his first wife would be construed by Kierkegaard as irrelevant to the 
commitment which genuine marriage involves. 
 
MacIntyre now considers the source of the kind of authority so claimed by the ethical. But what 
kind of authority does any principle have which we ourselves choose whether to regard as 
authoritative or not? The strength of the authority of the principles chosen is proportional to 
the strength of the reasons for my choice.  Consequently, if I cannot give a reason for my choice 
of a principle then that principle is devoid of authority. A “principle” chosen from whim, caprice 
or arbitrarily is one I can abandon whenever I so please – such a principle clearly belongs to 
Kierkegaard’s aesthetic realm. 
 
Yet, as we have seen, there are no ultimate reasons governing why I should choose the 
principles constituting the ethical way of life. Here there is a plain contradiction: “how can that 
which we adopt for one reason have any authority over us?” The concept of authority as 
excluding reason is a peculiarly, if not exclusively, modern concept. Appeals to authority are 
considered irrational in a modern world where the very notion of authority is alien and 
repugnant. 
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However, in the culture which Kierkegaard inherited the traditional authority of the ethical was 
not arbitrary. Further, if the ethical is as Kierkegaard depicts it then it can only be so if this 
traditional authority is embodied in it. Consequently, there is a deep incoherence in Enten-Eller, 
for “if the ethical has some basis, it cannot be provided by the notion of radical choice” (43). 
 
3. The conservative and traditional character of Kierkegaard’s account of the ethical. 
Whereas moderns are “almost intolerably conscious of rival moral alternatives… Kierkegaard 
combines the notion of radical choice with an unquestioning conception of the ethical” (43). 
Kierkegaard provides “a new practical and philosophical underpinning for an older and inherited 
way of life” (43) and it is this combination of novelty and tradition that explains the incoherence 
of Kierkegaard’s position. MacIntyre argues that it is precisely “this deeply incoherent 
combination of the novel and the inherited which is the logical outcome of the Enlightenment’s 
project to provide a rational foundation for and justification of morality” (43). 
 
MacIntyre’s recounting of history now steps back from Kierkegaard to Kant, “who in almost 
every area sets the philosophical scene for Kierkegaard” (43). MacIntyre identifies two 
deceptively simple theses as being central to Kant’s moral philosophy: 

1. If the rules of morality are rational, they must be the same for all rational beings (as per 
the rules of arithmetic). 

2. If the rules of morality are binding on all rational beings, then the contingent ability of 
such beings to carry them out must be unimportant (i.e. what matters is their will to 
carry them out). 

 
The Kantian rational justification of morality involves applying a rational test that discriminates 
between maxims which are a genuine expression of the moral law and those that are not. Kant’s 
morality, like Kierkegaard’s, is conservative, for he never doubted such a rational test would 
vindicate the maxims he had learnt from his own virtuous parents. 
 
Kant recognised all people desire happiness and saw the highest good as being individual moral 
perfection, crowned by the happiness it merits. However, Kant rejected as a test whether 
obedience to a maxim would ultimately lead to the happiness of a rational being. He did so for 
two reasons: 

1. He saw “our conception of happiness as too vague and shifting to provide a reliable 
moral guide” (44).  

2. He assumed all genuine expressions of the moral law have an unconditional categorical 
character, whereas the happiness test is a rule that only holds conditionally. That is, this 
rule would only tell a person “to do such-and-such, if and insofar as doing such-and-such 
would in fact lead to happiness as a result” (44). 

 
Consequently, Kant rejected the idea that the basis of morality lies in our desires. But he also 
found no basis in our religious beliefs, rejecting as a test of a genuine moral maxim whether it is 
commanded by God or not. Kant regarded it as illogical to reason that because God commands 
us to do such-and-such we ought to do such-and-such. For we could only conclude this if we 
knew that we always ought to do what God commands. But, Kant reasons, we could only know 
this if “we ourselves possessed a standard of moral judgment independent of God’s 
commandments by means of which we could judge God’s deeds and words and so find the 
latter morally worthy of obedience” (45). However, if we do have such a standard then the 
commandments of God are redundant. 
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Kant anticipates Kierkegaard in the way he sharply distinguishes between the sphere in which 
happiness is to be pursued and the sphere of morality and the way he sharply distinguishes both 
of these from the sphere of divine morality and commandment. Kierkegaard adopted the same 
precepts of morality as Kant. But whereas Kierkegaard saw the basis of the ethical in choice, 
Kant saw it in reason. 
 
Kant maintained that practical reason employs no criterion external to itself and that it lays 
down principles which are universal, categorical and internally consistent: 

Hence a rational morality will lay down principles which both can and ought to be held by all 
men, independent of circumstances and conditions, and which could consistently be obeyed by 
every rational agent on every occasion. The test for a proposed maxim is then easily framed: can 
we or can we not consistently will that everyone should always act on it? (45) 

 
Kant sought to show that various maxims passed his test, e.g. “Always tell the truth”, “Always 
keep promises”, “Be benevolent to those in need”, “Do not commit suicide”. He argued others 
didn’t, e.g. “Only keep promises when it is convenient to you.” However, Kant used notoriously 
bad arguments, e.g. “any man who wills the maxim ‘To kill myself when the prospects of pain 
outweigh those of happiness’ is inconsistent because such willing ‘contradicts’ an impulse to life 
implanted in all of us” (45). As MacIntyre points out: 

This is as if someone were to assert that any man who wills the maxim ‘Always to keep my hair 
cut short’ is inconsistent because such willing ‘contradicts’ an impulse to the growth of hair 
implanted in all of us (45). 

 
Not only do Kant’s own arguments involve large mistakes, but also “many immoral and trivial 
non-moral maxims are vindicated by Kant’s test quite as convincingly – in some cases more 
convincingly – than the moral maxims which Kant aspires to uphold” (45-46), e.g. the following 
can be consistently universalized and therefore pass Kant’s test: “Keep all your promises 
throughout your entire life except one”; “Persecute all those who hold false religious beliefs”; 
“Always eat mussels on Mondays in March.” 
 
Kant believed that his formulations of the categorical imperative in terms of universalizability 
were equivalent to this formulation: “Always act so as to treat humanity, whether in your own 
person or in that of others, as an end, and not as a means” (46). Kant’s attempt to impart moral 
content to his formulation is imprecise and he is apparently forging a contrast with emotivism in 
the way he wants us to understand what it means to treat someone as an end rather than as a 
means.  That is, non-rational suasion attempts to make an agent a mere instrument of my will, 
without respect for his rationality, so if I treat him as an end, worthy of the same respect due to 
myself, then I offer him reasons for acting which he can evaluate himself. However, Kant 
supplies no good reason for holding this position. As MacIntyre argues, 

“Let everyone except me be treated as a means” may be immoral, but it is not inconsistent and 
there is not even any inconsistency in willing a universe of egoists all of whom live by this maxim 
(46). 

 
Just as Kierkegaard’s attempt to ground the maxims of morality in an act of choice failed, so too 
Kant’s attempt to ground them in reason also fails (as Kierkegaard understood). These two 
failures are closely related for Kierkegaard tried to make the act of choice do what reason could 
not do. However, Kant’s appeal to reason was itself an historical response to the failure of 
Diderot’s and Hume’s appeals to desire and to the passions. 
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Although Diderot and Hume considered themselves to be philosophical radicals the content of 
their morality was largely that same as that of Kierkegaard and Kant. They too were largely 
moral conservatives.  
 
Consider Diderot’s Le Neveu de Rameau. Through the philosophe he propounds the view “that if 
in modern France we all pursue or desires with an enlightened eye to the long-run we shall see 
that the conservative moral rules are by and large the rules which the appeal to their basis in 
desire and passion will vindicate” (47). The younger Rameau has three replies: 

1. Why should we have any regard for the long-run if the prospect of immediacy is 
sufficiently enticing? 

2. Does the philosophe’s view not entail that even in the long-run we ought to obey the 
moral rules only when and insofar as they serve our desires? 

3. Is not this indeed the way of the world, that each individual, each class, consults his or 
its desires and to satisfy them preys on each other? 

 
Diderot draws a contrast between what the philosophe and Rameau see. What the former views 
as “principle, the family, a well-ordered natural and social world, Rameau sees as sophisticated 
disguises for self-love, seduction and predatory enterprise” (48). Diderot’s book does not meet 
the challenge posed by Rameau. The difference between these figures is their respective views 
as to “which of our desires are to be acknowledged as legitimate guides to action, and which on 
the other hand are to be inhibited, frustrated or re-educated” (48). To decide between the 
claims of, and so to order, our desires involves applying rules that cannot be derived from or 
justified by reference to our desires. 
 
But Diderot’s inability to vindicate morality is also reflected in Hume’s philosophically more 
sophisticated attempt. Like Diderot, Hume considered “particular moral judgments as 
expressions of feeling, of the passions”, believing that “it is the passions and not reason which 
moves us to action” (48). Yet Hume treated the passions of ‘enthusiasts’ and Catholic ascetics as 
deviant and absurd and those of the Levellers as criminal. Clearly, Hume was covertly using a 
normative standard (the passions of normal, reasonable man) and a highly conservative one at 
that! Indeed, Hume, and Adam Smith after him, invoked ‘sympathy’ for others – a philosophical 
fiction - in seeking to bridge the logically unbridgeable gap between “any set of reasons which 
could support unconditional adherence to general and unconditional rules” (e.g. justice and 
promise-keeping) and “any set of reasons for action or judgment which could derive from our 
particular, fluctuating, circumstance-governed desires, emotions and interests” (49). 
 
Hume and Kant both erroneously assumed that either morality is the work of reason or it is the 
work of the passions – Hume opting for the passions; Kant for reason; and Kierkegaard, 
excluding both reason and the passions, opted for criterionless fundamental choice. 
 
It follows that the “project of providing a rational vindication of morality had decisively failed.” 
Consequently, “the morality of our predecessor culture – and subsequently of our own – lacked 
any public, shared rationale or justification” (50). Philosophy has lost its central role and has 
become a marginal, narrowly academic subject because it failed to provide the shared 
background and foundation for moral discourse that religion was unable to provide in a world of 
secular rationality. 
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Chapter 5: Why the Enlightenment Project of Justifying Morality Had to 
Fail 
 
The academic philosophical world has acted as though the difficulty in justifying morality lies in 
devising better arguments than those presented by Kierkegaard, Kant, Diderot, Hume and 
Smith. But the problem runs far deeper. For these thinkers were but “the inheritors of a very 
specific and particular scheme of moral beliefs, a scheme whose internal incoherence ensure 
the failure of the common philosophical project from the outset” (51). 
 
All these thinkers had substantial agreement on the content and character of the  precepts 
which constitute genuine morality, e.g. the sanctity of marriage and family and the inviolability 
of justice and promise-keeping. They inherited these shared beliefs from their shared Christian 
past.  
 
They agreed largely not merely on the character of morality but also upon what a rational 
justification of morality would have to be. They all sought to explain rules of morality which 
were acceptable to beings possessing some feature or features of human nature, e.g. the 
passions for Diderot and Hume, the universal and categorical character of certain rules of reason 
for Kant, and the characteristics of fundamental decision-making for Kierkegaard. That is, they 
all move from premises involving their assumptions about human nature to conclusions about 
the authority of moral rules and precepts. It was inevitable this project should fail because of 
the hiatus between their shared conception of moral rules and precepts and their broadly 
shared conception of human nature. 
 
Both of these conceptions find their antecedent in a diverse and contested moral scheme, 
involving both classical and theistic elements, which dominated the European Middle Ages from 
the twelfth century onwards. The basic structure of this is expressed in Aristotle’s teleological 
scheme as per the Nicomachean Ethics. This involves a fundamental contrast between man-as-
he-happens-to-be (an untutored state) and man-as-he-could-be-if-he-realised-his-essential-
nature, with ethics being the science teaching how to get from the one to the other. The 
essential presuppositions of such ethics are: 

1. The concept of untutored human nature, requiring an account of potentiality and act: 
how to move from one to the other.  

2. The concept of the precepts of rational ethics, involving an account of the essence of 
man as a rational animal: how to realize true human nature. 

3. The concept of human-nature-as-it-could-be-if-it-realised-its-telos, involving an account 
of the human telos: how to reach the true end. 

 
Ethics prescribes precepts and habits of action that serve to order and educate our desires and 
emotions and reason teaches us what our true end is and how to reach it. 
 
When placed within a theistic scheme the above scheme is complicated and supplemented, but 
not essentially altered, e.g. Aquinas (Christian), Maimonides (Jewish) or Ibn Roschd (Islamic). 
Now ethical precepts are not merely teleological injunctions but also expressions of a divinely 
ordained law. Modifications and additions to the table of virtues and vices are required and the 
Aristotelian concept of error is supplemented by a concept of sin. Man’s true end cannot be 
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completely attained in this world, but only in the next. Nevertheless, central to the theistic 
understanding of evaluative thought and judgment remains the threefold structure of human-
nature-as-it-happens-to-be, human-nature-as-it-could-be-if-it-realised-its-telos and the precepts 
of rational ethics (the means of getting from one to the other). 
 
Within the theistic version of classical morality moral sentences make claims which are true of 
false. For in saying what someone ought to do involves simultaneously saying two things: 

1. In these circumstances what course of action will lead towards man’s true end. 
2. What the law requires, as ordained by God and comprehended by reason. 

 
The concept of reason held by most medieval proponents of such morality was replaced by that 
of Protestantism, Jansenist Catholicism and their immediate late medievalists), which insisted 
that the power of reason was destroyed by the fall of man. Consequently, reason can supply no 
genuine comprehension of man’s true end, being powerless to correct our passions (Calvin). 
Still, the divine moral law continues, like a schoolmaster, to remove us from man-as-he-
happens-to-be to man-as-he-could-be-if-he-realised-its-telos, though only grace enables us to 
respond to it and obey it. 
 
Similarly, Anti-Aristotelian science sets strict boundaries to the powers of reason and Pascal 
recognised the compatibility of the Protestant-cum-Jansenist concept of reason with that of the 
most innovative 17th century philosophy and science, in which reason does not comprehend 
essences or transitions from potentiality to act (as per the despised conceptual scheme of 
scholasticism). Reason being merely calculative, can do no more than assess truths of fact and 
mathematical relations. Consequently, in the realm of practice it is able to speak only of means 
and must remain silent about ends. Indeed, Descartes believed that reason cannot even refute 
skepticism. Pascal argued that a central achievement of reason was to see that our beliefs are 
ultimately founded on nature, custom and habit. 
 
Following on from Pascal both Hume and Kant, assuming the same negative characteristics of 
reason, “discerned no essential natures and no teleological features in the objective universe 
available for study by physics” (54). Both, along with Diderot, Smith and Kierkegaard, “reject any 
teleological view of human nature, any view of man as having an essence which defines his true 
end” (54). This is precisely why their project of finding a basis for morality had to fail. For this 
necessarily involved eliminating the notion of man-as-he-could-be-if-he-realised-its-telos, one of 
the essential components of the preceding moral scheme. For the whole point of ethics is to 
enable man to pass from his present state to his true end. So to remove this component is to 
deprive moral injunctions of their teleological content.  
 
It is impossible to deduce true statements about human nature from untutored-human-nature-
as-it-is or from its characteristics, since in the former scheme, moral injunctions are needed to 
correct, improve and educate it. It follows that moral injunctions are likely to be ones that 
human nature will strongly tend to disobey. 
 
Therefore, it was inevitable that 18th century moral philosophers should fail, because they were 
attempting the impossible – “to find a rational basis for their moral beliefs in a particular 
understanding of human nature” (46). While they developed revised views of human nature, the 
inescapable discrepancy between human nature and moral injunctions was not removed. What 



14 
 

Michael K. Wilson         www.facetofaceintercultural.com.au          May 2011 

had once been a coherent scheme of thought and action was now reduced down to an 
incoherent inheritance of fragments. 
 
Kant is much closer than Hume or Diderot to recognizing the breakdown of the project. For Kant 
searched for a foundation of morality in the universalizable prescriptions of that reason which 
manifests itself both in arithmetic and morality. Though Kant was opposed to founding morality 
on human nature, his own rational account of morality was founded on his analysis of the 
nature of human reason. “Yet in the second book of the second Critique he does acknowledge 
that without a teleological framework the whole project of morality becomes unintelligible” 
(56). As Kant rightly saw, it was a matter of historical fact that 18th century morality 
presupposed something akin to Kant’s own teleological scheme of God, freedom and happiness 
(treated as a “presupposition of pure practical reason”, regarded by 19th century readers as an 
arbitrary and unjustifiable concession to positions he had already rejected) as the final crown of 
virtue. To detach morality from this framework is to eliminate morality or to radically transform 
its character. 
 
This change in the character of morality was reflected in the way 18th century moral 
philosophers “moved toward a more and more unrestricted version of the claim that no valid 
argument can move from entirely factual premises to any moral or evaluative conclusion” (56) – 
the very principle, which once accepted, becomes the epitaph to the entire project. Some later 
philosophers regard this as “a truth of logic”, deriving it from the argument of some medieval 
logicians that “in a valid argument nothing can appear in the conclusion which was not already 
in the premises” (56-57). But this is bogus, since there “are several types of valid argument in 
which some element may appear in a conclusion which is not present in the premises” (57), e.g. 
From the premises “He is a sea-captain” the following conclusion may be inferred: “He ought to 
do whatever a sea-captain ought to do.” So “an ‘is’ premise can on occasion entail an ‘ought’ 
conclusion” (57). 
 
But it might be retorted that “no conclusion with substantial evaluative and moral content… can 
be derived from factual premises” (57). But why should this be accepted since, as they conceded 
in making such a claim, this claim itself cannot be derived from any unrestrictedly general logical 
principle (= factual premise)? 
 
“From such factual premises as ‘This watch is grossly inaccurate and irregular in time-keeping’ 
and ‘This watch is too heavy to carry about comfortably’ the evaluative conclusion validly 
follows that ‘This is a bad watch’. From such factual premises as ‘He gets a better yield from this 
crop per acre than any farmer in the district’, ‘He has the most effective programme of soil 
renewal yet known’ and ‘His dairy herd wins all the first prizes at the agricultural shows’, the 
evaluative conclusion validly follows that ‘He is a good farmer’” (57-58). 
 
These arguments depend for their validity on the special character, that is, the functional nature 
of the concepts of a watch and a farmer. Since both ‘watch’ and ‘farmer’ are defined in terms of 
a purpose or function each is expected to serve, it follows that both the concept of a watch and 
the concept of a farmer presuppose the concept of a good watch and a good farmer 
respectively. Consequently, the criterion for being a watch and being a good watch are not 
independent of each other, and similarly for being a farmer and all other functional concepts.  
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If it is possible to defend some amended version of the ‘No “ought” conclusion from “is” 
premises’, then this must involve arguments which exclude functional concepts. Those who 
maintain this principle applies to all moral arguments are effectively taking it for granted that no 
moral arguments involve functional concepts. But in the classical, Aristotelian tradition (both in 
Greek and medieval forms) there is at least one central functional concept, “the concept of man 
understood as having an essential nature and an essential purpose or function.” Only with the 
substantial rejection of this classical tradition is it possible for moral arguments to so change 
their character as to be eligible for being treated as some variant of the ‘No “ought” conclusion 
from “is” premises’ principle. 
 
In the classical tradition ‘man’ stands to ‘good man’ as ‘watch’ stands to ‘good watch’ or ‘farmer’ 
to ‘good farmer.’ So for Aristotle ethics presupposes that “the relationship of ‘man’ to ‘living 
well’ is analogous to that of ‘harpist’ to ‘playing the harp well’” (58), though ‘man’ as a 
functional concept long precedes Aristotle. In this tradition “to be a man is to fill a set of roles 
each of which has its own point and purpose: member of a family, citizen, soldier, philosopher, 
servant of God” (59). In order for ‘man’ to cease to be a functional concept it is necessary to 
conceive of man as an individual prior to and apart from all roles. 
 
But this itself involves at least a partial change in the meaning of other key moral terms. The ‘No 
“ought” conclusion from “is” premises’ principle is only an inescapable truth for philosophers 
whose culture involves an impoverished moral vocabulary. 
 
Then again the import and meaning of moral judgments also necessarily changes. In the classical 
tradition moral judgments are factual statements, e.g. calling something or someone good 
because it fulfils its given specific purpose or function. However, when the notion of essential 
human purposes or functions is evacuated then “it begins to appear implausible to treat moral 
judgments as factual statements” (59). 
 
Further, the Enlightenment effected the secularization of morality, thereby throwing doubt on 
treating moral judgments as expressions of divine law. While Kant did understand moral 
judgments as expressions of a universal law, he did not regard them as the requirements or 
commands of such law. Rather, he saw them as imperatives in their own right which, as such, 
are not susceptible of truth or falsity. 
 
The habit of speaking of moral judgments as true or false persists in the present, but there is no 
longer a clear answer to the question as to what makes a particular moral judgment true or 
false. This is to be expected given that “moral judgments are linguistic survivals from the 
practices of classical theism which have lost the context provided by these practices” (60). 
 
In the classical tradition moral judgments were simultaneously hypothetical (expressing what 
conduct would be teleologically appropriate for a human being) and categorical (reporting the 
contents of the universal law commanded by God) in form. But when such moral judgments are 
deprived of that which makes them hypothetical and categorical they “lose any clear status and 
the sentences which express them in a parallel way lose any undebatable meaning”, becoming 
modes of expression for an emotivist self which “has lost its linguistic as well as its practical way 
in the world” (60). 
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Though MacIntyre negatively casts this change, others see it as “a deliverance both from the 
burden of traditional theism and the confusion of teleological modes of thought”, “the 
achievement by the self of its proper autonomy” (60). Whether this change is viewed negatively 
or positively, two features must be emphasized: 

1. Abstract changes in moral concepts are always embodied in real, particular events. The 
transition into modernity was a transition both in theory and in practice. This is a single 
transition disguised by academic dualism, which misleadingly discriminates between the 
history of political and social change and the history of philosophy. 

2. If the self decisively separates itself from inherited modes both of thought and practice 
in the course of a single and unified history, it does so in a variety of ways and with a 
complexity that it would be crippling to ignore. The invention of the distinctively 
modern self requires not merely a largely new social setting “but one defined by a 
variety of not always coherent beliefs and concepts” (61). 

 
 

Chapter 6: Some Consequences of the Failure of the Enlightenment 
Project 
 
Modern moral theory suffers from problems produced by the failure of the Enlightenment 
project. So moral philosophers conceive of the individual moral agent as sovereign in his moral 
authority, since he has been liberated from hierarchy (the categorical character of moral rules as 
expressions of ultimately divine law) and teleology. In the absence of the ability to establish the 
rationality of modern formulations of moral rules, they are but expressions of individual desire 
and will. Utilitarianism is a failed attempt to vindicate them by devising some new teleology. 
Similarly, seeking, as per Kant, to ground them in the nature of practical reason is a failed 
attempt to find some new categorical status for them.  
 
The Failure of Utilitarianism 
Bentham realized “he was assigning a new status to moral rules and giving a new meaning to 
key moral concepts” (62). He believed traditional morality was pervaded by superstition and 
that the only motives for human action are attraction to pleasure and aversion to pain. 
Consequently, enlightened moral principles are formulated with respect to the telos of 
maximum pleasure and aversion to pain. For Bentham “pleasure” and “pain” are sensations, 
varying only in number, intensity and duration. For Bentham only the educated mind is able to 
appreciate that there is no hiatus between pursuing personal happiness and pursuing the 
greatest happiness of the greatest number. Is this empirically true? 
 
Benthamite John Stuart Mill showed it is not. In concluding Bentham’s concept of happiness 
needed reforming, Mill really cast doubt on the validity of deriving utilitarian morality from 
psychology, the precise basis for Bentham’s attempt to ground his new naturalistic teleology in 
rationality.  
 
Mill sought to distinguish “higher” from “lower” pleasures. This actually undercuts Benthamism 
by correctly presupposing that “the notion of human happiness is not a unitary, simple notion.” 
In turn, this means happiness cannot serve as a criterion from making our key choices” (63), that 
is, there are so many different modes in which happiness is achieved that we are led to ask 
confusedly, “Which pleasure, which happiness out to guide me?” Indeed,  
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different pleasures and different happinesses are to a large degree incommensurable: there are 
no scales of quality or quantity on which to weigh them. Consequently appeal to the criteria of 
pleasure will not tell me whether to drink or swim and appeal to those of happiness cannot 
decide for me between the life of a monk and that of a soldier (64). 

 
It follows that there is no clear content to the notion of the greatest happiness of the greatest 
number. While ideological use of this conceptual fiction has served some socially beneficial 
ideals (e.g. Mill’s support for the extension of suffrage and for an end to the subjugation of 
women) we do need to uncover what actual project or purpose is concealed by it.  
 
With the moral philosophy of Sidgwick it finally comes to be accepted that the attempt to 
restore a teleological framework for ethics has failed, both because the moral injunctions of 
utilitarianism cannot be derived from any psychological foundation and because of the complete 
lack of any logical connection between the precepts enjoining the general happiness and those 
enjoining the pursuit of personal happiness. Sidgwick announced that where he had looked for 
Cosmos, he had found but Chaos, discovering that what he called intuitions lie at the foundation 
of moral thinking, namely belief in statements for the truth of which no further reason can be 
given. 
 
“The history of utilitarianism… links historically the eighteenth-century project of justifying 
morality and the twentieth century’s decline into emotivism” (65). Utilitarianism peaked in the 
19th century and was followed by intuitionism in British philosophy. Meanwhile, in the US, 
pragmatism, like intuitionism paved the way for emotivism. Yet, analytical philosophers 
remained committed to the futile task of “showing that any rational agent is logically committed 
to the rules of morality in virtue of his or her rationality” (66).  
 
Alan Gewith illustrates this maintaining that in order to exercise rationality the rational agent 
must first assume he possesses a certain degree of freedom and well-being. According to 
Gewith, if such freedom and well-being are indeed prerequisites for the exercise of rational 
agency (being “necessary goods”) then the rational agent must have a right to these goods.  
 
But to claim I have a right to do or have something is not the same as claiming that I need or 
want or will be benefited by something. Others should not interfere with what I do under the 
first kind of claim. But this does not apply to action taken under the second kind of claim: it 
cannot be said that simply because all people need or want or will benefit from something that 
nobody else should interfere.  
 
Claims to the possession of rights, unlike claims about goods necessary for rational agency, 
presuppose a socially established set of rules which are not universal, but only exist at particular 
historical periods under particular social circumstances. Without such a social form to claim a 
right is akin to presenting a cheque of payment in a social order that lacks the institution of 
money. 
 
Consequently, not only 19th century utilitarianism, but also 20th century analytical moral 
philosophy both fail to rescue the autonomous moral agent from the predicament in which the 
failure of the Enlightenment project places him, namely of providing a secular, rational 
justification for his moral allegiances. A price was paid for liberating man from the apparently 
external authority of traditional morality, that is, “the loss of any authoritative content from the 
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would-be moral utterances of the newly autonomous agent” (68). Both utilitarianism and 
analytical moral philosophy fail to explain why anyone should listen to a moral agent who 
speaks “unconstrained by the externalities of divine law, natural teleology or hierarchical 
authority” (68), though both philosophers and non-philosophers speak as if one of these 
projects had in fact succeeded. This highlights the gap between the meaning of contemporary 
moral expressions and the ways in which they are put to use. The emotivist use is precisely what 
is to be expected if the philosophical projects have failed. 
 
This means that our contemporary moral experience is paradoxical. On the one hand, we act as 
though we are autonomous moral agents. On the other hand, our relationships with others are 
manipulative, even though, because we value our autonomy, we don’t want to be manipulated 
by others. We are forced to be very manipulative in our relationships precisely so we can 
succeed in incarnating our own principles and stand-point in the world of practice. Having thus 
inherited an incoherent conceptual scheme our attitudes and experience is necessarily 
incoherent. 
 
Consider the place of rights, protest and unmasking in the modern moral scheme. In the 18th 
century there was talk of natural rights or the rights of man (in contrast to rights conferred by 
positive law or custom on specified classes of people), negatively defined rights that were 
alleged to belong to human beings as such by way of asserting that people ought not to be 
interfered with in their pursuit of life, liberty and happiness. Occasionally, but very often in 
modern times with common talk of “human rights”, positive rights were insisted on – rights to 
due process, to education or to employment. It was assumed that all such rights, negative and 
positive, attached equally to all individuals, no matter what their sex, religion, talents or deserts.  
 
Before about AD 1400 no one could have known that there was such a thing as natural or 
human rights since there was no expression in any ancient or medieval language correctly 
translated by our expression “a right.” The plain truth is this: “there are no such rights, and 
belief in them is one with belief in witches and in unicorns” (69). 
 
Just as every attempt to give good reasons for believing in witches and unicorns has failed, so 
too for believing there are such rights. Those who defended natural rights in the 18th century 
sometimes asserted that people’s possession of such rights are self-evident truths. But there is 
no such thing as a self-evident truth. When 20th century moral philosophers defend this with an 
appeal to their and our intuitions we know something has gone seriously wrong with the 
argument. Indeed, since the UN declaration on human rights (1949), the UN has consistently 
and rigorously adopted the practice of not giving good reasons for any assertions whatsoever. 
Dworkin, conceding the existence of such rights cannot be demonstrated, maintained that it 
does not follow from this that UN assertions concerning such rights are false. But the same 
could be said about witches and unicorns. 
 
Natural or human rights are fictions. So too is utility. MacIntyre has already demonstrated the 
implausibility of trying to sum all those experiences and activities which give satisfaction. Given 
that utility is not a clear concept to use it as if could provide us with a rational criterion is to 
resort to a fiction.  
 
Both rights and utility as moral fictions purport to provide us with an objective and impersonal 
criterion, but fail to do so. Therefore, there is inevitably a gap between their purported meaning 
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and the uses to which they are actually put. The social invention of the autonomous moral agent 
led to the generation of the concept of rights and of utility, as part of the attempt to find 
substitutes for the now discarded concepts of an older and more traditional morality. Moral 
incommensurability is the inevitable consequence of all this, since there is no way of deciding 
what priority or weight to give to clashing moral claims, whether to rights or to utility or to 
either or both against claims based on a traditional concept of justice.  
 
This throws light on the politics of modern societies, in which the culture of bureaucratic 
individualism involves political debates between a rights-claiming individualism and a utility-
claiming forms of bureaucratic organization. Given that both rights and utility are 
incommensurable moral fictions they are only capable of giving the modern political process a 
semblance of rationality, not real rationality.  
 
Unsurprisingly, then, protest is a distinctive moral feature of the modern age, with indignation 
being a predominant moral emotion. It used to be the case that “to protest’ was as much 
positive as negative, to bear witness to something and only as a consequence of this to bear 
witness against something else. By contrast, modern protest is almost completely negative as a 
reaction against the alleged invasion of someone’s rights in the name of someone else’s 
utility. But the reality of moral incommensurability means protestors, while they can be 
effective, cannot be rationally effective, since they can never win (nor lose) an argument. So 
protest is characterized by self-assertion. Moral incommensurability means also that protestors 
rarely have anyone else to talk to but themselves. 
 
Major protagonists of the distinctively modern moral causes of the modern world (excluding 
those who uphold older traditions coexisting with modernity) hypocritically charge those against 
whom they contend of concealing, behind the masks of morality, the preferences of arbitrary 
will and desire, being unwilling to concede this is also true of themselves: “Unmasking the 
unacknowledged motives of arbitrary will and desire which sustain the moral masks of 
modernity is itself one of the most characteristically modern of activities” (72). 
 
Freud, mistakenly thinking he had understood morality as such rather than what morality had 
become in late 19th and early 20th century Europe, identified the inherited conscience as 
superego, “an irrational part of ourselves whose commands we need, for the sake of our psychic 
health, to be freed from”, discovering “that unmasking arbitrariness in others may always be a 
defence against uncovering it in ourselves” (72). 
 
The central characters of modern society (the aesthete, the therapist and the manager, the 
bureaucratic expert) embody emotivist modes in their behaviour and they substantially trade 
and cannot escape trading in moral fictions. Alongside the moral fictions of rights and utility, 
traded in by both the aesthete and the therapist, stands “the peculiarly managerial fiction 
embodied in the claim to possess systematic effectiveness in controlling certain aspects of social 
reality” (74). Managers are often viewed by themselves and others as “morally neutral 
characters whose skills enable them to devise the most efficient means of achieving whatever 
end is proposed.” But the claim that effectiveness is a morally neutral value must be rejected:  

For the whole concept of effectiveness is… inseparable from a mode of human existence in which 
the contrivance of means is in central part the manipulation of human beings into compliant 
patterns of behaviour; and it is by appeal to his own effectiveness in this respect that the 
manager claims authority within the manipulative mode (74). 
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There is an underlying “belief that managerial authority and power are justified because 
managers possess an ability to put skills and knowledge to work in the service of achieving 
certain ends” (75). MacIntyre proposes that this effectiveness “is part of a masquerade of social 
control rather than a reality” and that it is a quality that rarely exists apart from the imputation 
of effectiveness to managers and bureaucrats by themselves and others. While MacIntyre 
recognizes “expertise” in many areas (e.g. biochemistry of insulin, historical scholarship, the 
study of antique furniture) he contends that managerial and bureaucratic expertise is a moral 
fiction, “because the kind of knowledge which would be required to sustain it does not exist” 
(75). MacIntyre sees little difference between the way a desired effect might follow the 
deployment of imputed organizational skill and power and the way a clergyman might be 
fortunate enough to pray for rain just before the end of a drought. He sees the deployment of 
the concept of managerial effectiveness as a social and political attempt to disguise this reality. 
That this is so is evidenced by the fact “that its use presupposes knowledge claims which cannot 
be made good” (76). 
 
It was the argument of Carnap and Ayer “that metaphysical assertions more generally and 
religious assertions more particularly, while they purport to give information about a 
transcendent reality, actually do no more than express the feelings and attitudes of those who 
utter them” (76). MacIntyre suggests that “managerial effectiveness” functions just as Carnap 
and Ayer thought “God” functions. Carnap and Ayer made their claim because they believed in 
“the lack of the appropriate kind of rational justification for belief in God.” MacIntyre proposes 
that “interpretation of managerial effectiveness in the same way lack the appropriate kind of 
rational justification” (76). 
 
Not only is “an emotivist account… both true of, and embodied in, a very great deal of our moral 
utterance and practice”, with “much of that utterance and practice *being+ a trading in moral 
fictions (such as those of utility and rights)” (76), but, arguably, the most culturally powerful 
fiction of them all is the claim to effectiveness and thus authority made by the central character 
of the modern social drama, the bureaucratic manager. MacIntyre believes that to “a disturbing 
extent our morality *is+ disclosed as a theatre of illusions” (77). 
 
If the claim to managerial effectiveness was not a moral fiction then its foundational claim 
would stand up to scrutiny, namely the “claim to possess a stock of knowledge by means of 
which organizations and social structures can be molded.” This would presuppose that such 
knowledge included “a set of factual law-like generalizations which would enable the manager 
to predict, if an event or state of affairs of a certain type were to occur or to be brought about, 
some other event or state of affairs of some specific kind would result.” 
 
Consequently, the manager’s claims to justified authority involves (1) “the existence of a domain 
of morally neutral fact about which the manager is to be expert”; (2) the law-like generalizations 
and their applications to particular cases derived from the study of this domain” (77). But there 
is now an apparent division between fact and value since, during the late 17th and 18th centuries, 
what were then considered to be factual premises were held not to entail what were then 
considered to be evaluative or moral conclusions. But this hiatus is not “merely a matter of the 
way in which value and morality came to be reconceived” (78). It was further reinforced by “a 
changed and changing conception of fact”, which must be examined before assessing “the 
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modern manager’s claim to possession of the kind of knowledge which would justify his 
authority” (78). 
 
 

Chapter 7: ‘Fact’, Explanation and Expertise 
 
“Fact is in modern culture a folk-concept with an aristocratic ancestry” (79). As philosophers of 
science largely agree, it is erroneous “not only to suppose that the natural scientist is a kind of 
magpie”, who can collect facts, like others might collect Spode china or numbers of railway 
engines, but “also to suppose that the observer can confront a fact face-to-face without any 
theoretical interpretation interposing itself.” “Perceivers without concepts… are blind” (79). 
 
A simplistic empiricist approach to a “world of textures, shapes, smells, sensations, sounds and 
nothing more invites no questions and gives no grounds for furnishing any answers” (79-80). 
Indeed, the empiricist concept of experience, a cultural invention of the late 17th and 18th 
centuries and unknown for most of human history, “was intended to close the gap between 
seems and is, between appearance and reality… By contrast the natural scientific concepts of 
observation and experiment were intended to enlarge the distance between seems and is.” “The 
meaning of ‘experiment’ and the meaning of ‘experience’ diverge more sharply than they had 
done for the seventeenth century” (80). 
 
Empiricism treated the vindication or otherwise of beliefs and theories as dependent on the 
verdict of the basic elements of experience. By contrast, while natural science brings hypotheses 
to the test of observation, “our observations in turn can always be put to the question” (81). The 
18th century worldview was at its best rationally incoherent because both empiricism and 
natural science were incorporated and expressed within it, even though they represent radically 
different and incompatible ways of approaching the world.  
 
MacIntyre sees the Enlightenment as “the period par excellence in which most intellectuals lack 
self-knowledge”, because there was “an unacknowledged and unrecognized transition from one 
stance of theoretical interpretation to another”, disguised by the conceit with which such 
moderns dubbed themselves the Enlightenment and understood the medieval past as the Dark 
Ages. For the scholastics were “deceived about the character of the facts of the natural and 
social world by interposing an Aristotelian interpretation between themselves and experienced 
reality”, whereas 17th and 18th century moderns “stripped away interpretation and theory and 
confronted fact and experience just as they are” (81). 
  
Aristotelianism understands virtues and vices, together with forms of practical reasoning, as the 
key determinants of whether people move towards or away from the goods that constitute the 
natural ends of the human species. Aristotelianism cannot specify what acts are to be done by 
people without considering how human action is to be explained and understood. Alien to 
Aristotelianism is the modern fact-value distinction, the contrast between the sphere of 
morality and the sphere of the human sciences. 
 
In the 17th and 18th centuries not only was the Aristotelian understanding of nature rejected, but 
also the Aristotelian account of action. “Man” ceased to be a functional concept. Action 
becomes divorced from morality, so that explaining action now boils down to simply 
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understanding the physiological and physical mechanisms underlying it. Kant understood there 
to be a profound incompatibility between such a mechanical explanation of action and one 
which thinks of action as being governed by moral imperatives. This led him to conclude that the 
latter view of action is inexplicable and unintelligible from the standpoint of science. 
 
In philosophy ideas of good or virtue are now limited to the subdiscipline of ethics and are no 
longer treated as part of considerations as to the intention, purpose and reason for action. Now 
explaining human behaviour becomes a merely mechanical matter, with intention, purpose and 
reason for action replaced by antecedent conditions understood as efficient causes, involving a 
necessary or sufficient condition or a necessary and sufficient condition. Explaining human 
action in mechanical terms involves identifying a causal sequence which exemplifies some 
universal generalization with a precisely specifiable scope. In physics Newton’s laws of motion 
provide a paradigm for this since they purport to be universal in scope.  
 
English and French thinkers in the 17th and 18th centuries transferred this physics-based idea of 
mechanical explanation to the understanding of human behaviour. Quine argued that only if all 
references to intentions, purpose and reasons for action were omitted would it be possible to 
have a science of human behaviour involving genuine laws. This is because intentions, purpose 
and reasons all refer to or presuppose reference to the beliefs of the agents in question and 
discourse about beliefs does not lend itself to the kinds of sentences needed to express the laws 
of physics, while also involving “too many contestable and doubtful cases to furnish the kind of 
evidence we need to confirm or disconfirm claims to have discovered a law” (83).    
 
However, if it is impossible to eliminate references to such items as beliefs, enjoyments and 
fears from our understanding of human behaviour then it cannot become a human science 
embodied in law-like generalizations. Further the mechanical approach to understanding human 
behaviour necessarily conflicts with Aristotelianism since for the latter beliefs, enjoyments and 
fears are ineliminable.  
 
So this means that the very idea of “fact” changes as we move from the Aristotelian to the 
mechanist view. Since Aristotelianism understands human action teleologically it must be 
characterized with reference to the hierarchy of goods which provide the ends of human action, 
while the mechanist view must be characterized without any reference to such goods. So in 
Aristotelianism facts are those things which are valuable to human beings, not just the facts 
about what they think to be valuable. But in the mechanist view there are no facts about what is 
valuable. That is, “fact” becomes value-free. Now “is” and “ought” are divorced, with 
explanation as well as evaluation necessarily changing its character as a result.  
 
The Enlightenment’s mechanistic account of human action includes two theses: (1) about the 
predictability of human behaviour; (2) about the appropriate ways to manipulate human 
behaviour. That is, if people’s behaviour is governed by laws, then when I see the antecedent 
conditions being fulfilled I can predict the outcome and, indeed, I can produce the outcome if, 
knowing these laws, I contrive the fulfillment of the same antecedent conditions. Yet Marx 
clearly saw that the manipulator must regard his own actions quite different from those he 
manipulates. That is, while he treats the intentions, reasons and purposes as exempt from the 
laws governing the behavior of the manipulated, it is ironically the case that he himself is acting 
in accordance with his intentions, reasons and purposes. He thus imprints his own will on nature 
or society and, as Marx saw, treats this as the expression of his own rational autonomy and not 
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as the mere outcome of antecedent conditions. In the 18th century the idea of a mechanistic 
science of man assumed the proportions of a prophecy, yet what really happened is that such 
prophecies were translated not into real achievement, but into a social performance which 
disguises itself as such achievement. 
 
It is important to understand the key role played by civil servants in maintaining the 
administrative continuity of government and determining much of its character in order to trace 
the history of how intellectual prophecy became social performance. In the 19th century the civil 
servant was opposed by the social reformer who characteristically lamented the inability of 
government to learn to be scientific, but with government claiming in response “that it has 
indeed become scientific in just the sense that the reformers required” (85). For the 
government becomes a hierarchy of bureaucratic managers, with it being argued that 
government should intervene in society because it has resources of competence most citizens 
do not possess. 
 
We see private corporations similarly justifying their activities by referring to their possession of 
similar resources of competence. “Civil managers and managers alike justify themselves and 
their claims to authority, power and money by invoking their own competence as scientific 
managers of social change” (86). What has resulted is a modern ideology which sees it as the 
central task of the bureaucrat to adjust means to ends in the most economical and efficient way. 
This ideology also involves the bureaucrat justifying his activity with an appeal to his ability to 
deploy a body of scientific, especially social scientific knowledge, thought to comprise a set of 
universal law-like generalizations.  
 
The historical process, then, has involved the following process (though with different 
sequences in different advanced nations): 

1. The Enlightenment’s ideal for a social science. 
2. The aspirations of social reformers. 
3. The ideals of practice and justification of civil servants and managers. 
4. The theoretical codification of these practices and of the norms governing them by 

sociologists and organization theorists in textbooks in schools of management and 
business schools. 

5. The theoretically informed managerial practice of the contemporary technocratic 
expert. 

 
In all contexts the rise of managerial expertise is the central theme, involving (1) an aspiration to 
value neutrality; and (2) the claim to manipulative power, all stemming from the way 
philosophers of the 17th and 18th centuries distinguished the realm of fact from the realm of 
value. As a consequence 20th century (we can now add 21st) social life, to a substantial degree, is 
the concrete and dramatic re-enactment of 18th century philosophy, it being assumed that some 
of its central claims have been vindicated. But our bureaucratic rulers are only justified IF we do 
in fact possess a set of law-like generalizations governing social behaviour.   
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Chapter 8: The Character of Generalizations in Social Science and their 
Lack of Predictive Power 
 
For 200 years it has been believed that social science is able to provide a stock of law-like 
generalizations with strong predictive power. Confidence in managerial expertise stands on this 
foundation. Yet “the salient fact about those sciences is the absence of the discovery of any law-
like generalizations whatsoever” (88). 
 
All so-called laws governing human behaviour turn out to be false. Still the conventional 
philosophy of social science has asserted that the task of the social scientist is the production of 
law-like generalizations. Since, in fact, social science does not produce generalizations of this 
kind, it might be expected that many social scientists would thumb their noses at this 
conventional philosophy, but they don’t.  
 
One good reason for this is if the notion of managerial expertise collapses then government and 
private corporations do not need to employ social scientists as expert advisors. This would 
happen if it became accepted that managers do not in fact have a knowledge of law-like 
generalizations that would enable them to predict the outcomes of alternative policies. 
MacIntyre observes that the predictive failure of economists and demographers is an empirical 
fact. 
 
The predictively weak nature of the social sciences and their inability to discover law-like 
generalizations are two symptoms of the same condition. MacIntyre proposes that “that the 
true achievements of the social sciences are being concealed from us – and from many social 
scientists themselves – by systematic misinterpretation” (90). 
 
MacIntyre cites four examples: 
1. James C. Davie’s thesis that revolutions occur when a period of rising and to some degree 

gratified expectations are followed by a period of set-back when expectations continued to 
rise and were sharply disappointed. 

2. Oscar Newman’s generalization that the crime rate rises in high-rise buildings with the 
height of the building up to a height of 13 floors, but levels off at more than 13 floors.  

3. Egon Bittner’s discovery of the differences between the understanding of what law means in 
police work and what it means in the practice of courts and lawyers. 

4. Rosalind and Ivo Feierabend’s contention “that the most and least modernized societies are 
the most stable and least violent, whereas those at midpoint in the approach to modernity 
are most liable to instability and political violence” (90). 

 
While all these generalizations rest on distinguished research and are buttressed by impressive 
examples, they share three characteristics: 
1. All coexist with recognised counter-examples, which do “not seem to affect the standing of 

the generalizations in anything like the way [they] would affect the standing of 
generalizations in physics or chemistry” (90). Indeed, Laquer argues that the Russian 
revolution of 1917 and the Chinese of 1949 refute Davie’s generalization and that the 
patterns of political violence in Latin America refute Feierabends’ claim. 
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2. All lack not only universal quantifiers, but also scope modifiers. That is, in contrast to the 
physical sciences, “we cannot say of them in any precise way under what conditions they 
hold” (91). 

3. None of them “entail any well-defined set of counterfactual conditionals in the way that 
law-like generalizations of physics and chemistry do” (91). Since we don’t know how to 
apply them systematically beyond the limits of observation to unobserved or hypothetical 
instances they are not laws, whatever else they may be.  

 
Some social scientists respond to MacIntyre’s criticism by reasoning that the social sciences 
discover probabilistic generalizations, which thus allow for counter-examples. But the 
probabilistic generalizations of natural science are as law-like as any non-probabilistic 
generalizations, whereas the so-called “probabilistic” generalizations of social science are 
nothing but a mere list of instances.  
 
MacIntyre suggests that modern social scientists are looking in the wrong place for their 
philosophical ancestry, namely the 18th and 19th centuries, concerning which MacIntyre 
contends: “brilliant and creative as they were, were in fact centuries not as we and they take 
them to be of Enlightenment, but of a peculiar kind of darkness in which men so dazzled 
themselves that they could no longer see and ask whether the social sciences might not have 
had an alternative ancestry.” 
 
Suppose there is rectitude in the belief of Enlightenment thinkers that they were able to invoke 
a law-like generalization to explain retrospectively and that they were able to invoke a similar 
generalization to predict prospectively. The implication of this is that it is as disgraceful for the 
social scientist to fail to predict a war or revolution or for an economist to fail to predict a 
change in the rate of inflation as it would be for an astronomer to fail to predict an eclipse. Why 
isn’t such failure to predict regarded in this way? Attempted explanations include: 
1. The human sciences are still young sciences. This is false. They are as old as the natural 

sciences. 
2. The natural sciences rather than the social sciences attract the most able individuals in 

modern culture. Evidence indicates this is partly true.  
 
Machiavelli had a very different view of the relationship between explanation and prediction 
from that taken by the Enlightenment, especially in his concept of Fortuna. Actually, Machiavelli 
shared the goal of Enlightenment thinkers to find generalizations that might furnish maxims for 
enlightened practice. Yet he believed that even with the best possible stock of generalizations, 
“we may on the day be defeated by an unpredicted and unpredictable counter-example” (93). 
While “improvements in our knowledge may limit the sovereignty of Fortuna, the bitch-goddess 
of unpredictability; we cannot dethrone her” (93). 
 
MacIntyre argues that there are four sources of systematic unpredictability in human affairs: 
1. The nature of radical conceptual innovation. This is to be distinguished from just new 

conceptual inventions. For while Jules Verne predicted lighter-than-air flying machines this 
is not a radical innovation but “merely an additive construction from existing stock of 
concepts” (94), given the concepts of a bird or even a pterodactyl. “Any invention, any 
discovery, which consists essentially in the elaboration of a radically new concept cannot be 
predicted, for a necessary part of the prediction is the present elaboration of the very 
concept whose discovery or invention was to take place only in the future” (93). So Karl 
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Popper’s example of oneself and another in the Old Stone Age discussing the future, with 
me predicting that within 10 years someone will invent the wheel. “Wheel?” I am asked. I 
then describe the wheel to the other person and in so doing conclude, “But no one can be 
going to invent the wheel, for I have just invented it.” The future of science is thus 
unpredictable so that, for example, we cannot predict the future of physics nor of 
mathematics. A good deal of modern computing science in the 1930s assumes the proof of 
Turing’s theorem. Since this proof could not have been rationally predicted, nor could the 
subsequent scientific and technological work on computing machines have been predicted 
either. Yet how profoundly all this has shaped many of our lives! The discoveries of quantum 
mechanics or special relativity, the invention of the genre of tragedy at Athens in the late 
sixth century BC, the first preaching of Luther’s distinctive doctrine of justification sola fide 
and the first elaboration of Kant’s theory of knowledge – all of these were unpredictable 
before they occurred. “The striking implications for social life in general are clear” (95). Yet 
in all these cases unpredictability coexists with explicability.  

2. “*The] way in which the unpredictability of certain of his own future actions by each agent 
individually generates another element of unpredictability as such in the social world” (95). 
When I haven’t made up my mind which of two options I will choose I cannot predict which I 
will take. Yet what I can’t predict of myself others may be able to predict about me. But an 
observer able to do this is unable to predict his own future in the same way I can’t predict 
mine. This includes his inability to predict “how far his actions will impact upon and change 
the decisions made by others” (96). He can’t predict what alternatives they will choose and 
what sets of alternatives will be offered to them for choice. Since he can’t predict the impact 
of his future actions on my future decision-making he can’t predict my future actions any 
more than he can his own, something which is true of all agents. Unlike God we are not 
omniscient, the only condition that excludes the making of decisions, since God confronts 
no as yet unmade decision. 

3. The game-theoretic character of social life. Formal structures of game theory have been 
applied to political science in order to generate law-like generalizations. But there are three 
obstacles to the transfer of the formal structures of game theory to the interpretation of 
actual social and political situations: 

a. The infinite reflexivity of game-theoretic situations. Even when one is familiar with 
the formal structures of the situation and knows each player’s interest it is still 
impossible to know what the simultaneous attempt to render others predictable 
and oneself unpredictable will produce.  

b. Game-theoretic situations are characteristically situations of imperfect knowledge. 
This is inevitable since each player is very concerned to maximize the imperfection 
of the information of certain other players at the same time as he improves his own. 
It is also likely that in order to misinform other players it will be necessary to 
successfully produce false impressions in external observers. The ability to deceive 
successfully is often a key condition of success.  

c. In any given social situation it is frequently the case that many different transactions 
are taking place at one and the same time between members of the same group. 
This means that not one game is being played, but several. Further, even if it is 
possible to identify with some certainty what game is being played, in “real life 
situations, unlike both games and the examples in books about game-theory, we 
often do not start with a determinate set of players and pieces or a determinate 
area in which the game is to take place” (98). 
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Pure contingency provides yet another source of unpredictability. Clearly, trivial 
contingencies can powerfully influence the outcome of great events, e.g. “the molehill 
that killed William III or Napoleon’s cold at Waterloo which led him to delegate 
command to Ney, who in turn had four horses shot from under him that day, which led 
to faults in judgment, most notably to sending in the Garde Impériale two hours too 
late. There is no way in which all contingencies as moles and bacteria provide can be 
allowed for in battle plans” (100). 
 
It must be emphasized that unpredictability does not entail inexplicability and, indeed, 
its presence is compatible with the truth of determinism in a strong version. Assume 
future computers can simulate wide ranges of human behaviour. They would still be 
subject to all four types of unpredictability: 

“All of them would be unable to predict radical conceptual innovation or future proofs 
in mathematics, for precisely the same reasons that we are unable to. All of them would 
be unable to predict the outcome of their own as yet unmade decisions. Each of them 
would be involved in its relations to other computers in the same types of game-
theoretic tangle which entrap us. And all of them would be vulnerable to external 
contingencies – power failures, for example. Yet each particular movement of an in each 
computer would be wholly explicable in mechanical or electronic terms” (100). 

 
It is crucial to notice the intimate relationship of unpredictable elements in social life to 
the predictable elements. The latter are of four kinds: 
1. Arising from the necessity of scheduling and coordinating our social actions. “In 

every culture most people most of the time structure their activities in terms of 
some notion of a normal day… We all have a great deal of tacit, unspelled-out 
knowledge of the predictable expectations of others as well as a large stock of 
explicitly-stored information” (102). 

2. Arising from statistical regularities, e.g. we know we all tend to catch more colds in 
winter; that a person is more likely to be murdered by his or her spouse than by a 
criminal stranger. But just as unpredictability does not entail inexplicability, so 
predictability does not entail explicability.  

3. Arising from knowledge of the causal regularities of nature: snowstorms, 
earthquakes, plague bacilli, height, malnutrition and the properties of protein all 
place constraints on human possibility.  

4. Arising from knowledge of causal regularities in social life, e.g. in societies such as 
Britain and Germany in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by and large one’s 
place in the class structure determined one’s educational opportunities. 

 
“It is at once clear that many of the central features of human life derive from the particular and 
peculiar ways in which predictability and unpredictability interlock. It is the degree of 
predictability which our social structures possess which enables us to plan and engage in long-
term projects; and the ability to plan and to engage in long-term projects is a necessary 
condition of being able to find life meaningful. A life lived from moment to moment, from 
episode to episode, unconnected by threads of large-scale intention, would lack the basis for 
many characteristically human institutions: marriage, war, the remembrance of the lives of the 
dead, the carrying on of families, cities and services through generations and so on. But the 
pervasive unpredictability in human life also renders all our plans and projects permanently 
vulnerable and fragile” (103). 
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Another source of vulnerability and fragility is the character of the material environment and 
our ignorance. “Each of us, individually and as a member of particular social groups, seeks to 
embody his own plans and projects in the natural and social world” (104). To do this we seek “to 
render as much of our natural and social environment as possible predictable.” We look to 
natural and social science to assist us here, while trying to preserve our independence, freedom, 
creativity and inner reflection from invasion by others. For life to be meaningful we “wish to 
disclose of ourselves no more than we think right and nobody wishes to disclose all of himself… 
We need to remain to some degree opaque and unpredictable, particularly when threatened by 
the predictive practices of others.” Also, while on the one hand we need predictability to engage 
in long-term projects, we also need unpredictability to “be in possession of ourselves and not 
merely be the creations of other people’s projects, intentions and desires.” This means that 
simultaneously we seek “to render the rest of society predictable and ourselves unpredictable, 
to devise generalizations which will capture the behaviour of others and to cast our own 
behaviour into forms which will elude the generalizations that others frame” (104). 
 
Given the above general features of social life, what are the characteristics of the best possible 
available stock of generalizations about social life? While based on much research, their 
inductively-founded character will appear in their failure to approach law-likeness. “No matter 
how well-framed they are the best of them may have to coexist with counter-examples, since 
the constant creation of counter-examples is a feature of human life. And we shall never be able 
to say of the best of them precisely what their scope is. It follows of course that they will not 
entail well-defined sets of counterfactual conditionals. They will be prefaced not by universal 
quantifiers but by some phrase as ‘Characteristically and for the most part…’” (104). It is not 
surprising that the generalizations and maxims of the best social science share certain 
characteristics of their predecessors – the proverbs of folk societies, the generalizations of 
jurists, the maxims of Machiavelli.  
 
Empirical research indicates that organizational effectiveness is incompatible with total or near 
total predictability, since it must be able to tolerate a high degree of unpredictability within 
itself, i.e. “allowing for individual initiative, a flexible response to changes in knowledge, the 
multiplication of centres of problem-solving and decision-making” (106). Consequently, “the 
project of creating a wholly or largely predictable organization committed to creating a wholly 
or largely predictable society is doomed and doomed by the facts about social life” (106). 
 
It follows from this that “*the+ concept of managerial efficiency is…one more contemporary 
moral fiction and perhaps the most important of them all” (106-107). While it is admitted that 
many managers and bureaucrats do have specialized knowledge and that their activities do have 
effects and while we may suffer from those effects, perhaps seriously, “the notion of social 
control embodied in the notion of expertise is a masquerade” (107), since this is beyond 
anyone’s control. 
 

Chapter 9: Nietzsche or Aristotle? 
 
MacIntyre proposes that the contemporary vision of the world is predominately Weberian. He 
recognizes that most liberals, believing like Isaiah Berlin in an irreducible plurality of values, 
don’t accept that there is such a thing as ‘the’ contemporary vision of the world and that many 
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socialists argue the dominant contemporary view is a Marxist one. MacIntyre rejoins that belief 
in an irreducible plurality of values is itself an insistent and central Weberian theme. Also, since 
in our culture there is no such thing as an organized movement towards power which is not 
bureaucratic and managerial in mode and all justifications for authority are Weberian in form, 
Marxists are only such in rhetoric, while being Weberian in substance.  
 
MacIntyre argues that this Weberian vision of the world cannot be rationally sustained; that it 
depends for its power on its ability to disguise and conceal rather than illuminate. 
 
MacIntyre reminds us: “A key part of my thesis has been that modern moral utterance and 
practice can only be understood as a series of fragmented survivals from an older past and that 
the insoluble problems which they have generated for modern moral theorists will remain 
insoluble until this is well understood” (111). 
 
The use of the word taboo by the Polynesians encountered by Captain Cook did not simply 
mean “prohibited.” It seems probable that the native informants themselves did not really 
understand the meaning of this word. Evidently, at an earlier stage taboo rules were embedded 
in a context which conferred intelligibility on them. But with the loss of this context the taboo 
rules appeared as a set of arbitrary prohibitions. As a result Kamehameha II easily swept away 
taboos because they had been deprived of any status that could secure their authority with their 
interpretation and justification becoming untenable.   
 
Any attempt to develop a theory making such rules intelligible without reference to their history 
is necessarily a false theory, since “the only true theory can be one which exhibits their 
unintelligibility as they stand at that point in time” (113). In order to “distinguish between what 
it is for a set of rules and practices to have been fragmented and thrown into disorder and 
enable us to understand the historical transmissions by which the latter state emerged from the 
former” it is necessary that the writing of a certain kind of history be supplied. 
 
MacIntyre thinks of Nietzsche as the Kamehameha II of the European tradition, with modern 
uses of good, right and obligatory by such analytical moral philosophers as Moore, Ross, 
Prichard, Stevenson and Hare being akin to the late 18th century uses of taboo. 
 
Nietzsche understood more clearly than any other philosopher “not only that what purported to 
be appeals to objectivity were in fact expressions of subjective will, but also the nature of the 
problems that this posed for moral philosophy.” So in The Gay Science “Nietzsche jeers at the 
notion of basing morality on inner moral sentiments, on conscience, on the one hand, or on the 
Kantian categorical imperative, on universability, on the other” (113). Nietzsche exposed the 
inability of the Enlightenment project to discover rational foundations for an objective morality 
and exposed the falsity of the confidence with which everyday moral agents in post-
Enlightenment culture suppose their moral practice and utterance to be in good order. For 
Nietzsche the conclusion is this: “if there is nothing to morality but expressions of will, my 
morality can only be what my will creates” (113-114). To Nietzsche the concepts of natural 
rights, utility and the greatest happiness of the greatness number are all fictions. Consequently, 
Nietzsche replaces reason with will so that we are invited to “make ourselves into autonomous 
moral subjects by some gigantic and heroic act of the will”, redolent of what he believed was an 
archaic aristocratic self-assertiveness which preceded slave-morality.  
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Arguably, Nietzsche is the moral philosopher of the modern age. This is so (1) “if the only 
alternatives to Nietzsche’s moral philosophy turn out to those formulated by the philosophers of 
the Enlightenment and their successors”; and because (2) “Whenever those immersed in the 
bureaucratic culture of the age try to think their way through to the moral foundations of what 
they are and what they do, they will discover suppressed Nietzschean premises” (114). Indeed, 
Weber, whose central categories of thought lie behind Nietzsche’s central thesis, with 
Nietzsche, “provide us with the key theoretical articulations of the contemporary social order” 
(114-115).  
 
While the Weber-Nietzschean model lucidly delineates the large-scale and dominant features of 
the modern social landscape, it is Erving Goffman’s sociology of interaction that provides the 
sociology of everyday life that is the counterpart of the thought of Weber and Nietzsche.  
 
As in emotivism, so in Goffman’s sociology the central contrast is “between the purported 
meaning and point of our utterances and the use to which they are actually being put, between 
the surface presentations of behavior and the strategies used to achieve those presentations” 
(115). Goffman’s world is empty of objective standards of achievement, for success is noting but 
what passes for success. Standards are established through and in interaction itself; and moral 
standards seem to have the function only of sustaining types of interaction that may always be 
menaced by over-expansive individuals.” Presentation becomes the central theme since “it is in 
the regard of others that I prosper or fail to prosper” (115).  
 
In the Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle rejected the theory that “the good for man, consists in the 
possession of honor, honor being precisely whatever embodies and expresses the regard of 
others” (116). Aristotle argued that honour at best can be no more than a secondary good 
because we honour others in virtue of something they are or have done to merit the honour, 
whereas Goffman treats imputations of merit as “themselves part of the contrived social reality 
whose function is to aid or to contain some striving, role-playing will.” 
 
“In many pre-modern societies a man’s honor is what is due to him and to his kin and his 
household by reason of their having their due place in the social order. To dishonor someone is 
to fail to acknowledge what is thus due.” Accordingly, the concept of insult is a socially crucial 
one, whereas in modern societies we have neither legal nor quasi-legal recourse if we are 
insulted, with insults “displaced to the margins of our cultural life where they are expressive of 
private emotions rather than public conflicts” (116). 
 
Nietzsche clearly regarded the Aristotelian account of ethics and politics as a degenerate 
disguise of the will to power. During the 15th and 16th centuries as the Enlightenment project 
sought to discover new rational secular foundations for morality it repudiated it rejected a 
moral tradition of which Aristotle’s thought was the intellectual core. Nietzsche and his 
existentialist and emotivist successors have apparently successfully critiqued all previous 
morality: “Hence the defensibility of the Nietzschean position turns in the end on the answer to 
the question: was it right in the first place to reject Aristotle?” (117). 
 
Here MacIntyre reasons: 

For if Aristotle’s position in ethics and politics – or something very like it – could be sustained, the 
whole Nietzschean enterprise would be pointless. This is because the power of Nietzsche’s 
position depends upon the truth of one central thesis: that all rational vindications of morality 
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manifestly fail and that therefore belief in the tenets of morality needs to be explained in terms 
of a set of rationalizations which conceal the fundamentally non-rational phenomena of the will 
(117). 

 
The key question becomes: “can Aristotle’s ethics, or something very like it, after all be 
vindicated?” (118). 
 
To begin with “Aristotelianism is philosophically the most powerful of pre-modern modes of 
moral thought.” Consequently: “If a premodern view of morals and politics is to be vindicated 
against modernity, it will be in something like Aristotelian terms or not at all” (118). 
  
There are only two alternatives: 

1. To “follow through the aspirations and the collapse of the different versions of the 
Enlightenment project until there remains only the Nietzschean diagnosis and the 
Nietzschean problematic.” 

2. to “hold that the Enlightenment project was not only mistaken, but should never have 
commenced in the first place” (118). 

 
Nietzsche exposed the failure of the Enlightenment moralities to address the question: what 
sort of person am I to become? In modern moralities this means: what rules ought we to follow? 
And why ought we to obey them? “Rules become the primary concept of the moral life. 
Qualities of character then generally come to be prized only because they will lead us to follow 
the right set of rules” (119). Since the justification of rules and principles has become radically 
problematic, it follows that the justification of the virtues is equally problematic. MacIntyre 
proposes that this is back to front; that “we need to attend to virtues in the first place in order 
to understand the function and authority of rules” (119). 
 
 

Chapter 10: The Virtues in Heroic Societies 
 
In all cultures where we find classical moral thinking and action, whether Greek, medieval or 
Renaissance, the chief means of moral education is the telling of stories. Such narratives 
especially provided a moral background to contemporary debate in classical societies so that to 
understand classical society and its successors we need to first understand heroic society. 
 
Not only in Homeric society, but in other forms of heroic society, “*every+ individual has a given 
role and status within a well-defined and highly determinate system of roles and statuses” 
(122). It is especially by knowing one’s role within the key structures of kinship and household 
that a man knows who he is and it is this same sense of one’s identity that enables him to know 
“what he owes and what is owed to him by the occupant of every other role and status.” 
 
So for each status there is a prescribed set of duties and privileges, but also “a clear 
understanding of what actions are required to perform these and what actions fall short of what 
is required.” Judging a man is judging his actions, because a man in heroic society is what he 
does. His virtues “are those qualities which sustain a man in his role and which manifest 
themselves in those actions which his role requires.” 
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But this concept of virtue is alien to us, as is “the intimate connection in heroic society between 
the concept of courage and its allied virtues on the one hand and the concepts of friendship, 
fate and death on the other.” The importance of courage consists in the fact that it is not merely 
an individual quality, but “the quality necessary to sustain a household and a community” (122).  
 
What must be understood is that in heroic society morality and social structure are one and the 
same. Kudos, that is, glory-earning virtues, whether courage or other qualities linked to courage 
(e.g. cunning, a wry sense of humour), merit public recognition because of the part they play in 
sustaining the public order. A courageous person is someone who can be relied upon to aid me 
and my household, so it is an important ingredient in friendship. Further, the unity of the 
household is guaranteed by the fidelity of one’s friend and for women, “who constitute the 
crucial relationships within the household, fidelity is the key virtue” (123). Since, then, morality 
and social structure are the same, in such societies morality as something distinct does not exist. 
This means that evaluative questions are questions of social fact. 
 
Failing such a place in the social order, a man would be incapable of receiving recognition and 
response from others. Both they and he himself would not know who he was. So in heroic 
societies it is common for any incoming stranger to be assigned a well-defined status, meaning 
that he has to be received with hospitality, limited but well-defined. 
 
In heroic societies life is the standard of value: “If someone kills you, my friend or brother, I owe 
you their death and when I have paid my debt to you their friend or brother owes them my 
death. The more extended my system of kinsmen and friends, the more liabilities I shall incur of 
a kind that may end in my death” (124). 
 
Indeed, because there are uncontrollable powers in the world, including passions, the man who 
does what he ought moves steadily towards his fate and his death, with defeat, not victory, lying 
at the end. It is a virtue to understand this, a necessary part of courage. Understanding courage 
as a virtue is not merely to understand how it may be exhibited in character, but also what place 
it can have in a certain kind of enacted story involving a particular kind of pattern of harms and 
dangers and not just particular harms and dangers. 
 
There is “the sharpest of contrasts between the emotivist self of modernity and the self of the 
heroic age” (126). Some modern moral philosophers believe that the capactity to detach oneself 
from any particular standpoint or point of view and view and judge it from the outside is an 
essential characteristic of human selfhood. It is precisely this characteristic that is absent from 
the self in heroic society in which there is no ‘outside’ except that of the stranger. To try to 
withdraw from one’s given position in heroic society is to try to make oneself disappear.  
 
In such a society until the day one dies one is ever accountable as to whether one does or fails 
to do what someone occupying my role owes to others. In addition to this accountability one’s 
identity involves particularity, since this accountability is to, for and with specific individuals, 
members of the same local community: “The heroic self does not itself aspire to universality 
even although in retrospect we may recognize universal worth in the achievements of that self” 
(126). 
 
So a particular kind of human being and a particular kind of social structure are preconditions 
for the exercise of the heroic virtues. Two lessons can be learnt from heroic societies: 
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1. “*All+ morality is always to some degree tied to the socially local and particular.” This 
means that “the aspirations of the morality of modernity to a universality freed from all 
particularity is an illusion” (126-127). 

2. There “is no way to possess the virtues except as part of a tradition in which we inherit 
them and our understanding of them from a series of predecessors in which series 
heroic societies hold first place” (127). 

 
From the standpoint of a tradition ultimately rooted in heroic societies the freedom of choice of 
values vaunted by modernity is “more like the freedom of ghosts” than of men. 
 
From the Homeric poems MacIntyre also observes that in heroic societies prosperity is an 
entitlement for those who attain such ‘happiness’ by what they achieve in war, which, 
paradoxically, is the characteristic path to death. Indeed, funeral rites and funeral games are key 
episodes in the moral scheme, because by these the family and the community can restore their 
integrity. 
 
MacIntyre’s analysis of heroic poetry leads him to make two central claims about the moral 
structure of heroic society: 

1. It embodies a conceptual scheme which has three central inter-related elements: 
a. A conception of what is required by the social role which each individual 

inhabits. 
b. A conception of excellences or virtues as those qualities which enable an 

individual to do what his or her role requires. 
c. A conception of the human condition as fragile and vulnerable to destiny and 

death. This means “that to be virtuous is not to avoid vulnerability and death, 
but rather to accord them their due” (129). 

“*All+ three elements can find their interrelated places only within a larger unitary 
framework”, i.e. the narrative form of epic or sage, understanding that heroic social 
structures is enacted epic narrative.  

2. The implicit epistemology of the heroic world is a thoroughgoing realism because 
characters have no way “of viewing the human and natural world except that provided 
by the conceptions which inform their world-view.” 

 
Nietzsche misrepresented heroic societies portraying aristocratic self-assertion, whereas in 
reality heroic societies involve forms of assertion proper to and required by a certain role. So the 
self is social creation, not an individual one as per Nietzsche’s mistaken retro-projection of his 
own 19th century individualism. Nietzsche was replacing “the fictions of the Enlightenment 
individualism, of which he is so contemptuous, with a set of individualist fictions of his own” 
(129). 
 
Contemporary Nietzscheans are condemned to an existence which seeks to transcend all 
relationship to the past, since in addition to rejecting their immediate cultural environment (as 
Nietzsche rejected Wilhelmine Germany) Nietzsche’s praised past is a fiction. However, it is 
impossible to achieve such transcendence and “we cannot eradicate from ourselves, even in 
America, those parts of ourselves which are formed by our relationship to each formative stage 
in our history” (130). But this means “even heroic society is still inescapably a part of us all”, so 
that as we explain how it has contributed to the formation of our moral culture we are 
recounting our own history. 
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Chapter 11: The Virtues at Athens 
 
There standpoint of some classical and Christian societies has been defined partially in terms of 
their supposed emergence from heroic societies, whether the latter existed or not. Many of the 
key moral characteristics of these societies arises from the difficulties they experienced in 
relating to actual practice those moral scriptures to which heroic literature was central. 
 
MacIntyre finds Plato pointing to a general state of incoherence in the use of evaluative 
language in Athenian culture by the way he presents Socrates exposing inconsistencies when he 
interrogates Athenians as to the nature of some virtue, e.g. courage, piety or justice. Indeed, 
Plato’s account of the virtues in the Republic is aimed at expelling the Homeric inheritance from 
the city-state. 
 
Sophocles’ Philoctetes shows that there was indeed a connection between the basis 
incoherences of classical society and the Homeric background. Here Sophocles confronts his 
readers with two incompatible conceptions of honorable conduct, two rival standards for 
behaviour, which Sophocles does not resolve, namely the Homeric treatment of Odysseus’ use 
of cunning deceit as an unambiguous virtue against the Athenian perception that his behaviour 
was dishonourable.  
 
In Greek tragedy (e.g. Philoctetes, Oresteia, Antigone) the intervention of a god or an appeal for 
a god to intervene, “often signals the disclosure of an incoherence in moral standards and 
vocabulary” (132). But this gap is not to be seen simply as the product of changed social 
contexts, because: 

1. The forms and claims of kinship, though different, survive in substantial form. 
2. In Athens the concept of a virtue “has now become strikingly detached from that of any 

particular social role” (132-133): “In Homer the question of honor is the question of 
what is due to a king; in Sophocles the question of honor has become the question of 
what is due to a man” (133). 

 
It is significant that the question of what is due to a man arose iin Athenian rather than in 
Theban or Corinthian or barbarian social contexts. It is not usual for poets and philosophers to 
distinguish in their account of social relationships what is universal and human from what is 
local and Athenian, because Athens is praised as the place which supremely exhibits human life 
as it ought to be. This involves distinguishing Athenian particularity from Homeric particularity. 
While the Homeric man can appeal to no standard external to those embodied in the structures 
of his own community, Athenian man does have such standards, given his understanding of the 
virtues, even while he knows this understanding is due to his membership in Athenian 
community. That is, in Athenian society the central question concerns the relationship between 
being a good citizen and being a good man. 
 
The evidence is compelling that the overwhelming majority of all Greeks, Athenian or otherwise, 
took it for granted that the way of life of their own city was unquestionably the best way of life 
for man, with it being equally assumed that what Greeks shared was clearly superior to any 
barbarian way of life.  
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A.W.H. Adkins discriminated between the competitive virtues derived from Homeric traditions 
and cooperative virtues reflective of the social world of the Athenian democracy. But the matter 
is more complex because rival conceptions of one and the same virtue gave rise to conflict, e.g. 
dikaiosunê,“justice.” Adkins identifies this as a cooperative virtue, yet, though this word does 
not occur in Homer, it has Homeric overtones, as illustrated by its predecessor terms, dikê and 
dikaios. Because dikê was outraged Achilles fell out with Agamemnon and Athena aided 
Odysseus against the suitors. 
 
Hugh Lloyd Jones explained that dikê basically refers to the order of the universe, so that dikaios 
is the man who respects and does not violate that order. Consequently, it is simplistic for us to 
render dikaios by the word “just”, since use of “just” in our culture does not presuppose any 
belief in a moral order in the universe.  Clearly, in the Homeric poems “the order in which kings 
reign, admittedly imperfectly, is part of the larger order in which gods, and especially Zeus, 
reign, admittedly imperfectly. In Homer the virtue of the dikaios, thereby corresponding with all 
other Homeric virtues, is to do what the accepted order requires and not to transgress that 
order. However, by the end of the fifth century it is has become questionable whether it is or is 
not dikaiosunê to do what the established order requires.  
 
Fifth-century Greek inherits a set of virtue words and a received set of virtues: friendship, 
courage, self-restraint, justice, etc. But there is now disagreement as to what each of these 
requires and as to why each is counted as a virtue. Here it is important not to speak too easily of 
‘the Greek view of the virtues’ and to allow for a number of Athenian views: 

1. The sophists. 
2. Plato. 
3. Aristotle. 
4. The tragedians, especially Sophocles. 

 
All of these Athenian views shared the premise that the polis is the milieu in which the virtues 
are to be exercised and in term of which they are to be defined. So in Sophocles’ Philoctetes, the 
fact that Philoctetes is left on a desert island for 10 years means he is not merely exiled from the 
company of mankind, but also from the status of a human being. In the Athenian world 
friendship, companionship and citizenship are essential aspects of humanity, as alien as this may 
be for moderns. Consequently, the common Athenian assumption is “that the virtues have their 
place within the social context of the city-state. To be a good man will on every Greek view be at 
least closely allied to being a good citizen” (135). 
 
Modern virtues of humility, thrift and conscientiousness could appear in no Greek list of the 
virtues. One of the great Athenian virtues is sôphrosunê. This has the following connotations: 

1. As per its original aristocratic sense, the man who could but does not abuse his power. 
2. The ability to control one’s passions, especially looked for in women. 
3. Restraint in the manner of realizing one’s goals, “the quality of knowing how far to go 

on a particular occasion and when to pause or temporarily draw back” (136). 
 
Sôphrosunê is a virtue expressed in the two incompatible moral schemes involving on the one 
hand peacefulness of spirit (hêsuchia) and hectic activity (polupragmosunê). With respect to the 
latter concept it needs to be recognised that acquisitiveness (pleonexia) was considered a vice 
(contrast modern individualism). The agôn (“contest”) resulted in victors achieving the prizes of 
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success, but, unlike the modern world, it is the achievement and the excellence or virtue that is 
valued primarily in the Greek world, and it is “because they are valued that prizes and 
satisfactions attach to them; not vice versa” (137). Earlier, the “implicit definition of a Greek, as 
contrasted with a barbarian, becomes – a member of a community entitled to attend the 
Olympic games” (138). But within each city-state the agôn also became identified with “the 
debates in the assemblies and law courts of Greek democracy, the conflicts at the heart of 
tragedy, a piece of symbolic (and very serious) buffoonery in the plotline of comedy, and finally 
the dialogue form of philosophical argument”, with these political, dramatic and philosophical 
categories much more intimately related in the Athenian world than in our own. 
 
The four Athenian views outlined above (sophists, Plato, Aristotle, tragedians) all see the city-
state and the agôn as the contexts in which the virtues are to be exercised. The sophist in 
Plato’s Thrasymachus “makes success the only goal of action and makes the acquisition of 
power to do and to get whatever one wants the entire content of success” (139). So a virtue is 
that quality which will ensure success, yet success in some particular city: “To be successful is to 
be successful in a particular city.” For relativistic sophists: “There is no such thing as justice-as-
such, but only justice-as-understood-in-Athens and justice-as-understood-at-Thebes and justice-
as-understood-at-Sparta” (139). 
 
Plato accepted the view “that the concepts of virtue and goodness on the one hand and those of 
happiness, success and the fulfillment of desire on the other are indissolubly linked” (140). For 
the Callicles of Plato’s Gorgias, “the satisfaction of desire is to be found in domination over a 
polis, in the life of a tyrant.” But “for Plato rational desire could be genuinely satisfied in no polis 
that actually existed in the physical world, but only in an ideal state with an ideal constitution” 
(140). Yet his “concept of virtue remains a political concept”, since for him “there is no way to 
be excellent as a man which does not involve excellence as a citizen and vice versa”, even if “the 
excellent citizen will not be at home in any actual city, in Athens of Thebes or even in Sparta” 
(141). 
 
Plato argued that in actual cities rulers are never themselves ruled by reason. When reason rules 
then each part of the soul performs its specific function. The virtue sôphrosunê is exhibited 
when the bodily appetites are restrained by reason. The virtue andreia (courage) is exhibited 
when reason elicits a high-spirited response to the challenge of danger. The virtue sophia 
(wisdom) is exhibited when reason, disciplined by mathematical and dialectical enquiry, is able 
to discern what justice is, what beauty is and supremely what the Form of the Good is. Since 
dikaiosunê (“justice”) is that virtue that allocates each part of the soul its particular function it 
follows that all of three prior virtues can only be exhibited when dikaiosunê is also exhibited. 
 
Sophocles made it clear “that there can be rival conceptions of the virtues, rival accounts of 
what a virtue is” (142). Plato insisted that “the virtues are not merely compatible with each 
other, but the presence of each requires the presence of all”, a view of the unity of the virtues 
that is reiterated by both Aristotle and Aquinas. All three presupposed “a cosmic order which 
dictates the place of each virtue in a total harmonious scheme of human life.” By contrast one 
modern tradition contends “that the variety and heterogeneity of human goods is such that 
their pursuit cannot be reconciled in any single moral order” (142). Sophocles’s view is different 
again, that while there “are indeed crucial conflicts in which different virtues appear as making 
rival and incompatible claims upon us”, it is tragically the case, since there is an objective moral 
order, that both claims have authority upon us. It is the deficiency of our perceptions that 
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prevents us from harmonizing rival moral truths. Unsurprisingly, in the conflicts of Sophoclean 
tragedy resolution is sought via an appeal to a god whose verdict ends rather than resolves the 
conflict.  
 
The Sophoclean moral protagonist “would be nothing without his or her place in the social 
order, in the family, the city, the army at Troy” (143), but “he or she is not only what society 
takes him or her to be; he or she belongs to a place in the social order and transcends it.” But 
Sophocles, like Shakespeare, “portrayed human life in dramatic narratives because he took it 
that human life already had the form of dramatic narrative and indeed the form of one specific 
type of dramatic narrative” (143-144). In deciding on whether to accept the heroic or the 
Sophoclean account of the virtues one is deciding which of these alternative narratives of 
human life one will adopt. Heroic narratives sees each human life as “a story whose shape and 
form will depend upon what is counted as a harm and danger and upon how success and failure, 
progress and its opposite, are understood and evaluated” (144). But in Sophoclean dramatic 
encounter is not merely the fate of individuals that is at stake, but the life of the land and the 
life of the city, as illustrated in the conflict between Antigone and Creon. For Sophocles the 
dramatic character, as in epic, is the individual in his or her role, representing his or her 
community. Yet the Sophoclean self also transcends the limitations of social roles and calls them 
into question, with it being presupposed that “there is an order which requires from us the 
pursuit of certain ends” (145), so that our judgments have the property of truth or falsity 
depending on their relationship to this order.  
 
 

Chapter 12: Aristotle’s Account of the Virtues 
 
MacIntyre accords a central place to Aristotle’s account of the virtues because he is the 
protagonist against whom he matches the voices of liberal modernity. However, he is not 
merely an individual theorist but the representative of a long tradition, though it is very 
unAristotelian to treat him as part of a tradition, even as its greatest representative. 
 
Without surrendering to Plato’s pessimism about the social world, Aristotle succeeded in making 
the classical tradition a rational tradition. Aristotle’s magisterial and unique lecture notes that 
comprise the Nicomachean Ethics, are the most brilliant ever written. Here Aristotle does not 
represent himself as inventing an account of the virtues, but articulates “an account that is 
implicit in the thought, utterance and action of an educated Athenian” (148). Holding that “the 
city-state is the unique political form in which alone the virtues of human life can be genuinely 
and fully exhibited”, Aristotle “seeks to be the rational voice of the best citizens of the best city-
state.” 
 
“Aristotle’s initial arguments in the Ethics presuppose that what G.E. Moore was to call the 
‘naturalistic fallacy’ is not a fallacy at all.” For Aristotle particular aims and goals are inherent in 
human nature which ever moves towards a specific telos. This cosmic and universal dimension 
stands in tension with Aristotle’s account of the good as being “at once local and particular – 
located in and partially defined by the characteristics of the polis.” 
 
Rejecting the identification of the good for man with money, honour and pleasure, Aristotle calls 
it eudaimonia, variously rendered as blessedness, happiness or prosperity. “It is the state of 
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being well and doing well in being well, of a man’s being well-favored himself and in relation to 
the divine…. The virtues are precisely those qualities the possession of which will enable an 
individual to achieve eudaimonia and the lack of which will frustrate his movement toward that 
telos” (148). For Aristotle it would make no sense to conceive of a means to achieve the good 
for man without the exercise of the virtues. “For what constitutes the good for man is a 
complete human life lived at its best, and the exercise of the virtues is a necessary and central 
part of such a life, not a mere preparatory exercise to secure such a life” (149). 
 
Further, “*v+irtues are dispositions not only to act in particular ways, but also to feel in particular 
ways. To act virtuously is not, as Kant was later to think, to act against inclination; it is to act 
from inclination formed by the cultivation of the virtues” (149). The educated moral agent does 
what is virtuous because it is virtuous, that is, knowing what he is doing when he judges or acts 
virtuously. The virtuous moral agent who simply acts on the basis of a true and rational 
judgment is to be distinguished from the well-trained soldier who does what courage would 
demand in a particular situation, but only because he is well-trained rather than being 
courageous or because he is more frightened of his own officers than he is of the enemy. 
 
The “exercise of the virtues requires… a capacity to judge and to do the right thing in the right 
place at the right time in the right way” (150). While Aristotle’s view is teleological it is not 
consquentialist, for “a critical part of Aristotle’s view *is+ that certain types of action are 
absolutely prohibited or enjoined irrespective of circumstances or consequences.” So a virtuous 
man will do or refrain from doing those actions prescribed or prohibited by laws enacted by the 
city-state. Yet, there is relatively little mention of rules anywhere in the Ethics. Judgment 
concerning the exercise of the virtues is not a routinizable application of rules. 
 
Both in the modern world and the ancient world, two quite different types of evaluative practice 
have to be developed by those participating in a common project aimed at producing a shared 
good. Such projects might include: (a) for moderns – establishing a school, hospital or art 
gallery; (b) for ancients – establishing a religious cult, expedition or a city. The first evaluative 
practice requires valuing (praising as excellencies) qualities of mind and character contributing 
to the realisation of the desired common good(s), that is, virtues (as opposed to their 
corresponding opposites, vices).The second practice necessitates identifying those types of 
action which would involve such a high level of harm as to so destroy the bonds of community 
and thereby render impossible the realisation of the desired common good (at least to some 
degree and for some time), e.g. the taking of innocent life, theft, perjury and betrayal. These 
two practices generate two tables:  

1. A table of virtues, teaching citizens what kinds of actions will gain them merit and 
honour. 

2. A table of legal offences, teaching them those bad actions that are intolerable. 
 
One who commits such an intolerable offence has so violated the bonds of community as to 
exclude himself or herself from it. Exclusion may be permanent (effected by execution or 
irrevocable exile) or temporary (involving imprisonment or temporary exile), depending on the 
gravity of the offence. 
 
Both types of evaluative practice are mandatory since an individual member of such a 
community can fail in either of two ways: 
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1. By not being good enough, that is, being so deficient in the virtues as to make his 
contribution to the realisation of the desired common good negligible. He has not 
committed an intolerable offence, but his may only be because of his vices anyway, e.g. 
not committing murder because of cowardice or telling the truth out of vanity and 
boastfulness. 

2. By committing an intolerable offence. Occasionally, a brave and modest man might 
commit murder and if he does his offence is just as damaging than the offence of a 
coward or braggart. 

 
There is a particularly crucial link between the virtues and law, namely “knowing how to apply 
the law is itself possible only for someone who possesses the virtue of justice” (152). This virtue 
involves giving to each person what each deserves, which implies two social presuppositions if 
this virtue is to flourish in the community: 

1. There are rational criteria for determining what each deserves. 
2. There is socially established agreement as to what these criteria are.  

 
In modernity law and morality are two separate realms. Not so for Aristotle. For rules govern 
much of the assignation of goods and penalties in accordance with what a person deserves. In 
the Ethics it is sometimes necessary, however, to act kata ton orthon logon, “according to right 
reason” (“according to right rule” is a mistranslation), because there are particular instances in 
which it is unclear how to apply the law and what justice requires. In such cases the virtues are 
generally characterized as lying between the more and the less, e.g. “courage lies between 
rashness and timidity, justice between doing injustice and suffering injustice, liberality between 
prodigality and meanness” (154). So for each virtue there are two corresponding vices. Those 
who are merely law-abiding or rule-abiding don’t need the judgment required by the virtuous 
man, for, in any set of circumstances, he must discern what is courage, justice, liberality, etc. So, 
for example, it is not immediately clear whether a gift of $10,000 to another is an expression of 
liberality, prodigality or meanness. An assessment suitable to the circumstantial context is 
needed. 
 
This makes phronêsis a central virtue. This is an intellectual virtue without which none of the 
virtues of character can be exercised, applying to someone who knows how to exercise 
judgment in particular cases, because he knows what is due to him and takes pride in claiming 
his due. For Aristotle intellectual virtues are acquired through training, while habitual exercise 
develops the virtues of character: “We become just or courageous by performing just or 
courageous acts, we become theoretically or practically wise as a result of systematic 
instruction.” It is kata ton orthon logon, “in accordance with right reason”, that we transform 
our initial naturally given dispositions into virtues of character. There is a crucial difference 
between a natural disposition of a certain kind and the corresponding virtue and it is forged by 
the exercise of intelligence. Yet, the virtues of character are prerequisite to the exercise of 
practical intelligence, for without them such an ability is but “a certain cunning capacity for 
linking means to any end rather than to those ends which are genuine goods for man” (154). 
 
At odds with dominant modern perceptions stands Aristotle’s view that excellence of character 
and intelligence are inseparable. For Kant a person could be good (possessing good will) yet 
stupid (ignorant as to how to apply general rules to particular cases). Aristotle, however, taught 
that stupidity of a certain kind precludes goodness and that “a man cannot have practical 
intelligence unless he is good” (155).  



40 
 

Michael K. Wilson         www.facetofaceintercultural.com.au          May 2011 

 
Aristotelian and classical traditions provide no counterpart to modern exaltation of bureaucratic 
expertise matching means to ends in an evaluatively neutral way, nor to the modern moral 
agent who is anyone and everyone who is not actually mentally defective. Indeed, for Aristotle 
“one cannot possess any of the virtues of character in a developed form without possessing all 
the others” (155). The just man does not fall into the vice of pleonexia (acquisitiveness) and this 
presupposes possession of sophrosune (self-restraint).  
 
In a community which has a shared aim to realize the human good there is wide agreement on 
what constitute goods and virtues, making possible the bond of friendship (itself a virtue) 
between citizens that comprises the polis. Aristotle saw law-makers as making friendship a 
higher priority than justice, this being because justice presupposes an already constituted 
community for which friendship, embodying a shared recognition and pursuit of a good, is 
requisite. Only in such a community is it possible to reward desert and repair failures in 
rewarding desert – the exercise of justice.  
 
Since there were some tens of thousands of adult male citizens in Aristotle’s Athens friendship 
meant “the sharing of all in the common project of creating and sustaining the life of the city” 
(156). While the concept of a political community as a common project might apply at times to 
the way moderns think of schools, hospitals or philanthropic organizations, “we have no 
conception of such a form of community concerned, as Aristotle says the polis is concerned, 
with the whole of life, not with this or that goo, but with man’s good as such.” Unsurprisingly, in 
the modern world friendship has been considerably diluted and relegated to private life, with 
‘friendship’ today now denoting “a type of emotional state rather than a type of social and 
political relationship” (156). This is because the moral unity of Aristotelianism has been 
abandoned. 
 
It might be rejoined that Aristotle’s portrait is at best an idealization, glossing over the diversity 
of values, conflicts between goods and the fact that the virtues did not form a simple, coherent, 
hierarchical unity. Yet Aristotle, in keeping with Plato, insists on the unity of the virtues so as to 
treat conflict as in eliminable evil (civil war being the worst of evils) and the good life for man as 
single and unitary, compounded of a hierarchy of goods. For Aristotle, then, “conflict is simply 
the result either of flaws of character in individuals or of unintelligent political arrangements” 
(157). Here Aristotle parts company with Homeric thought which regarded tragic conflict as the 
essential human condition. In Aristotle’s politics, poetics and theory of knowledge the agôn is no 
longer central, because in Aristotle’s view “the tragic hero… fails because of his own flaw, not 
because the human situation is sometimes irremediably tragic” (157). Accordingly, Aristotle 
demotes Socrates method of arguing dialectically with individuals and Plato’s reliance on 
dialogues, believing that his expository lectures and treatises provided a more direct route to 
truth. In the previous chapter we saw that in the conflicts of Sophoclean tragedy resolution is 
sought via an appeal to a god whose verdict ends rather than resolves the conflict. By contrast, 
for Aristotle divinity is impersonal and unchanging, merely “thought timelessly thinking itself 
and conscious of nothing but itself” (158) and, therefore, disinterested in that which is merely 
human, let alone conflict situations.  
 
For Aristotle metaphysical contemplation of this abstracted divinity provides man with his 
specific and ultimate telos and is “the essential final and completing ingredient in the life of the 
man who is eudaimôn (enjoying a complete life). Aristotle regards man as being simultaneously 
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essentially political, yet essentially metaphysical. The household and the city-state make it 
possible for man to realize his metaphysical potential by providing those material and social 
goods prerequisite to human completeness, yet subordinate to the metaphysical. 
 
Aristotle recognised the friendship might derive from either mutual utility or mutual pleasure. 
However, genuine friendship derives from “a shared concern for goods which are the goods of 
both and therefore exclusively of neither” – this is the paradigm for the husband-wife 
relationship in the household and the citizen-citizen relationship in the polis. Consequently, 
when the good man finally achieves self-sufficiency in his contemplation of timeless reason this 
does not mean he no longer needs friends or a certain level of material prosperity. Conversely, 
the best kind of city is one which is not merely founded on justice and friendship but one that 
enables its citizens to enjoy the life of metaphysical contemplation. 
 
But in Aristotle’s thought the virtues are unavailable to slaves or to barbarians, thereby 
excluding from them the good for man. A barbarian is not merely a non-Greek, but someone 
who lacks a polis, someone therefore incapable of political relationships, which necessarily 
entail that freedom from any position that is mere subjection that is the presupposition of the 
exercise of the virtues and the achievement of the good.  
 
Sadly, Aristotle believed (1) that non-Greeks, barbarians and slaves not merely lacked political 
relationships, but were incapable of them; and (2) only the affluent and those of high status 
could achieve certain key virtues, namely munificence and magnanimity (generosity), with 
craftsmen and tradesmen necessarily constituting an inferior class. 
 
Aristotle had an ahistorical understanding of human nature and, therefore, assumed both 
barbarians and Greeks had fixed natures. Aristotle has no interest in a history of the polis or of 
Greece or of mankind moving towards a telos. Since some men are slaves by nature, the 
question could not arise for him as to how men might move from being slaves or barbarians to 
becoming citizens of a polis. Aristotle believed that genuinely scientific knowledge was the 
“knowledge of essential natures grasped through universal necessary truths, logically derivable 
from certain first principles” (159). So Aristotle is not interested in history with its focus on 
individuals and human affairs, much preferring poetry, which he saw as dealing with types. 
Because Aristotle had little understanding of historicity he did not understand the transience of 
the polis. 
 
Yet “these limitations in Aristotle’s account of the virtues do not necessarily injure his general 
scheme for understanding the place of the virtues in human life” (160). Two insights are 
particularly important: 
1. The place of enjoyment in human life: 

a. Enjoyment is contingent upon successful activity. This “enables us to understand 
both why it is plausible to treat enjoyment – or pleasure or happiness – as the telos 
of human life and why nonetheless this would be a mistake” (160). 

b. Enjoyment characteristically accompanies the achievement of excellence in activity, 
whether writing or translating of poetry, playing of games, or the carrying through 
of some complex social project. 

c. Generally, “to seek to excel is to aim at doing that which will be enjoyable”, so that 
in this sense enjoyment or pleasure or happiness is the telos of our activity. 
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d. But enjoyment or pleasure or happiness can never been the criterion guiding our 
actions – “the enjoyment of itself provides us with no good reason for embarking 
upon one type of activity rather than another.” 

e. “… what I particularly enjoy will of course depend upon what sort of person I am”, 
with this in turn being a matter of my virtues and vices. 

f. “… the virtues cannot be defined or identified in terms of the pleasant or useful” 
(160). 

2. The relationship between practical intelligence and the virtues: 
a. Aristotle’s account of practical reasoning is certainly right in its essentials: 
b. The conclusion to a practical syllogism (an argument) is a particular kind of action 

(contra Humean and post-Humean views that only statements [or possibly 
sentences] can have truth-values). It is only because actions as well as utterances 
express beliefs that it is possible to be puzzled by the inconsistency between a given 
agent’s actions and his statements, e.g. the unintelligibility of the man who: (1) 
wants to keep healthy; (2) sincerely asserts both that to be cold and wet could be 
bad for his health and that the only way to keep warm and dry in winter is by 
wearing his overcoat; and (3) he habitually in went goes out without his overcoat. 
So Aristotle’s account of the practical syllogism provides a statement of necessary 
conditions for intelligible human action in any recognizably human culture. 

c. Four essentials: 
i. The wants and goals of the agent are presupposed by, but not expressed in, 

his reasoning. 
ii. The major premise: “an assertion to the effect that doing or having or 

seeking such-and-such is the type of thing that is good for or needed by a 
so-and-so” (161-162). 

iii. The minor premise: “the agent, relying on a perceptual judgment, asserts 
that this is an instance or occasion of the requisite kind” (162). 

iv. The conclusion is the action.  
d. The intellectual and moral virtues and vices composing a person’s character are 

prerequisite to the capacity of that person to make and act upon judgments as to 
what is good for someone like him to do or to be – the very judgments which 
provide his practical reasoning with premises. 

e. Reason cannot be the servant of the passions. Ethics is about educating the passions 
to conform with the pursuit of what theoretical reasoning identifies as the telos and 
with that practical reasoning which identifies the right action to do in each 
particular time and place. 

 
Aristotle’s account of the virtues is threatened at three key points: 
1. By the way in which his teleology presupposes his metaphysical biology. To overcome this 

problem there is a need for a teleological account that can replace this metaphysical 
biology. 

2. By the way he relates ethics to the structure of the polis. “…how can Aristotelianism be 
formulated so as to be a moral presence in a world in which there are no city-states?” (163). 
To overcome this problem it would have to be possible to view the city-state as but one “in 
a series of social and political forms in and through which the kind of self which can 
exemplify the virtues can be found and educated and in which that self can find its arena.” 

3. By the way Aristotle perceives conflict as something to be avoided or managed given his 
adoption of Plato’s belief in the unity and harmony of both the individual soul and the city-
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state. Because of his misreading of Sophocles, in Aristotle’s ideal world everyone is good 
enough and so there is no hero with a flaw, the only basis in Aristotle’s mind for the tragic 
form of narrative. To overcome this problem we need to factor in the reality that opposition 
and conflict are central to human life. Aristotle should have asked of the polis and the 
individual agent not “What end or purpose does it serve?” but rather “Of what conflicts is it 
the scene?” (163). Australian philosopher, John Anderson, recaptures the Sophoclean 
insight “that it is through conflict and sometimes only through conflict that we learn what 
our ends and purposes are” (164). Had Aristotle realized this “he would have had an 
additional resource for understanding the teleological character of both the virtues and the 
social forms which provide them with a context” (164). 

 
 

Chapter 13: Medieval Aspects and Occasions 
 
MacIntyre follows his broad understanding of the Aristotelian tradition into the medieval 
period, noting that the modern repudiation of the classical view of human nature is a very 
precise repudiation of Aristotelianism. So Luther described him as “*that+ buffoon who has 
misled the church”, with Hobbes believing that the Reformation was not merely due to “the 
fayling of Vertue in the Pastors”, but also resulting “from bringing of the Philosophy, and 
doctrine of Aristotle into Religion” (165). 
 
The medieval problem concerned “how to educate and civilize human nature in a culture in 
which human life was in danger of being torn apart by the conflict of too many ideals, too many 
ways of life” (165). For medieval culture “was a fragile and complex balance of a variety of 
disparate and conflicting elements” (166). In multiple ways “medieval society had only just 
made its own transition out of… heroic society.” The memory of heroic society was present not 
merely as the background to fifth- and fourth-century Athenian society, but also in the 
background to the high middle ages, in the pre-Christian past remembered by Germans, Anglo-
Saxons, Norwegians, Icelanders, Irishmen and Welshmen. Consequently, the heroic table of the 
virtues was not rejected because the moral standpoint of heroic society was a necessary 
starting-point for moral reflection in medieval tradition. “Loyalty to family and to friends, the 
courage required to sustain the household or a military expedition and a piety which accepts the 
moral limits and impositions of the cosmic order are central virtues, partially defined in terms of 
institutions such as the code of revenge in the sagas” (166). 
 
One example of this is provided by early medieval Germanic law, according to which the killing 
of a known person by another known person did not fall under criminal law but legitimated 
revenge by a kinsman, whereas the secret killing of an unidentified person was a crime.   
 
The rediscovery of classical texts – a strange assortment at that – resulted in scholars such as 
John of Salisbury, Peter Abelard and William of Conches propounding solutions to the question 
of the relationship of pagan to Christian virtues which were “translated into a curriculum not 
only for the schools of cathedral chapters or of regular canons, but also in turn for universities” 
(167).  
 
But this acceptance of the classical tradition was at loggerheads with that medieval Christian 
teaching which dismissed all pagan teaching as the devil’s work, with the Bible alone serving as 
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an all-sufficient guide. Luther was the heir of this medieval tradition. But to dismiss all pagan 
teaching makes it impossible to solve the problem of the shape of a Christian life in any specific 
social world. While there are times and places demanding complete rejection (e.g. the refusal to 
participate in emperor worship under the Roman Empire), more normally the issue is that of 
how Christians should relate themselves to the forms of daily life. In the 12th century the 
question concerns how to relate the four cardinal virtues – justice, prudence, temperance and 
courage – to the theological virtues of faith, hope and charity. 
 
To answer this question Abelard, in his Ethics, made a key distinction between a vice and a sin. 
Abelard believed the pagan account of the virtues was incomplete, even in its best 
representatives, because of their inadequate concept of the supreme good and their distorted 
understanding of the relationship of the human will to good and evil. Indeed, in Christianity a 
concept is needed not merely of vices – defects of character – but also of sins – breaches of 
divine law. Character is the arena of virtues and vices but the true arena of morality is that of 
the will alone. 
 
“This interiorization of the moral life with its stress on will and law looks back not only to certain 
New Testament texts, but also to Stoicism” (168). Stoicism, unlike Aristotelianism, sees 
possession of virtue (aretê) by an individual as all or nothing. “With virtue one has moral worth; 
without it one is morally worthless. There are no intermediate degrees” (168). The good man is 
also the wise man since virtue requires right judgment. But doing what is right may not 
produced success, whether thought of in terms of pleasure, happiness, bodily health or any 
other worldly blessing. But to the Stoic these are not genuine goods, but only conditional goods 
dependent on whether they facilitate right action by an agent with a rightly formed will. In 
Stoicism only such a will is unconditionally good. So Stoicism has no place for the concept of a 
telos. 
 
For Stoics the rightly acting will must conform to the law intrinsic to nature, to the cosmic order 
so that virtue, both in internal disposition and external act, is conformity to cosmic law – a law 
that is one and the same for all rational beings, independent of particularities and 
circumstances. This means that the relationship of a person to a city, kingdom or empire is 
secondary and accidental, while his relationship to the universe is primary. Indeed, Stoicism 
invites the nature-conforming person to stand against the world of physical and political 
circumstance. 
 
Individuals live well not by serving private purposes, indeed doing what is right involves 
disregarding any further purpose – it is to do whatever is right for its own sake. Virtue becomes 
monistic. All those European moralities that replace concepts of virtue with law follow the 
pattern set by Stoicism. In Aristotelian natural justice “a community which envisages its life as 
directed toward a shared good which provides that community with its common tasks will need 
to articulate its moral life in terms both of the virtues and of law” (169). But since the form of 
community is absent from Stoicism, there can be no intelligible relationship between virtues and 
law. Not only is there no shared common good but even the pursuit of a private good that 
clashes with the good of others is at odds with the requirements of moral law, there being no 
good beyond the law itself. “Stoicism is a response to one particular type of social and moral 
development, a type of development which strikingly anticipates some aspects of modernity. 
Hence we should expect, and we do in fact find, recurrences of Stoicism” (170). 
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MacIntyre observes that “whenever the virtues begin to lose their central place, Stoic patterns 
of thought and action at once reappear” (170). Because the ancient world was converted by the 
even sterner morality of law of Judaism, Stoicism did not become the leading model of morality. 
MacIntyre believes Christianity is essentially Judaic, observing the Council of Trent’s emphasis 
on Jesus being lawgiver as well as a mediator.  
 
Abelard’s retreat into interiority and his treatment of the external social world as but a set of 
contingent and accidental circumstances constituted a refusal to face the realities confronting 
those who in the 12th century had to create “an institutional order in which the demands of 
divine law can more easily be heard and lived out in a secular society outside the monasteries” 
(170-171). This was a time when “the central and equitable administration of justice, 
universities and other means of sustaining learning and culture and the kind of civility which 
peculiarly belongs to urban life [were] still in the process of being created.” All this occurs in a 
context where, on the one hand, local rural communities threaten to absorb everything into 
custom and local power, while, on the other hand, the church presses its universal claims. But in 
asking what kind of man can create the institutions needed for such a society one is forced to 
face the question of virtues and to also ask what type of education can foster such a man. 
 
In contrast to Abelard, Alan of Lille, writing in the 1170s, “sees the pagan writers not so much as 
representing a rival moral scheme as providing resources for answering political questions” 
(171). Alan began a movement to synthesize ancient philosophy and the New Testament, 
though, unlike the later Aquinas, Alan stresses the political and social point of the virtues. The 
development of creative tensions or conflicts was a necessary requisite for the creation of so 
many institutions – conflicts between secular and sacred, local and national, Latin and 
vernacular, rural and urban. These in turn led to the valuing and redefining of the virtues, such 
virtues as those of loyalty and justice, military and chivalric virtues and the virtues of purity and 
patience. 
 
While the importance of the virtues of loyalty and justice was self-evident, the conflict between 
Henry II of England and Archbishop Thomas Becket illustrated the need for their redefinition, 
raising such questions as loyalty to whom? and justice from whom? This conflict highlighted the 
need to resolve the relationship between human law and divine law, with Becket’s insistence 
that human law is the shadow cast by divine law, reflecting medieval and ancient intolerance for 
the modern liberal distinction between law and morality. For the medieval kingdom as per 
Aristotle’s polis, “are conceived as communities in which men in company pursue the human 
good and not merely as – what the modern liberal state takes itself to be – providing the arena 
in which each individual seeks his or her own private good” (172). 
 
In ancient, medieval and many other premodern societies there is no “I” apart from “those roles 
which bind the individual to the communities in and through which alone specifically human 
goods are to be attained,” with the “I” thereby confronting the world “as a member of this 
family, this household, this clan, this tribe, this city, this nation, this kingdom.” This even extends 
to the spiritual plane. Yes, in Platonic and Cartesian thought since the soul precedes all bodily 
and social existence it must possess an identity prior to all social roles. But for the Catholic 
Christians “I am my body and my body is social, born to those parents in this community with a 
specific social identity”, and it is the case that “whatever earthly community I may belong to, I 
am also held to be a member of a heavenly, eternal community in which I also have a role, a 
community represented on earth by the church” (172). So “it is always as part of an ordered 
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community that I have to seek the human good”, it also being the case that the solitary 
anchorite or isolated shepherd have assigned social roles so that even such a person carries his 
communal roles with him as part of his essential self-identity, even into his isolation. 
 
The clash between Henry II and Becket was more than just the clash of individual wills. It was 
the collision of two individuals bearing authoritative roles and, indeed, the consequent 
respective behaviour of both persons was in conformity to established social roles. Becket was 
forced to dramatically assume the role of martyr when the king demanded an obedience he 
couldn’t give, and the king, for his part, assumed the role of a penitent after Becket’s 
martyrdom. Both men profoundly agreed “on what constituted winning and losing for 
antagonists whose past history had brought them to this point and who occupied the position of 
king and archbishop” (173).  
 
The medieval quarrel epitomized by Henry II and Becket involves agreement about the virtues 
and vices, including virtues of which Aristotle was ignorant, e.g. charity. For Aristotle the bond of 
authentic friendship is a shared allegiance to the good and, therefore, a good man cannot be the 
friend of a bad man. But at the centre of biblical religion is the concept of love for those who sin. 
In an Aristotelian universe there are two major characteristics of a community constituted by 
the shared project of achieving a common good, namely the virtues – “a set of types of quality 
of character conducive to achieving the good” – and the vices – “a set of types of action 
breaching the relationships necessary to such a form of community.” Human societies generally 
respond to vices as Aristotle would prescribe, with punishment. However, biblical culture makes 
available an alternative response – forgiveness. 
 
Forgiveness is conditioned upon the offender behaving as one who acknowledges the justice of 
the verdict of the law on his action. If the person offended so wills, the offender can be forgiven. 
So forgiveness presupposes practices of justice. However, while justice is characteristically 
administered by an impersonal authority representing the whole community (a judge), 
forgiveness can only be extended by the offended party. The virtue this involves is charity. 
Aristotelian Greek has no words for correctly translating ‘sin’, ‘repentance’ or ‘charity’.  
 
In all societies “*every+ particular view of the virtues is linked to some particular notion of the 
narrative structure or structures of human life” (174). A central genre in the high medieval 
scheme is the tale of a quest or journey, but the end being sought is not Aristotelian in two 
crucial respects: 
1. Aristotelian telos is not something to be achieved at some future point but is a certain kind 

of life. Yes, for Aristotle as for the medievals, the good life moves to climax, with this 
ultimate good life culminating in the contemplation of the divine. But this contemplation of 
the divine is itself part and parcel of describing the good life as a whole, a life that involves 
the achievement of various human excellences at various stages. But since charity is not a 
virtue for Aristotle the story of the thief on the cross is unintelligible in Aristotelian thought. 
There is no place for the idea of a final redemption for an almost entirely unregenerate life.  

2. Aristotle has little notion of “human life as a quest or a journey in which a variety of forms of 
evil are encountered and overcome” (175). For him all vices are but deprivation, character 
defects, e.g. viciousness is failing to be virtuous. In Aristotelian terms it is difficult to 
discriminate between failure to be good and positive evil. So while Augustine followed the 
Neoplatonic tradition of understanding all evil as a privation of good, he also perceived the 
evil of human nature, seeing this expressed in the consent the will gives to evil, the will 
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delighting in evil and defying divine law and human law. Indeed, “to consent to evil is 
precisely to will to offend against the law” (175). 

 
So the virtues are those qualities that overcome the inward and outward evils that stand in the 
way of the subject (one or more individuals or a community, e.g. people of Israel or the citizens 
of Rome) completing the requisite journey or task. While the conception of the virtues remains 
teleological it differs substantially from Aristotle’s conception in two key ways: 

1. For Aristotle, while virtues help people to cope with adversity, external misfortune can 
frustrate attainment of the human good, eudaimonia, e.g. ugliness, low birth and 
childlessness and the inevitable tragic consequences that befell Priam when his son, 
Paris, brought Helen to Troy. But in the medieval perspective, provided we do not 
become the accomplice of evil then nothing can exclude us  from the human good. 

2. Aristotle situates aiming at the good in the polis. In medieval thought the basic historical 
scheme of the Bible is presupposed. Hence while aiming at the good does occur in 
specific contexts, human life is fundamentally historical. So since movement towards 
the good occurs over a period of time it is conceivable that in the process might develop 
new understandings of what it is to move towards the good.  

 
Generally speaking, medieval societies were societies of conflict, lawlessness and multiplicity, 
with virtues being those qualities which enabled people to survive evils on their historical 
journey. The medieval vision of the moral life involved “an idealized view of the world as an 
integrated order, in which the temporal mirrors the eternal” (176). However, in reality 
considerable range and variety is to be found in medieval treatments of the virtues: 

 Aquinas developed what has become the conventional scheme of the cardinal virtues: 
prudence, justice, temperance and courage, to which are added the triad of theological 
virtues (faith, hope and charity). Aquinas argued that all other virtues are 
comprehended by the four cardinal virtues, but unless the Latin names do not mean the 
same as their Greek equivalents, they do not in fact accommodate patience and 
humility. Given that Aquinas was a strict Aristotelian it is notable that for Aristotle 
humility was a vice and patience doesn’t even rate a mention. 

 Giotto represented another approach, portraying the virtues and vices in pairs.  

 Views on the rank order of the virtues varied considerably depending on the 
circumstances. Patience (the virtue of endurance in the face of evil) and purity (not 
allowing one’s grasp of the notion of a supreme good to be lost by worldly distraction) 
might be very important. 

 
Since much of medieval theory and practice was at odds with certain central Aristotelian theses, 
to what extent might it be seen as Aristotelian? Aquinas was a strict Aristotelian and immensely 
important as an interpreter of Aristotle and, therefore, as such a highly deviant medieval figure. 
He is an unexpectedly marginal figure to the history being written by MacIntyre, because “at key 
points Aquinas adopts a mode of treatment of the virtues which is questionable” (178): 

 His unconvincing attempt to present a table of virtues as an exhaustive and consistent 
classificatory system. In reality much of our knowledge of the virtues is empirical with 
truthfulness, courage, etc. seen in what their practice amounts to in ourselves and 
others - the obstacles created, what they avoid. Since we are incompletely and unevenly 
educated in the virtues for much of our lives, “there is necessarily a kind of empirical 
untidiness in the way that our knowledge of the virtues is ordered, more particularly in 
respect of how the practice of each relates to the practice of all the others.”  
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 Aquinas’ theoretical backing for his classificatory scheme presupposes Aristotle’s 
physical and biological science – to be rejected – plus a spurious Christian theology that 
treats man’s true end as a matter of faith and not reason.  

 Aquinas’ unacceptable claim, based on fusing his theology to an Aristotelian account of 
knowledge of the natural world, that “if we encounter genuine moral conflict, it is 
always because of some previous wrong action of our own” (179) – a view precluding 
“tragedy that is not the outcome of human flaws, of sin and error” (179). Even Aristotle 
maintained that the generalizations of politics and ethics only held generally and for the 
most part.  

 Aquinas’ view of the unity of the virtues involves a serious defect. Take the claim that a 
devoted and intelligent Nazi, pursuing evil ends, possessed the virtue of courage. It is 
wrong to argue either that he could not have possessed true courage or that his courage 
was not a virtue because in any moral re-education that might take place, “it is crucial 
that he would not have to unlearn or relearn what he knew about avoiding both 
cowardice and intemperate rashness in the face of harm and danger… To deny that the 
kind of Nazi was courageous or that his courage was a virtue obliterates the distinction 
between what required moral re-education in such a person and what did not” (180). 

 
Even if Aquinas is the greatest of medieval theorists, his version of Aristotle on the virtues is not 
the only possible version. The variety and untidiness of medieval uses of, extensions of and 
amendments to Aristotle is essential to understanding how medieval thinking was not only part 
of, but marked a genuine advance in the tradition of moral theory and practice” described by 
MacIntyre. It was the “linking of a biblical historical perspective with an Aristotelian one in the 
treatment of the virtues which is the unique achievement of the middle ages in Jewish and 
Islamic terms as well as in Christian”, as illustrated by Maimonides who having “encountered the 
question as to why God in the Torah had instituted so many holidays… replied that it was 
because holidays provide opportunities for the making and growth of friendship and that 
Aristotle has pointed out that the virtue of friendship is the bond of human community” (180). 
 
 

Chapter 14: The Nature of the Virtues 
 
It is arguable that there are too many different and incompatible conceptions of a virtue for 
there to be any real unity to the concept or indeed to the history. Different and incompatible 
lists of the virtues, differing rankings and different theories are found between Homer, 
Sophocles, Aristotle, the New Testament and medieval thinkers and all the more when later 
Western writers and different cultures are taken into account. 
 
Examples: 

 Some of Homer’s aretai would not nowadays be considered as virtues, e.g. physical 
strength. The problem is aggravated by construing aretê as an “excellence” rather than a 
virtue, since a quality can that is an excellence for Homer may not be a virtue for us and vice 
versa.  

 The radically different notion of Aristotelian friendship and the very different place accorded 
to Aristotelian phronêsis provide further examples.  

 There are different ways of relating the virtues to the social order, with Homer seeing the 
warrior as the paradigm of human excellence, and Aristotle elevating the Athenian 
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gentleman to the point where certain central virtues are excluded from the poor man, even 
if he is a free man.  

 The New Testament praises virtues unknown to Aristotle, says nothing about phronêsis, 
even counts something as a virtue that Aristotle viewed as a vice, namely humility and, 
contra Aristotle, treats key virtues as available to slaves but generally excluded from the 
rich. 

 Jane Austen differs from Aristotle as to which human qualities are genuine virtues and 
which mere simulacra. She places an importance on the virtue of ‘constancy’ that is akin to 
Aristotle’s phronêsis: a foundational virtue which other virtues presuppose. Her ‘amiability’, 
involving real affection for people is more real than Aristotle’s shadowy ‘agreeableness’, 
motivated by considerations of honour and expediency. 

 Benjamin Franklin introduces new virtues – cleanliness, silence and industry – and redefines 
others, e.g. chastity. Ancient Greeks considered the drive to acquire the vice of pleonexia, 
while Franklin saw it as virtuous. 

 Homeric poems treat virtues as qualities which when manifested enable someone to do 
exactly what their well-defined social role requires, with the primary role being that of a 
warrior-king so that the key virtues are those enabling a man to excel in combat and in the 
games: “The concept of what anyone filling such-and-such a role ought to do is prior to the 
concept of a virtue; the latter concept has application only via the former” (184). 

 For Aristotle virtues do not attach to men as inhabiting social roles, but to man as such. “It is 
the telos of man as a species which determines what human qualities are virtues.” However, 
as recognised by Aquinas, the acquisition and exercise of the virtues is an internal not 
external means to an end, that is, “the end cannot be adequately characterized 
independently of a characterization of the means”. 

 In the New Testament, as for Aristotle, a virtue is “a quality the exercise of which leads to 
the achievement of the human telos” (184), with the means-to-end relationship similarly 
internal, not external. Whereas in Homer the concept of a social role is prior to the concept 
of a virtue, in Aristotle and the New Testament, it is rather the concept of the good life for 
man that is prior. For all, however, the concept of virtue is a secondary concept. 

 Franklin sees the means-end relationship as external not internal and his Aristotelian-like 
teleological account of the virtues is unAristotlelian in his utilitarian stress on the virtues 
being those qualities that are useful in achieving the end of happiness, meaning “success, 
prosperity in Philadelphia and ultimately in heaven” (185). For example, Franklin was 
appalled by Parisian architecture: “Marble, porcelain and gilt are squandered without 
utility” (185). 

 
There are three very different conceptions of a virtue to confront: 
1. A virtue is a quality which enables an individual to discharge his or her social role (Homer). 
2. A virtue is a quality which enables an individual to move towards the achievement of the 

specifically human telos, whether natural or supernatural (Aristotle, the New Testament, 
Aquinas). 

3. A virtue is a quality which has utility in achieving earthly and heavenly success (Franklin). 
 
It is a striking feature of all five moral accounts considered above that all of them implicitly make 
a claim for universal allegiance: 
1. Homer: for Odysseus the Cyclopes stand condemned because they lack agriculture, an agora 

and themis. 
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2. Aristotle: the barbarians stand condemned because they lack the polis and are therefore 
incapable of politics. 

3. New Testament Christians: there is no salvation outside the apostolic church. 
4. Franklin: the virtues are more at home in Philadelphia than in Paris. 
5. Austen: the touchstone of the virtues is a certain kind of marriage and indeed a certain kind 

of [English] naval officer. 
 
MacIntyre argues that from all of these rival and various claims it is possible to discover a core 
concept of the virtues which provides the tradition of which MacIntyre has written the history, 
with its conceptual unity. 
 
In identifying such a core concept it is crucial to recognize that a particular type of practice 
provides the arena in which the virtues are exhibited. So, for example, in the Homeric account of 
the virtues and in heroic societies  

the exercise of a virtue exhibits qualities which are required for sustaining a social role and for 
exhibiting excellence in some well-marked area of social practice: to excel is to excel at war or in 
the games, as Achilles does, in sustaining a household, as Penelope does, in giving counsel in the 
assembly, as Nestor does, in the telling of a tale, as Homer himself does (187).  

 
Similarly, Aristotle sometimes refers to some well-defined type of human practice – e.g. flute-
playing, war or geometry – when speaking of excellence in human activity. This does not mean 
that virtues are only exercised with reference to a practice. Further, MacIntyre has in mind a 
particular type of “practice.” So, whereas the game of football is a practice, throwing a football 
with skill is not. Architecture is a practice, but bricklaying is not. Farming is a practice, but 
planting turnips is not. That is, a “practice” is a “coherent and complex form of socially 
established cooperative human activity.” There are standards of excellence appropriate to and 
partially definitive of such a practice. A practice aims at achieving these standards of excellence. 
In the course of doing so goods internal to this form of activity are realized.  
 
MacIntyre imagines trying to teach a highly intelligent but disinterested seven-year old how to 
play chess. Imagine the child strongly desires candy but has little hope of having some. So the 
child is told that if he plays with M once a week he will be given 50 cents worth of candy. 
However, the child is also told that M will always play in such a manner as to make it difficult, 
but not impossible, for the child to win and that if the child does win he will receive an extra 50 
cents worth of candy. Now the child is motivated to play and to play to win, though, since candy 
alone provides a good reason for playing chess, the child has every reason to cheat if he or she 
can do so successfully. However, we may hope that the child will value the good specific to 
chess and be motivated to achieve the standards of excellence it involves – analytical skill, 
strategic imagination and competitive intensity. If the child is so motivated then to cheat is to 
cheat himself or herself. 
 
Two kinds of good are to be gained by playing chess. Firstly, there are those externally and 
contingently attached to chess-playing – for the imaginary child, candy and for an adult such 
goods as prestige, status and money. But such external goods can be achieved via alternate 
means, so their achievement is never to be had only by engaging in a particular kind of practice. 
Secondly, though, there are those goods internal to the practice of chess which can only be 
realized by playing chess or some other game of that specific kind. MacIntyre uses portrait 
painting to illustrate the same dynamics.   
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So a practice involves the achievement of goods. But it also involves standards of excellence and 
obedience to rules: 

To enter into a practice is to accept the authority of those standards and the inadequacy of my 
own performance as judged by them. It is to subject my own attitudes, choices, preferences and 
tastes to the standards which currently and partially define the practices (190). 

 
This means that “*in+ the realm of practices the authority of both goods and standards operates 
in such a way as to rule out all subjectivist and emotivist analyses of judgment.” 
 
This leads to identifying a key difference between internal and external goods. The latter, when 
achieved, being objects of competition, “are always some individual’s property and possession” 
and, characteristically, “the more someone has of them, the less there is for other people” 
(190). While internal goods are “the outcome of competition to excel… their achievement is a 
good for the whole community who participate in the practice. So when Turner transformed the 
seascape in painting or W.G. Grace advanced the art of batting in cricket in a quite new way 
their achievement enriched the whole relevant community” (190-191). 
 
This in turn leads to the first tentative definition of a virtue: 

A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which tends to 
enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and the lack of which 
effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods (191). 

 
Since the concept of a practice, as outlined by MacIntyre, involves goods that can only be 
achieved by “subordinating ourselves within the practice in our relationship to other 
practitioners. We have to learn to recognize what is due to whom; we have to be prepared to 
take whatever self-endangering risks are demanded along the way; and we have to listen 
carefully to what we are told about our own inadequacies and to reply with the same 
carefulness for the facts.” Consequently, the virtues of justice, courage and honesty are 
necessary components of any practice. That is, “the virtues are those goods by reference to 
which, whether we like it or not, we define our relationships to those other people with whom 
we share the same kind of purposes and standards which inform practices” (191). 
 
Justice requires treating others in respect of merit or desert according to uniform and 
impersonal standards. Further, care and concern for individuals, communities and causes that 
are crucial to practices calls for the virtue of courage, the capacity to risk harm or danger to 
oneself as an expression of such care and concern. 
 
So “from the standpoint of those types of relationship without which practices cannot be 
sustained truthfulness, justice and courage – and perhaps some others – are genuine 
excellences, are virtues in the light of which we have to characterize ourselves and others, 
whatever our private moral standpoint or our society’s particular codes may be” (192). 
 
Of course, “different societies have and have had different codes of truthfulness, justice and 
courage”, but this does not change the reality that we cannot escape the definition of our 
relationships in terms of such virtues: 

Lutheran pietists brought up their children to believe that one ought to tell the truth to 
everybody at all times, whatever the circumstances or consequences, and Kant was one of their 
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children. Traditional Bantu parents brought up their children not to tell the truth to unknown 
strangers, since they believed that this could render the family vulnerable to witchcraft. In our 
culture many of us have been brought up not to tell the truth to elderly great-aunts who invite us 
to admire their new hats. But each of these codes embodies an acknowledgment of the virtues of 
truthfulness. So it is also with varying codes of justice and courage (192-193).  

 
Of course, great violinists can be vicious and great chess-players can be mean-spirited:  

Where the virtues are required, the vices also may flourish. It is just that the vicious and mean-
spirited necessarily rely on the virtues of others for the practices in which they engage to flourish 
and also deny themselves the experience of achieving those internal goods which may reward 
even not very good chess-players and violinists (193). 

 
While every practice requires the exercise of technical skills it is never just a set of technical 
skills. “Practices never have a goal or goals fixed for all time – painting has no such goal nor 
physics” (193-194). Rather, the value placed on internal goods, together with the exercise of 
technical skills, serves to transform and enrich goals. So each practice has its history which far 
transcends a mere improvement in technical skills. Consequently, when one enters a practice 
one enters into a relationship not merely with contemporary practitioners, but also with 
preceding practitioners, especially those whose achievements have caused the practice to grow 
to its present level of development. The virtues of justice, courage and truthfulness are 
prerequisite not only for sustaining present relationships within a practice but also for enabling 
one to learn from and relate oneself to the tradition of the practice.  
 
Practices need to be distinguished not only from technical skills, but also from institutions, 
without which they cannot be sustained for any length of time: “Chess, physics and medicine are 
practices; chess clubs, laboratories, universities and hospitals are institutions.” Institutions are 
concerned with external goods: “They are involved in acquiring money and other material 
goods; they are structured in terms of power and status, and they distribute money, power and 
status as rewards” (194). Given the intimacy of the relationship between practices and 
institutions and between external and internal goods, it is precisely the virtues of justice, 
courage and truthfulness that enable practices to resist the corrupting power of institutions.  
 
It is always in particular communities with their own specific institutional forms that people 
learn or fail to learn to exercise the virtues. For liberal individualism political institutions exist to 
provide the degree of order requisite for them to be able to pursue their own self-chosen 
conception of the good life. This means that it is illegitimate for government to inculcate any 
one moral outlook. By contrast, according to the ancient and medieval views sketched by 
MacIntyre, the exercise of the virtues is essential for the very sustenance of the political 
community, with it being one of the tasks of parental authority to make children grow up to be 
virtuous adults. It is precisely because the modern state is totally unfitted to act as moral 
educator or any community that the liberal individualist standpoint has traction, but such 
corruption of an institution is always in part at least an effect of the vices.  
 
Certain types of social institution foster the virtues, while others threaten them. It is MacIntyre’s 
thesis that without the virtues there could be a recognition of only the external goods and not 
internal goods. This means that “in any society which recognized only external goods 
competitiveness would be the dominant and even exclusive feature” (196). 
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While possession of the virtues is essential for attainment of internal goods it may very well 
hinder the achievement of external goods. So “notoriously the cultivation of truthfulness, justice 
and courage will often, the world being what it contingently is, bar us from being rich or famous 
or powerful” (196). It is to be expected, therefore, that when the pursuit of external goods 
becomes dominant in a society that this will be associated with the erosion of virtues. 
 
Is this partial account of a core conception of the accounts as propounded by MacIntyre 
Aristotelian? It is not Aristotelian in two respects: 
1. Though this account of the virtues is teleological it does not require any allegiance to 

Aristotle’s metaphysical biology.1 
2. Conflict will not spring solely from flaws in individual character.2 The multiplicity of human 

practices and the consequent multiplicity of goods in the pursuit of which the virtues may 
be exercised also engender conflict, because these goods “will often be contingently 
incompatible and… will therefore make rival claims upon our allegiance” (197). 

 
MacIntyre’s account is Aristotelian in three respects: 
1. It requires a cogent elaboration of the same distinctions and concepts involved in Aristotle’s 

account, namely “voluntariness, the distinction between the intellectual virtues and the 
virtues of character, the relationship of both to natural abilities and to the passions and the 
structure of practical reasoning.”3 

 
2. It accommodates an Aristotelian view of pleasure and enjoyment, while being incompatible 

with any version of utilitarianism and especially with Franklin’s account of the virtues. With 
respect to internal goods, the Aristotelian view is that  

the enjoyment of the activity and the enjoyment of achievement are not the ends at which the 
agent aims, but the enjoyment supervenes upon the successful activity in such a way that the 
activity achieved and the activity enjoyed are one and the same state (197).  

 
But there are certain kinds of pleasure that are external goods along with prestige, status, 
power and money. So “the pleasures are categorized neatly and appropriately by the 
classification into internal and external goods.” As MacIntyre points out against Franklin:  

It is of the character of a virtue that in order that it be effective in producing the internal goods 
which are the rewards of the virtues it should be exercised without regard to consequences… We 
cannot be genuinely courageous or truthful and be so only on occasion. Moreover… cultivation of 
the virtues always may and often does hinder the achievement of those external goods which are 
the mark of worldly success.  

 
But: “Utilitarianism cannot accommodate the distinction between goods internal and goods 
external to a practice” (198). Since internal goods and external goods are not commensurable 
with each other it makes no sense to sum all goods in terms of one single formula or conception 
of utility.  
 

                                            
1 See Chapter 12. Aristotle believed (1) that non-Greeks, barbarians and slaves not merely lacked political 

relationships, but were incapable of them; and (2) only the affluent and those of high status could 
achieve certain key virtues, namely munificence and magnanimity (generosity), with craftsmen and 
tradesmen necessarily constituting an inferior class. 
2 Aristotle perceived conflict as something to be avoided or managed given his adoption of Plato’s belief 
in the unity and harmony of both the individual soul and the city-state.Again see Chapter 12.  
3 See points (c) to (e) on the last page of my summary of Chapter 12. 
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3. Evaluation and explanation are linked in a characteristically Aristotelian way. When certain 
actions are identified as manifesting or failing to manifest a virtue or virtues this is not 
merely evaluation, but the first step towards explaining why those actions rather than some 
others were performed. So attempts by modern social sciences to offer explanations that 
involve separation of the facts from all evaluation are bound to fail. 

 
There is one important objection that may be raised against MacIntyre’s account. Since 
MacIntyre defines virtues partly in terms of their place in practices how can he treat a 
disposition that sustains such evil practices as torture and sado-masochistic sexual activities as a 
virtue? MacInytre has two responses: 
1. There may be practices which simply are evil, though MacIntyre doubts that there are and 

challenges those who would argue torture and sado-mascochistic sexuality are practices as 
per MacIntyre’s account. Yet MacIntyre concedes “that as a matter of contingent fact many 
types of practice may on particular occasions be productive of evil”, e.g. “the desire to excel 
and to win can corrupt, a man may be so engrossed by his painting that he neglects his 
family, what was initially an honorable resort to war can issue in savage cruelty” (200). 
Similarly, courage may sustain injustice, loyalty may strengthen a murderous aggressor and 
generosity may weaken the capacity to do good. However, note: 

a. MacIntyre’s account does not entail “either that we ought to excuse or condone such 
evils or that whatever flows from a virtue is right.”  

b. Defining and explaining virtues with reference to the notion of a practice in no way 
entails approval of all practices in all circumstances. 

c. There is no inconsistency in appealing to the requirements of a virtue to criticize a 
practice: “Justice may be initially defined as a disposition which in its particular way is 
necessary to sustain practices; it does not follow that in pursuing the requirements of a 
practice violations of justice are not to be condemned” (200). 

d. A morality of virtues requires a conception of moral law, with the requirements of this 
needing to be met by practices. 

e. Aristotle located the point and function of virtues in the notion of a type of whole 
human life which can be called. By contrast, MacIntyre has located the point and 
function of virtues in practices. MacIntyre concedes that “unless there is a telos which 
transcends the limited good of practices by constituting the good of a whole human 
life”  and unless his own conception of the virtues accommodates this, it will 
necessarily involve three deficiencies: 

i. Too many conflicts and too much arbitrariness. MacIntyre’s account of 
the virtues as developed to this point “may… produce even in the life of 
someone who is virtuous and disciplined too many occasions when one 
allegiance points in one direction, another in another. The claims of one 
practice may be incompatible with another in such a way that one may 
find oneself oscillating in an arbitrary way, rather than making rational 
choices” (201), e.g. tensions between the claims of family life and the 
arts or between the claims of politics and the arts.  

ii. It will not be possible to specify the context of certain virtues (e.g. 
justice and patience) adequately, with the conception of certain 
individual virtues remaining partial and incomplete. For example, with 
respect to the contribution made towards achieving the goods internal 
to practices, including the goods internal to the practice of making and 
sustaining forms of community, it becomes difficult to assess relative 
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dessert. Yet Aristotelianism defines justice in terms of giving each 
person his or her due or dessert as assessed by the contribution a 
person makes “to the achievement of those goods, the sharing of which 
and the common pursuit of which provide foundations for human 
community” (202). 

iii. There is at least one virtue which cannot be specified at all except with 
reference to the wholeness of a human life, that is, the virtue of 
integrity or constancy.  

 
All this leaves hanging the question: “is it rationally justifiable to conceive of each human life as 
a unity, so that we may try to specify each such life as having its good and so that we may 
understand the virtues as having their function in enabling an individual to make of his or her 
life one kind of unity rather than another?” (203). 
 
 

Chapter 15: The Virtues, the Unity of a Human Life and the Concept of a 
Tradition 
 
In the contemporary world, social and philosophical developments have made it difficult “to 
envisage each human life as a whole, as a unity, whose character provides the virtues with an 
adequate telos” (204). On the social plane, “modernity partitions each human life into a variety 
of segment, each with its own norms and modes of behavior”, with work divided from leisure, 
private life from public, corporate from personal, childhood from old age. We are taught to 
think in terms of the distinctiveness of each of these separations and not the unity of the 
individual who experiences all of these. 
 
Analytical philosophy thinks atomistically about human action and analyzes complex actions and 
transactions in terms of simple components, with it being alien to see particular actions as 
deriving their character as parts of larger wholes.  
 
Sartre’s existentialism sharply separates the individual from the roles he/she plays. Others 
effectively liquidate the self, treating life as but a series of unconnected episodes.  
 
Against the above, Aristotelian virtues only function within the arena of social relationships, 
which a Sartrian self condemns as inauthentic. Further, Aristotelian virtues are impossible if the 
self is liquidated into a set of demarcated areas of role-playing. For a genuine virtue will be 
manifested in very different types of situations and does not make for success only in some one 
particular type of situation. As such virtues are to be distinguished from professional skills 
professionally deployed in situations where they can be effective, so that it is a misnomer to 
speak of the virtues of a good committee man or good administrator or gamble or pool hustler. 
The unity of a virtue presupposes a unitary life, “a life that can be conceived and evaluated as a 
whole” (205). It involves “a concept of a self whose unity resides in the unity of a narrative 
which links birth to life to death as narrative beginning to middle to end” (205). 
 
Behaviour cannot be characterized independently of intentions and “we cannot characterize 
intentions independently of the settings which make those intentions intelligible both to agents 
themselves and to others” (206). Such a setting may be an institution, a practice (as defined by 
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MacIntyre) or a milieu. For example, understanding and explaining what a man is doing in the 
garden depends on knowing his primary intention (that of which it is the case that, had he 
intended otherwise, he would not have performed that action). If his primary intention is to put 
the garden in order before winter then a different type of behaviour is involved that if his 
primary intention is to please his wife by taking exercise. In the first case the behaviour is set 
within the narrative history of a household-cum-garden setting, but in the second with a 
narrative history of marriage setting. All settings, as intended by MacIntyre, have a history, “a 
history within which the histories of individual agents not only are, but have to be situated” 
(206).  
 
Further, the writing of such a narrative history presupposes knowing what certain of the agent’s 
beliefs and which of them are causally effective, as well as how behaviour invokes longer and 
longest-term intentions and the shorter-term intentions that can only be understand with 
reference to them: “There is no such thing as ‘behavior’, to be identified prior to and 
independently of intentions, beliefs and settings” (208). A science of political behaviour would 
be doomed to failure if it is detached from a study of intentions, beliefs and settings.  
 
The above is vastly different from the standpoint “of those analytical philosophers who have 
constructed accounts of human actions which make central the notion of ‘a’ human action” 
(209). But the concept of an intelligible action is more fundamental than that of an action as 
such. Further, an action is “something for which someone is accountable, about which it is 
always appropriate to ask the agent for an intelligible account” (209). 
 
Suppose I am standing at a bus stop and a young man standing next to me suddenly says, “The 
name of the common wild duck is Histrionicus histrionicus histrionicus.” Such an utterance only 
becomes intelligible by finding its place in a narrative, e.g. He mistook me for someone who 
yesterday asked him if he happened to know the Latin name of the common wild duck. Or he 
has just come from a session with his psychotherapist who has urged him to break down his 
shyness by talking to strangers. Or he is a spy uttering a code at a prearranged rendezvous to 
identify him to his contact. 
 
An action does not become intelligible merely because one can identify the relevant type of 
speech act (e.g. ‘He was answering a question’) or some purpose served by his utterance (e.g. 
‘He was trying to attract your attention’), since both purposes and speech-acts require contexts. 
Indeed, conversation is the most familiar type of context in and by reference to which speech-
acts and purposes are made intelligible. 
 
Human transactions in general, not merely conversations, but also battles, chess games, 
courtships, philosophy seminars, families at the dinner table, businessmen negotiating 
contracts, belong to genres. Conversations in particular and human actions in general are 
enacted narratives. Action has a basically historical character:  

It is because we all live out narratives in our lives and because we understand our own lives in 
terms of the narratives that we live out that the form of narrative is appropriate for 
understanding the actions of others. Stories are lived before they are told – except in the case of 
fiction (212). 

 
While it is true that “it is only retrospectively that hopes can be characterized as unfulfilled or 
battles as decisive”, the reality of death indicates that Mink is wrong in his assertion that life has 
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no beginnings, middles or ends. Yes, it “is true that in taking an event as a beginning or an 
ending we bestow a significance upon it which may be debatable” (212), e.g. we might debate 
whether the Roman republic ended with the death of Julius Caesar, or at Philippi, with the 
founding of the principate, but the reality of its ending is still implicit.  
 
Before the life of Thomas Becket is written we must consider to what genre it belongs. Though it 
has been presented in terms of the canons of medieval hagiography and as the saga of a hero, 
the true genre is that of tragedy. Similarly, in writing the history of such modern narrative 
subjects as the life of Trotsky or of Lenin, of the history of the Soviet Communist Party of the 
American presidency, we must ask: To what genre does their history belong? Or to ask the same 
question another way: What type of account of their history will be both true and intelligible? 
 
A narratives may be embedded in another, e.g. the play within the play in Hamlet or the 
embedding of the career of Becket as archbishop and chancellor within the reign of Henry II.  
 
In fantasy we might be able to live what story we like, but in reality we are always under certain 
constraints and never function as more than being co-authors of our own narratives: “We enter 
upon a stage which we did not design and we find ourselves part of an action that was not of 
our making. Each of us being a main character in his own drama plays subordinate parts in the 
dramas of others, and each drama constrains the others” (213). 
 
Such complex considerations reinforce the fact that the notion of intelligibility is the conceptual 
connecting link between the notion of action and that of narrative. The concept of an action is 
secondary to that of an intelligible action. Sartre captures the spirit of modernity in denying that 
the notion of an action and the notion of a history require each other, claiming that to present 
life in the form of a narrative is to falsify it. To Sartre the idea of a true story is inconceivable: 
“Human life is composed of discrete actions which lead nowhere, which have no order; the 
story-teller imposes on human events retrospectively an order which they did not have while 
they were lived” (214). It is striking that Sartre writes a narrative, albeit a fictional one, to show 
there are no true narratives. 
 
Sartre does not come to terms with two facts. Firstly, a dislocated sequential recording of the 
actions of an agent is “the presentation of what are plainly the disjointed parts of some possible 
narrative” (215). Secondly, notwithstanding the fact that each real character in the drama of life 
is constrained by others’ actions and presupposed social settings, they are the authors, at least 
in part, of what they do and thereby enact a narrative. 
 
The narrative structure of human life requires unpredictability, in keeping with the 
understanding of human life entailed in the empirical generalizations and explorations of social 
science. 
 
A second crucial characteristic of all lived narratives co-exists with that of unpredictability, 
namely a certain teleological character. We all live our lives with some image of some future, 
“which always presents itself in the form of a telos – or of a variety of ends or goals – towards 
which we are either moving or failing to move in the present” (215-216). While our lives have an 
unpredictable character, they also “have a certain form which projects itself towards our future” 
(216) 
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MacIntyre identifies a central thesis: “man is in his actions and practice, as well as in his fictions, 
essentially a story-telling animal” (216). The only way we can gain an understanding of any 
society, including our own, is through the stock of stories that constitute its initial dramatic 
resources. In the moral tradition extending from heroic society to its medieval heirs the telling 
of stories plays a key role in educating us into the virtues. 
 
Further, it is impossible to ground personal identity in psychological continuity, which is a 
matter of more or less, e.g. “Am I the same man at fifty as I was at forty in respect of memory, 
intellectual powers, critical responses? More or less” (217). Distinct from the psychological 
continuities of personality is strict identity, which is an all-or-nothing matter and according to 
which “I am forever whatever I have been at any time for others – and I may at any time be 
called upon to answer for it – no matter how changed I may be now” (217), e.g. “either the 
Tichborne claimant is the last Tichborne heir or he is not; either all the properties of the last heir 
belong to the claimant or the claimant is not the heir” (216).  
 
The empiricists Locke and Hume tried to account for personal identity solely in terms of 
psychological states or events. Both empiricists and analytical philosophers have failed to see 
that whether they think in terms of psychological states and events or strict identity that a 
background has been omitted, namely the concept of a story, along with “that kind of unity of 
character which a story requires” (217). 
 
Two requirements are involved in the narrative concept of selfhood: 
1. I am the subject of a uniquely personal history, with its own peculiar meaning. Those who 

complain, perhaps even with suicidal thoughts, that their life has no meaning, this amounts 
to a complaint “that the narrative of their life has become unintelligible to them, that it lacks 
any point, any movement towards a climax or a telos” (217). The subject of this narrative 
that runs from birth to death is accountable for the actions and experiences which compose 
a narratable life: “…personal identity is just that identity presupposed by the unity of the 
character which the unity of a narrative requires” (218). 

2. “The narrative of any one’s life is part of an interlocking set of narratives” – the correlative 
dimension of narrative selfhood. “I am not only accountable, I am the one who can always 
ask others for an account, who can put others to the question.” 

 
“The concepts of narrative, intelligibility and accountability presuppose the applicability of the 
concept of personal identity” (218). Unless all three of these concepts are involved any attempt 
to elucidate the concept of personal identity must fail. 
 
So the unity of an individual life consists in the unity of a narrative embodied in a single life. The 
moral life with its unity requires the systematic asking of two questions: 
1. “What is the good for me?” This effectively is asking how I might best live out this unity and 

bring it to completion. 
2. “What is the good for man?” This effectively is asking what all answers to the first question 

have in common. 
 
“…the only criteria for success or failure in a human life as a whole are the criteria of success or 
failure in a narrated or to-be-narrated quest” (219). 
 
The medieval concept of a quest has two key features: 
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1. There must be at least some partly determinate conception of a final telos, since without 
this there could not be any beginning to a quest. So some concept of the good for man is 
requisite. The kind of life which is a quest for the good presupposes a concept of the good 
which will enable us to order other goods, extend our understanding of the purpose and 
content of the virtues, and understand the place of integrity and constancy in life. 

2. It is not “a search for something already adequately characterized, as miners search for gold 
or geologists for oil. It is in the course of the quest and only through encountering and 
coping with the various particular harms, dangers, temptations and distractions which 
provide any quest with its episodes and incidents that the goal of the quest is finally to be 
understood. A quest is always an education both as to the character of that which is sought 
and in self-knowledge” (219). 

 
It follows from this that virtues are not merely those dispositions which sustain practices and 
enable us to achieve the goods internal to those practices. They also sustain in the quest, 
“enabling us to overcome the harms, dangers, temptations and distractions which we 
encounter” and furnishing “us with increasing self-knowledge and increasing knowledge of the 
good.” 
 
MacIntyre provisionally concludes that “the good life for man is the life spent in seeking for the 
good life for man.” He also concludes that “the virtues necessary for the seeking are those which 
will enable us to understand what more and what else the good life for man is” (219). 
 
MacIntyre’s account of the virtues involves three stages: 

1. Situating them in relation to practices. 
2. Situating them in relation to the good life for man. 
3. Situating them in relation to traditions. 

 
The third stage is necessary because no person is able to seek for the good and exercise the 
virtues merely as an individual. Even if the conception of the good life and the virtues it involves 
were held by all there would still be diversity in what it would mean to actually live the good life 
concretely, depending on varying circumstances. Living the good life for the fifth-century BC 
Athenian general will be very different from living the good life for a medieval nun or a 
seventeenth century farmer. What it means to live the good life varies not merely because we 
live in different social circumstances, but also because “we all approach our own circumstances 
as bearers of a particular social identity” (220). MacIntyre explains: 

I am someone’s son or daughter, someone else’s cousin or uncle; I am a citizen of this or that 
city, a member of this or that guild or profession; I belong to this clan, that tribe, this nation.  

 
An important reality emerges from this: “what is good for me has to be good for one who 
inhabits these roles.” 
 
My life has its own moral particularity and this in part is predetermined by that which I inherit. 
The given of my life, the moral starting point is constituted by the fact that I inherit the past of 
my family and also such realities as my city, my tribe, my nation, a variety of debts, inheritances, 
along with rightful expectations and obligations.  
 
This is at odds with modern individualism which believes I am what I myself choose to be. 
According to this way of thinking, while, biologically, I may be my father’s son “I cannot be held 
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responsible for what he did unless I choose implicitly or explicitly to assume such responsibility” 
and similarly with respect to what my country does or has done. So many modern Americans 
deny any responsibility for the effects of slavery on black Americans, saying “I never owned any 
slaves” (cf. the modern Englishman who accepts no responsibility for past wrongs done to 
Ireland or modern Germans who accept no responsibility for what the Nazis did to the Jews). 
More subtly, this same individualistic mindset is found in those Americans who only accept any 
degree of responsibility insofar as they have themselves benefited from slavery. Significantly, in 
both instances, “being an American” is not in itself constitutive of the moral identity of the 
individual. The self here is viewed as something that can be detached from its social and 
historical roles and statuses, very congenial with the thought of Sartre and Goffman – a self that 
can have no history. However, by denying the narrative view of self present relationships are 
deformed by the individualistic attempt to cut myself of from my past.  
 
It is important to recognize that while the self must find its moral identity “in and through its 
membership in communities such as those of the family, the neighbourhood, the city and the 
tribe”, this does not mean that the self must accept “the moral limitations of the particularity of 
those forms of community” (221). The quest for the good, for the universal moves forward from 
such particularity, without which there would never be anywhere to begin. But it is illusory to 
think that one can ever leave behind or obliterate this particularity, as eighteenth-century 
Kantianism and some modern analytical moral philosophies might suggest.  
 
As MacIntyre states, “What I am…is in key part what I inherit, a specific past that is present in 
some degree in my present” (221). Conservative political theorists, such as Burke, have 
misleadingly contrasted tradition with reason and the stability of tradition with conflict. 
However, this ignores the reality that “all reasoning takes place within the context of some 
traditional mode of thought”, something which is as true of modern physics as it is of medieval 
logic. Further, any well-ordered tradition presupposes that what gives that tradition its 
particular point and purpose is an argument about the goods pursued in the tradition 
concerned. Take universities, farms and hospitals as the bearers of traditions of practices. 
Central to the common life of any such institution is a continuous argument as to what a 
university is and ought to be or what good farming is or what good medicine is. So the Burkean 
view of a tradition is limited to traditions that are always dying or dead, whereas vital traditions 
necessarily embody continuities of conflict.  
 
It is of the very nature of the individualism characteristic of modernity that it is conceptually 
forced to treat the notion of tradition as an adversary. But a living tradition “is an historically 
extended, socially embodied argument” (222) which is partly concerned about the goods which 
constitute that tradition. As an individual seeks for his or her good he or she does so within the 
context of those traditions of which the individual’s life is a part, whether we are speaking of the 
goods internal to practices or the goods of a single life. Traditions do decay, disintegrate and 
disappear and so while not “always”, the history of each practice is “generally and 
characteristically” “embedded in and made intelligible in terms of the larger and longer history 
of the tradition through which the practice in its present form was conveyed to us” and, 
likewise, “the history of each of our lives is generally and characteristically embedded in and 
made intelligible in terms of the larger and longer histories of a number of traditions” (222). 
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It is the exercise or the lack of exercise of relevant virtues which largely determines whether 
traditions will be sustained and strengthened or weakened and destroyed. The virtues find their 
point and purpose by sustaining three things: 

1. The relationships necessary if the variety of goods internal to practices are to be 
achieved. 

2. The form of an individual life in which that individual may seek out his or her good as 
the good of his or her whole life. 

3. Those traditions which provide both practices and individual lives with their necessary 
historical context. 

 
So if there is a lack of justice, truthfulness and courage, then not only institutions and practices, 
but the very traditions which give rise to these will themselves be corrupted. There is thus 
another important virtue needed, “the virtue of having an adequate sense of the traditions to 
which one belongs or which confront one” (223). This virtue is not to be confused with 
antiquarianism. Rather, “an adequate sense of tradition manifests self in a grasp of those future 
possibilities which the past has made available to the present” (223). As indicated already, living 
traditions are necessarily continuing a not-yet-completed narrative, confronting a future which, 
to the extent it possesses determinate and determinable character, does so in derivation from 
the past. 
 
This virtue manifests itself in knowing how to select among a relevant stack of maxims and how 
to apply them in particular situations and not in the knowledge of a set of generalisations or 
maxims per se. This virtue enables its possessors “to pursue both their own good and the good 
of the tradition of which they are the bearers even in situations defined by the necessity of 
tragic, dilemmatic choice” (223). Making choices in the context of the tradition of the virtues is 
very different from the choices facing the modern adherents of rival and incommensurable 
moral premises. 
 
Many believe, like Austin for example, that the following are mutually exclusive alternatives and 
that no one can consistently hold to both: 

1. Admitting the existence of rival and contingently incompatible goods which make 
incompatible claims to our practical allegiance. 

2. Believing in some determinate conception of the good life for man. 
 
But to make this contention fails to see “that there may be better or worse ways for individuals 
to live through the tragic confrontation of good with good” (224). A priori we cannot rule out 
the possibility that knowing “what the good life for man is may require knowing what are the 
better and what are the worse ways of living in and through such situations” (224). 
 
Consider a tragic situation which involves a choice. Moderns might believe they are choosing 
between incommensurable moral premises. Alternatively, one may regard both of the 
alternative courses of action as leading to some authentic and substantial good. The tragic 
protagonist cannot do everything that he or she ought to do, so that for this person “ought”, 
unlike Kant’s,, does not imply “can.” “The tragic protagonist may behave heroically or 
unheroically, generously or ungenerously, gracefully or gracelessly, prudently or imprudently” 
(224). Consider the assertion ‘To undergo his medical treatment in this way would be better for 
X and/or his or her family’, given the existence of alternative and contingently incompatible 
forms of medical treatment. Such an assertion is susceptible of objective truth and falsity. 
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Similarly, the assertion ‘To do this in this way would be better for X *the tragic protagonist+ 
and/or for his or her family, city or profession’ is also susceptible of objective truth and falsity. 
 
This objectivity presupposes that the notion of ‘good for X’ and cognate notions can be 
understood in terms of some conception of the unity of X’s life: 

What is better or worse for X depends upon the character of that intelligible narrative which 
provides X’s life with its unity. Unsurprisingly it is the lack of any such unifying conception of a 
human life which underlies modern denials of the factual character of moral judgments and 
more especially of those judgments which ascribe virtues or vices to individuals (225). 

 
Every moral philosophy has some particular sociology as its counterpart. The kind of 
understanding of social life required by the tradition of the virtues is very different from those 
dominant in the culture of bureaucratic individualism. The latter marginalizes the virtues and 
their tradition, yet within the central culture of bureaucratic individualism new conceptions of 
the virtues emerge and the very concept of a virtue is itself transformed. 
 
 

Chapter 16: From the Virtues to Virtue and after Virtue 
 
In contemporary moral debate there is lacking “any clear consensus, either as to the place of 
virtue concepts relative to other moral concepts, or as to which dispositions are to be included 
within the catalogue of the virtues or the requirements imposed by the particular virtues” (226). 
When surviving versions of the traditional scheme of the virtues are pressed by the 
representatives of the subcultures in which they are found they are easily misinterpreted as 
being but another expression of pluralism, a misinterpretation which “is the outcome of a long 
history from the later middle ages until the present during which the dominant lists of the 
virtues have changed, the conception of individual virtues has changed and the concept of a 
virtue itself has become other than what it was.” Indeed, the concept of narrative unity and the 
concept of a practice, two concepts which provide the necessary background for a traditional 
account of the virtues, have both been displaced during this same period. So modern theorists 
as different as Sartre and Gass now “understand the form of narrative, not as that which 
connects story-telling with the form of human life, but precisely as that which segregates 
narrative from life, which confines it to what is taken to be a separate and distinctive realm of 
art” (226). 
 
To “think of a human life as a narrative unity is to think in a way alien to the dominant 
individualist and bureaucratic modes of modern culture” (227). Similarly, “the concept of a 
practice with goods internal to itself… is similarly removed to the margins of our lives.” So while 
Aristotle conceived as politics as a practice with goods internal to itself, James Mill did not. 
 
One of the key moments in the creation of modernity occurred when production moved outside 
the household. Until then it was “easy and right to understand that work as part of the 
sustaining of the community of the household and of those wider forms of community which 
the household in turn sustains.” Since then work has tended “to become separated from 
everything but the service of biological survival and the reproduction of the labor force, on the 
one hand, and that of institutionalized acquisitiveness, on the other” (227). For Aristotle 
pleonexia (acquisitiveness) was a vice. It has now become the driving force of modern 
productive work. Such work involves for the most part means-end relationships, meaning that 
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work becomes excluded from the realm of practices with goods internal to themselves since it 
belongs to the very nature of means-end relationships that they are necessarily external to the 
goods which those who work seek. All of this has resulted in removing practices to the margins 
of social and cultural life. Arts, science and games used to be practices with internal goods which 
when achieved were good for the entire community participating in such practices. However, in 
the modern world the majority of people are reduced to being aesthetic consumers of arts, 
science and games. 
 
There is a single historical process that explains how the aesthete and the bureaucratic manager 
have become the central characters of modern society and how the narrative understanding of 
the unity of human life and the concept of a practice have become so marginalized in modern 
culture. This history involves the transformation of forms of social life and the transformation of 
the virtues in conception and practice. 
 
Social changes that deprived the virtues of their conceptual background were matched by an 
explicit and thoroughgoing rejection of Aristotelianism, taking away both of the background 
concepts of the narrative unity of human life and of a practice with goods internal to it. It then 
became problematic to justify the virtues even if the praise and practice of them still pervaded 
social life, often in traditional ways. But one distinctively new way of understanding the virtues, 
given that they were now severed from their traditional context in thought and practice, was as 
dispositions related to the psychology of a newly invented social institution, namely the 
individual. The virtues can be understand as individual dispositions in either of two ways: 

1. As expressions of the natural passions of the individual. 
2. As those dispositions necessary to curb and to limit the destructive effect of some of 

these same natural passions. 
 
During the 17th and 18th centuries morality generally came to be understood as offering a 
solution to the problems posed by human egoism, with the content of morality roughly equated 
with altruism. During this period human nature was considered to be inherently dangerous, thus 
making altruism a social necessity, though impossible to achieve and yet, when achieved, 
inexplicably. Traditional Aristotelian does not involve such problems. For Aristotelian “education 
in the virtues teaches me… that my good as a man is one and the same as the good of those 
others with whom I am bound up in human community” (229). Goods are not private property, 
so there is no way the pursuit of my good will be necessarily antagonistic to your pursuit of your 
good, since “the good is neither mine peculiarly nor yours peculiarly.” For Aristotle the 
fundamental form of human relationship is friendship which essentially involves shared goods, 
so that in the ancient and medieval world the egoist is “always someone who has made a 
fundamental mistake about where his own good lies and someone who has thus and to that 
extent excluded himself from human relationships.” 
 
However, 17th and 18th century thinkers rejected the Aristotelian notion of a shared good for 
man, believing each person by nature seeks to satisfy his or her own desires. One would expect 
this to result in a mutually destructive anarchy, unless desires are limited by a more intelligent 
version of egoism. On these lines, Hume discriminated between natural and artificial virtues. 
Natural virtues are “qualities useful or agreeable or both to the man whose passions and desires 
are normally constituted.” Artificial virtues are “socially and culturally constructed to inhibit the 
expression of those passions and desires which would serve what we usually take to be our self-
interest in a socially destructive way.” So, Hume reasoned, it is natural for us to find useful and 
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agreeable to ourselves generosity in others. On the other hand, “we artificially inculcate in 
ourselves and others a regard for the rules of justice, even though to obey these rules may not 
always be to our immediate interest.” But despite Hume’s confidence “why should we find 
agreeable certain qualities in others which are not useful to us… and why should we obey rules 
on occasions when it is not to our interest to do so?” (229) 
 
But Hume’s position is weak. In the Treatise he tries to conclude that it is to our long-term 
advantage to be just. But all his premises actually warrant is the conclusion (of Diderot’s 
Rameau) that it is often to our long-term advantage that people in general should be just. 
Further, Hume irrationally maintains that “we find it agreeable that some quality is agreeable to 
others because we are so constructed that we naturally sympathize with others”, whereas the 
reality is this: “Sometimes we do, sometimes we do not; and when we do not, why should we?”, 
as Diderot’s Rameau would answer (230) 
 
Hume thus failed to transcend the egoistic presuppositions of the 18th century. However, he 
made an even greater error in his approach to rival tables of the virtues, contradicting himself in 
that he clearly personally believed some accounts of the virtues are mistaken (censuring the 
‘monkish virtues’ of Diogenes, Pascal and others), while nevertheless claiming that the 
knowledge of what is virtuous and what is vicious is so self-evident that the philosopher “can 
never be mistaken” in identifying them.  
 
Hume adopted two incompatible attitudes towards the virtues. On the one hand, he was 
committed to a general thesis that “apparent variations and differences in morality are to be 
explained entirely as the same human nature responding to different circumstances” (230). On 
the other hand, he acknowledged cases which contradicted this thesis. But Hume was totally 
incapable of dealing with such cases because he had adopted two incompatible attitudes 
towards the virtues: 

1. Hume insisted that “there is nothing to judgments of virtue and vice except the 
expression of feelings of approval and disapproval” (230-231). Consequently, for Hume, 
in conscious objection to Diogenes and Pascal, “there can be no criteria external to 
those feelings by appeal to which we may pass judgment upon them.” 

2. Hume condemns, sometimes very harshly, those who hold alternative views of the 
virtues. He preferred the catalogue of virtues in Cicero’s Offices to that found in the 
Christian work the Whole Duty of Man, because he accepted Cicero’s beliefs as less false 
than central Christian beliefs, while also dismissing any Aristotelian view. 

 
Hume is also hoisted by his own petard because he objected to deriving “ought” from “is” and 
yet, with respect to the virtues, he speaks of what “ought” to be the case from his personal “is”, 
that is, on the basis of his own understanding of the nature of things. Consequently, at the end 
of the day, in promoting his own view of the virtues Hume can only”appeal to the passions of 
men of good sense, to a concurrence of feelings among the worldly.” 
 
So when Hume appeals to a universal verdict by mankind he is merely appealing to those who 
share his attitudes and worldview: “The passions of some are to be preferred to the passions of 
others” (231). In fact Hume’s “universal human nature” equates with the prejudices of the 
Hanoverian ruling elite and his moral philosophy presupposes allegiance to a particular kind of 
social structure. 
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Consequently, Hume provides “an unsatisfactory underpinning for an attempt to claim universal 
rational authority for what is in fact the local morality of parts of eighteenth-century Northern 
Europe” (231-232). There are three features of Hume’s treatment of the virtues that recur in 
other 18th century and 19th century moral philosophies: 

1. Particular virtues are redefined in lamentable fashion. “In a society where there is no 
longer a shared conception of the community’s good as specified by the good for man, 
there can no longer either be any very substantial concept of what it is to contribute 
more or less to the achievement of that good.” So notions of desert and honour become 
dislocated from their original contexts, with honour degraded into nothing but a badge 
of aristocratic status. Since status was tied to property it had little to do with whether it 
was deserved or not. Similarly, distributive justice was no longer defined in terms of 
desert meaning that justice either had to be defined in terms of some sort of equality 
(rejected by Hume) or in terms of legal entitlements. When chastity is removed from a 
framework of Aristotelian or biblical values it becomes a desperate matter to make 
sense of it, with Hume illustrating this by seeking to connect female chastity with 
property. Further, “benevolence as a virtue became a licence for almost any kind of 
manipulative intervention in the affairs of others.” 

2. A new conception of the relationship of virtues to rules is established. The concept of a 
rule has acquired a new centrality in modern individualist morality. In Aristotelianism 
virtues possess a role and function distinct from and to be contrasted with that of rules 
or laws. But Hume’s treatment leads to virtues being viewed as “those dispostions 
necessary to produce obedience to the rules of morality.” So for Hume the virtue of 
justice deteriorates into being but a disposition to obey the rules of justice.  

3. A shift is made from the conception of the virtues as plural to one of virtue as primarily 
singular. In Aristotelianism “moral virtue” is not tautologous, whereas by the end of the 
18th century “moral” and “virtuous” became synonymous, with later “duty” and 
“obligation” treated as interchangeable and so too “dutiful” and “virtuous”. All of this 
reflects a process in which the moral vocabulary has come to be simplified and 
homogenized. When “teleology, whether Aristotelian or Christian, is abandoned, there 
is always a tendency to substitute for it some version of Stoicism” (232). That is, virtue 
becomes its own end rather that something to be practiced for the sake of some good 
other, or more, than the practice of the virtues itself. Central to the Stoic tendency is the 
belief that moral achievement consists in total compliance with a single standard of 
virtue. 

 
The modern substitution of Nature for the Christian God is also evocative of Stoicism. Diderot, 
often thought of nature as a benevolent and powerful agent and was forced to confront the 
problem of how such nature could permit the occurrence of evils (cf. the problem of evil in a 
universe ruled by an omnipotent and benevolent deity), illustrating how nature had become the 
new deity: “Nature harmonizes, nature orders, nature provides us with a rule of life” (234). As 
illustrated by Dr. Johnson, even some Christians mixed Stoicism and Christianity, taking as their 
central maxim that of understanding and living in accordance with nature.  
 
The deist Adam Smith explicitly avowed his indebtedness to Stoicism. Smith taught two classes 
of virtues: (1) three he equated with rule-following, that is, acting according to the rules of 
perfect prudence, strict justice and proper benevolence; and (2) the Stoic virtue of self-
command “which enables us to control our passions when they distract us from what virtue 
requires” (235). 
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Smith’s catalogue of the virtues differed from Hume’s, illustrating how common it had become 
to have rival and incompatible tables of the virtues not merely in moral philosophy, but also in 
everyday life. But this replacement of Aristotelian or Christian teleology by a definition of the 
virtues in terms of the passions does not centre in “the replacement of one set of criteria by 
another, but rather a movement towards and into a situation where there are no longer any 
clear criteria” (236). Unsurprisingly, then, “the adherents of virtue begin to look for another 
basis for moral belief”, with various forms of moral rationalism and intuitionism reappearing, as 
articulated by Kant “who saw himself as the preeminent modern heir of the Stoics.” For Kant 
“the notion that morality is anything other than obedience to rules has almost, if not quite, 
disappeared from sight.” The whole nature of moral philosophy has radically changed so that it 
now becomes marginal to the moral philosopher and to the morality of the society he inhabits 
to think in terms of virtue-concepts. Instead, moral philosophy is geared towards answering the 
question: “How do we know which rules to follow?” 
 
But the marginality of virtue-concepts is also due to the way in which 18th century writers 
excluded “from view any conception of society as a community united in a shared vision of the 
good for man”, with “a consequent shared practice of the virtues.” For them society was but the 
arena in which individuals pursue their own interests. 
 
The relationship between 18th century republicanism and 18th century Stoicism was loose. 
Indeed, many Stoics were not republicans and many republicans were not Stoics. Nevertheless, 
both republicanism and Stoicism “use the resources of the same moral vocabulary” (237). In the 
18th century republicanism “is the project of restoring a community of virtue” (236), but drawing 
on Roman rather than Greek traditions. Further central to this tradition is the notion of a public 
good so that republicanism, like Stoicism, treats virtue as primary and the virtues as secondary. 
In republicanism it is the public good that provides the standard for individual behaviour and 
individual virtue is merely that of allowing the public good to provide this standard, with 
“virtues” being subordinated accordingly becoming but those dispositions which uphold the 
individual’s overriding allegiance to the public good. 
 
Republicanism “inherited from the institutions of the medieval and renaissance republic what 
amounted to a passion for equality” (237). Consequently, “the republican conception of justice 
was defined basically in terms of equality, but secondarily in terms of public desert, public 
merit…” (237). 
 
The Jacobin Clubs provide an example of a republican catalogue of the virtues, which were not 
limited to liberty, fraternity and equality, but also prized patriotism, love of family, simplicity of 
dress and abode, commitment to one’s club and the performance of civic duties. Enemies of 
virtue included the persistent bachelor, the man who failed either to do useful productive work 
or good work. Badges of virtue were long hair but absence of a beard. But this attempt to recall 
the classical ideal failed because the very idiom of the morality they were trying to re-invent was 
alien to both the mass of ordinary people and the intellectual elite. Totalitarianism, with its 
attempt to impose morality by terror, “is the desperate expedient of those who already glimpse 
this fact but will not admit it” (238). It is not the ideal of public virtue per se which breeds such 
totalitarianism. 
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William Cobbett and Jane Austen tried to re-establish the old virtues. Cobbett was a crusader for 
social reform respected by Mark. Believing the small working farmer to be the social type of the 
virtuous man, Cobbett prized lack of envy, love of liberty, perseverance and industry, patriotism, 
integrity and justice. He saw usury (cf. pleonexia) as that which counteracted the tendency to 
produce a virtuous and happy community.  
 
The telos of Jane Austen’s heroines is a life within a particular kind of marriage and a particular 
kind of household. In the 18th century, when production moved outside the household, two 
classes of women developed:  

1. A small group of leisured women for whom were invented occupations such as 
needlework, the reading of bad novels and organized opportunities for gossip. 

2. A huge group of women condemned to the drudgery of domestic service or to that of 
the mill, factory or prostitution.  

 
Before the 18th century the unmarried sister of aunt was a useful and valued member of the 
household – the one who did the spinning, the ‘spinster.’ But at the beginning of the 18th 
century the woman who didn’t marry feared expulsion into a life of drudgery so that, as 
Mansfield Park highlights, it is an act of great courage to refuse even a bad marriage. It is in 
Aristotelian fashion that Jane Austen speaks of ‘happiness’, for she turned from the competing 
catalogues of virtues of the 18th century, restoring a teleological perspective, with her heroines 
seeking the good through seeking their own good in marriage. Like Aristotle she praised the 
virtue of being socially agreeable, though her Christian allegiance caused her to value the virtue 
of amiability more highly than Aristotle had. She praised practical intelligence in an Aristotelian 
way and humility in a Christian way, having three central preoccupations as she extended the 
Aristotelian-Christian tradition of virtues: 

1. A preoccupation with counterfeits of the virtues. Morality for Austen serves to educate 
the passions, though morally uneducated passions might be disguised by an outward 
appearance of morality.  

2. A preoccupation with self-knowledge, Christian rather than Stoic, being achieved only 
via a kind of repentance. Austen saw self-knowledge as both an intellectual and a moral 
virtue. 

3. A preoccupation with the virtue of constancy, a central virtue of the heroine in 
Mansfield Park and Persuasion and a virtue, according to Austen, more typical of 
women than of men – a virtue without which all other virtues to some degree lose their 
point. It is not to be confused with patience, a virtue which reinforces and is reinforced 
by constancy. Constancy “requires a recognition of a particular kind of threat to the 
integrity of the personality in the peculiarly modern social world” (242), something not 
necessarily required of patience. So Fanny Price refuses marriage to Henry Crawford 
because of what constancy requires: placing “the danger of losing her soul before 
reward of gaining what for her would be a whole world” (242).  

 
In Austen’s world “*t+he virtues and the harms and evils which the virtues alone will 
overcome provide the structure both of a life in which the telos can be achieved and of a 
narrative in which the story of such a life can be unfolded” (243). Yet again “any specific 
account of the virtues presupposes an equally specific account of the narrative structure 
and unity of a human life and vice versa.”  
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So Jane Austen, along with Cobbett and the Jacobins, is the last great representative of the 
classical tradition of the virtues. As Austen’s novels indicate in “both her own time and 
afterwards the life of the virtues [was] necessarily afforded a very restricted cultural and 
social space” (243). In most of the public and private worlds modern morality is only able to 
provide meagre substitutes for the classical and medieval virtues.  
 

  

Chapter 17: Justice as a Virtue: Changing Conceptions 
 
The historical process already described by MacIntyre has culminated in an inability to agree 
upon a catalogue of virtues. Even more fundamentally there is an inability to agree upon the 
relative importance of the virtue concepts given that there is competing insistence upon the 
importance of rights and utility in the same moral scheme. The conception of virtue has 
degenerated to the point that it is now “understood as a disposition or sentiment which will 
produce in us obedience to certain rules” (244). This means that if there is to be any agreement 
as to the nature and content of a particular virtue there must first be agreement as to what the 
relevant rules should be. But the plain fact of the matter is that an individualist culture is 
incapable of securing such agreement. This is particularly disturbing with respect to justice, since 
in Aristotelian thought “a community which lacks practical agreement on a conception of justice 
must also lack the necessary basis for political community” (244). 
 
MacIntyre proceeds to contrast two incommensurable concepts of justice: 

 “A aspires to ground the notion of justice in some account of what and how a given 
person is entitled to in virtue of what he has acquired and earned” (246). 

 “B aspires to ground the notion of justice in some account of the equality of the claims 
of each person in respect of basic needs and of the means to meet such needs.” 

 
Robert Nozick’s account of justice “is at least to some degree a rational articulation of key 
elements in A’s position” (246) and John Rawl’s account performs the same function for B’s 
position. Thus, the disagreement between ordinary non-philosophical citizens (A and B) is 
mirrored by “the very same type of incompatibility and incommensurability at the level of 
philosophical argument” (248). 
 
Yet both Rawls’s and Nozick’s accounts have this in common: neither “make any reference to 
desert in their account of justice, nor could they consistently do so” (249), though ordinary non-
philosophical citizens (A & B) do speak in terms of what is deserved and undeserved. 
 
Rawls argued that “we do not know what anyone deserves until we have already formulated the 
rules of justice”, which means “we cannot base our understanding of justice upon desert” (249). 
But Rawls further argues that once the rules of justice have been formulated we are not really 
dealing with desert anyway, but only with legitimate expectations.  
 
For both Rawls and Nozick individuals are primary and society secondary. For them it is 
necessary to identify individual interests before constructing any moral or social bonds between 
individuals. Against this “the notion of desert is at home only in the context of a community 
whose primary bond is a shared understanding both of the good for man and of the good of that 
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community and where individuals identify their primary interests with reference to those 
goods” (250). 
 
For Rawls and Nozick it is “as though we had been shipwrecked on an uninhabited island with a 
group of other individuals, each of whom is a stranger to me and to all the others. What have to 
be worked out are rules which will safeguard each one of us maximally in such a situation” 
(250). This individualistic view, with roots going back to Hobbes, Locke, Machiavelli and others, 
carries a degree of realism with respect to modern society, with even families, colleges and 
other genuine communities being invaded by individualist conceptions, especially in the law 
courts. The view epitomized by Rawls and Nozick “envisages entry into social life as – at least 
ideally – the voluntary act of at least potentially rational individuals with prior interests who 
have to ask the question ‘What kind of social contract with others is it reasonable for me to 
enter into?’” (251) As a consequence the notion of desert is excluded from any account of 
human community. Lost is the idea of a community pursuing shared goods which involve 
common tasks with individuals being deserving or undeserving depending on how well they 
contribute to such common tasks. The result is that desert cannot provide the basis for 
judgments about virtue and injustice.  
 
Insofar as ordinary citizens (A & B) still appeal to desert, thus exhibiting “an adherence to an 
older, more traditional, more Aristotelian and Christian view of justice” (251), their position is 
inconsistent. In some communities whose historical ties with the past remain strong this 
tradition survives in a much less fragmented and distorted form than is usually the case (e.g. 
Catholic Irish, Orthodox Greeks, Orthodox Jews). But the “analysis of A’s and B’s position reveals 
once again… that we have all too many disparate and rival moral concepts, in this case rival and 
disparate concepts of justice, and that the moral resources of the culture allow us no way of 
settling between them rationally” (252). 
 
Consequently, “our society cannot hope to achieve moral consensus” (252). Indeed, “Marx was 
fundamentally right in seeing conflict and not consensus at the heart of modern social 
structure” (253). Today’s society is characterized by “a pluralist political rhetoric whose function 
is to conceal the depth of our conflicts” (253). In the Bakke case the US Supreme Court was 
forced to negotiate its way through an impasse of conflict. It did not invoke shared moral first 
principles since US society as a whole has none. Clearly, modern politics cannot be a matter of 
genuine moral consensus: “Modern politics is civil war carried on by other means” (253). Our 
“laws show… the extent and degree to which conflict has to be suppressed” (254). 
 
The lack of a patria necessarily involves a radical undermining of patriotism, however good or 
bad patriotism might be as a sentiment. True, in the past liberals have raised legitimate 
criticisms of patriotism, insofar as universal valued might take precedence over local and 
particular values and insofar as “modern world patriotism is often a façade behind which 
chauvinism and imperialism are fostered.” However, in “any society where government does 
not express or represent the moral community of the citizens, but is instead a set of institutional 
arrangements for imposing a bureaucratized unity on a society which lacks genuine moral 
consensus, the nature of political obligation becomes systematically unclear” (254). 
 
The tradition of the virtues necessarily involves a rejection of the modern political order, though 
the distancing of the moral self from the governments of modern states which has occurred is 
not to be confused with any anarchist critique of the state. “Modern systematic politics, 
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whether liberal, conservative, radical or socialist, simply has to be rejected from a standpoint 
that owes genuine allegiance to the tradition of the virtues; for modern politics itself express in 
its institutional forms a systematic rejection of that tradition” (255). 
 
 

Chapter 18: After Virtue: Nietzsche or Aristotle, Trotsky and St Benedict 
 
Nietzsche or Aristotle? 
This question involves two central premises: 
1. The language or morality today – and, therefore, to some extent practice also – is in a state 

of grave disorder. 
2. As recognized by Nietzsche, since the discrediting of Aristotelian teleology all attempts to 

provide an alternative rational secular account of the nature and status of morality have 
failed. 

 
Both Aristotelians and Nietzscheans agree in rejecting the stock characters of modern social life, 
viz. the bureaucratic manager, the consuming aesthete, the therapist, the protestor, etc. These 
characters presuppose the expertise of the few and the moral agency of everyone.  
 
The Aristotelian tradition occupies two distinct places in MacIntyre’s argument: 
1. It represents a distinctive kind of morality “in which rules, so predominant in modern 

conceptions of morality, find their place in a larger scheme in which the virtues have the 
central place” (257). Therefore, Nietzsche’s cogent rejection and refutation of modern 
moralities of rules, whether utilitarian or Kantian, does not necessarily extend to this earlier 
Aristotelian tradition. 

2. The total inability of Nietzschean polemic to rebut MacIntyre’s case for the Aristotelian 
tradition follows from the fact that Nietzschean man, the Übermensch, the man who 
transcends, does not find his good anywhere in the social world. Rather he dictates his own 
new law and his own new table of the virtues. He can never find any objective good in the 
social world that has authority over him because the one who transcends lacks both 
relationships and activities. For Nietzsche is convinced that “the morality of European 
society since the archaic age in Greece has been nothing but a series of disguises for the will 
to power and that the claim to objectivity for such morality cannot be rationally sustained” 
(258). 

 
Against this, if MacIntyre’s account of the virtues can be sustained 

it is the isolation and absorption of ‘the great man’ which thrust upon him the burden of being 
his own self-sufficient moral authority. For if the conception of a good has to be expounded in 
terms of such notions as those of a practice, of the narrative unity of a human life and of a moral 
tradition, then goods, and with them the only grounds for the authority of laws and virtues, can 
only be discovered by entering into those relationships which constitute communities whose 
bond is a shared vision of and understanding of goods. To cut oneself off from shared activity in 
which one has initially to learn obediently as an apprentice learns, to isolate oneself from the 
communities which find their point and purpose in such activities, will be to debar oneself from 
finding any good outside of oneself. It will be to condemn oneself to that moral solipsism which 
constitute Nietzschean greatness (258). 

 
So Nietzsche fails to rebut the Aristotelian tradition and, indeed, it is that very tradition that 
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exposes the weaknesses of the Nietzschean position. Nietzsche was the only major philosopher 
not to flinch from accepting that an honest man can no longer use the language of past morality 
because of its misleading character. But Nietzsche attempt to liberate us from entanglement by 
such concepts leads to entanglement in another set of mistakes. In some sense Nietzsche is the 
ultimate antagonist of the Aristotelian tradition. Ironically, though, “the Nietzschean stance is 
only one more facet of that very moral culture of which Nietzsche took himself to be an 
implacable critic” (259). Consequently, “the crucial moral opposition is between liberal 
individualism in some version of other and the Aristotelian tradition in some version or other.” 
 
Notwithstanding three centuries of moral philosophy there remains no coherent rationally 
defensible statement of a liberal individualist point of view. By contrast, “the Aristotelian 
tradition can be restated in a way that restores intelligibility and rationality to our moral and 
social attitudes and commitments” (259). 
 
MacIntyre anticipates three differing objections against this conclusion: 
1. While MacIntyre’s “negative and positive evaluations of particular arguments do indeed 

presuppose a systematic… account of rationality” (260) this has not been stated in this book, 
opening MacIntyre up to the charge that he has not settled the issue. 

2. Some will dispute MacIntyre’s interpretation of the Aristotelian or classical tradition.  
3. Some, while agreeing substantially with what MacIntyre has to say about the liberal 

tradition will deny the Aristotelian tradition is an alternative and also deny it stands in 
opposition to the liberal tradition. Such will argue that some version of Marxism or neo-
Marxism is the key intellectual opposition of the modern era. Against this: 

a. “…the claim of Marxism to a morally distinctive standpoint is undermined by 
Marxism’s own moral history” for “Marxists have always fallen back into relatively 
straightforward versions of Kantianism or utilitarianism”, an unsurprising 
development given its incipient radical individualism in Marx’s “community of free 
individuals” (261). 

b. “,..as Marxists *sc. “at their best”+ move towards power they always tend to become 
Weberians” (261). “When Marxism does not become Weberian social democracy or 
crude tyranny, it tends to become Nietzschean fantasy” (262). “Marxism is 
exhausted as a political tradition”, an exhaustion “shared by every other political 
tradition within our culture.” It follows that the Aristotelian moral tradition “lacks 
any contemporary politics of relevance” and generates “a generalized social 
pessimism” (262). 

 
There are certain parallels between “our own age in Europe and North America and the 
epoch in which the Roman empire declined into the Dark Ages… A crucial turning point 
in that earlier history occurred when men and women of good will turned aside from 
the task of shoring up the Roman imperium and ceased to identify the continuation of 
civility and moral community with the maintenance of that imperium” (263). Often 
unconsciously, they sought to construct new forms of community within which the 
moral life could be sustained. We too have reached a similar turning point. “What 
matters at this stage is the construction of local forms of community within which 
civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark ages 
which are already upon us.” Part of our predicament is our lack of consciousness that 
“the barbarians are not waiting beyond the frontiers; they have been governing us for 
quite some time” (263). 
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Chapter 19: Postscript to the Second Edition of After Virtue 

In response to valued criticism MacIntyre identifies three areas where there is an urgent need 

for a more adequate restatement of positions either central to or presupposed by the overall 

scheme of argument: 

1. The Relationship of Philosophy to History 

MacIntyre takes issue with that academic orthodoxy that treats philosophy as one thing and 

history as another. Frankena asserted that only by analytical philosophy and not by some kind of 

history is it possible to establish whether MacIntyre’s is right in claiming that modern attempts 

to justify morality fail and had to fail. MacIntyre rejoins that only within the context of a 

particular genre of historical inquiry that arguments from analytical philosophy “can support the 

type of claim about truth and rationality which philosophers characteristically aspire to justify” 

(265). The simple fact is that the subject matters of moral philosophy “are nowhere to be found 

except as embodied in the historical lives of particular social groups” (265). “Morality which is 

no particular society’s morality is to be found nowhere” (265-266). 

 

So Kant’s transcendental answer failed since the supposed universal and necessary principles of 

the human mind he presented “turned out in fact to be principles specific to particular times, 

places and stages of human activity and enquiry” (266).  

Just as the philosophy of physical science is dependent on the history of physical science (as 

illustrated by rational superiority of Newtonian physics due to the fact that historically it 

succeeded in challenging and displacing its Galilean, Aristotelian and Cartesian rivals) so it is 

with morality. 

All moral philosophies articulate the morality of some particular social and cultural standpoint, 

e.g. Aristotle speaking for one class of 4th century Athenians, Kant for emerging social forces of 

liberal individualism. Further, “there is no particular morality allegiance to which does not 

involve some philosophical stance, explicit or implicit” (268). Consequently, “the history of 

morality and the history of moral philosophy are a single history” (268). “The history of morality-

and-moral-philosophy is the history of successive challenges to some pre-existing moral order” 

(269). Only by reference to this history can questions of rational superiority be settled.  

Emotivism is to be understood “as a rejoinder to a particular historical conjunction of intuitionist 

moral theorizing with the exercise of a particular kind of moral judgment” (269). 

In this book MacIntyre is claiming not only that the Enlightenment project failed by its own 

standards (and likewise Nietzsche’s moral philosophy) but “that the grounds for understanding 

those failures could only be provided out of the resources afforded by an Aristotelian account of 

the virtues” (271). 
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2. The Virtues and the Issue of Relativism 

MacIntyre’s account of the virtues involves three stages: 

 Stage One: Virtues as qualities necessary to achieve the goods internal to practices. 

 Stage Two: Virtues as qualities contributing to the good of a whole life. 

 Stage Three: Virtues as qualities related to the pursuit of a good for human beings the 

conception of which can only be elaborated and possessed within an ongoing social 

tradition. 

[To be classed as a virtue a quality must satisfy the requirements of each stage. MacIntyre 

recognises that there are qualities that might survive the tests of the first stage but fail at the 

second or third, e.g. with respect to the practice of wilderness exploration the qualities of 

ruthlessness and relentlessness might be a condition not merely for achievement but also for 

survival, but these are not virtues because they fail to satisfy the requirements of all three 

stages.] 

In contrast to other moral philosophers MacIntyre begins from practices rather than from “a 

consideration of passions or desires or from the elucidation of some conception of duty or 

goodness” (273). MacIntyre’s point here is that is in within ongoing modes of human activity, 

which MacIntyre terms “practices”, that “ends have to be discovered and rediscovered, and 

means devised to pursue them” (273). It is these modes of activity that generate new ends and 

new conceptions of ends. It is essential to begin from practices in any consideration of the 

virtues not only because the exercise of the virtues is worthwhile for its own sake, but because it 

is in grasping the goods which provide the virtues with point and purpose, that we learn to value 

the virtues. 

However, it is important to understand the relationship of the virtues to the goods which 

provide them with their point and purpose. The successful exercise of a skill enables the 

procuring of certain ends and also enables us to possess certain objects of desire. Virtues are 

not related to their ends, the goods, in the same way. It is true the goods internal to practices 

cannot be achieved without the exercise of the virtues. But these goods are not the ends 

pursued by particular individuals on particular occasions. Rather, they are “the excellences 

specific to those types of practices which one achieves or fails to achieve, moves toward or fails 

to move toward in virtue of the way in which one pursues one’s particular ends or goals on 

particular occasions” (274). Indeed, our conception of these excellences changes over time as 

our goals are transformed. 

It is particularly MacIntyre’s Stage Three which opened up his account to Wachbroit’s charge 

that it inescapably involved relativism. MacIntyre’s account of the virtues does involve 

acknowledging the existence of distinct, incompatible and rival traditions of the virtues. But 

Wachbroit incorrectly assumes that this impales MacIntyre’s position on a dilemma. Wachbroit 

reasoned that that if two rival and incompatible moral traditions encounter one another in 

some specific historical situation then there are only two possibilities: 
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1. It will be possible to appeal to some set of rationally grounded principles independent of 

each of the rivals. 

OR 

2. No rational resolution of their disagreements is possible. 

Since MacIntyre rejected the Enlightenment project it follows that he denies the possibility of 

appealing to an independent set of rationally grounded principles. Does this mean that no 

rational resolution of disagreements is possible? No! For Wachbroit’s statement of alternatives 

is not exhaustive since “it is sometimes at least possible that one such tradition may appeal for a 

verdict in its favour against its rival to types of consideration which are already accorded weight 

in both the competing traditions” (276). At the end of the day what matters is identifying “the 

best theory so far” (277). 

Macintyre’s central thesis in After Virtue has been “that the Aristotelian moral tradition is the 

best example we possess of a tradition whose adherents are rationally entitled to a high 

measure of confidence in its epistemological and moral resources” (277).  

 

3. The Relationship of Moral Philosophy to Theology 

Some critics find MacIntyre’s account inadequate for failing to provide any adequate treatment 

of the relationship of the Aristotelian tradition to the religion of the Bible and to its theology. 

MacIntyre claims that if biblical theology is reconciled with Aristotelianism this implies the 

following thesis: “that only a life constituted in key part by obedience to law could be such as to 

exhibit fully those virtues without which human beings cannot achieve their telos” (278). 

Aquinas provides the classic statement and defence of this thesis and, in MacIntyre’s estimation, 

Harry V. Jaffa presents the most cogent counter-argument. MacIntyre concedes that he avoided 

the issues that arise from Aquinas’ combination of theological allegiance to the Torah and 

philosophical allegiance to Aristotle. Further, MacIntyre concedes that his account does not 

cover the complex and varying nature of Protestant and Jansensist reactions to the Aristotelian 

tradition. Also warranting further consideration is “Kant’s attempt to establish on a secular 

rational basis a morality of law which presupposes the existence of God, but entails not merely 

the rejection of Aristotelianism, but an identification of it as prime source of moral error” (278). 

 

 


