The Structure of Aristotle’s Ethical Theory:

Is It Teleological or a Virtue Ethics?

Gerasimos Santas

Is Aristotle’s ethical theory teleological, as Sidgwick
and Ross thought? If so is it circular, as Sidgwick
argued? Or is it a virtue ethics, as it has been tradi-
tionally and recently supposed? If so, does it lack suf-
ficient practical content, as is commonly thought?

These are fundamental questions about Aristotle’s
ethical theory, with no general consensus on their
answers, though they are crucial to understanding his
ethics. Our four questions are not usually found
together, but they are significantly related, and discuss-
ing them together will help us to make some progress
in understanding Aristotle’s theory, and perhaps even
the structure of some ethical theories. Sidgwick’s charge
of circularity is a helpful starting point.

Sidgwick’s charges of circularity

Sidgwick made the charge of circularity a century ago,
and so far as I know, it has never been satisfactorily
answered. But he is by no means alone. As Sandra
Peterson says in a recent paper, “the appearance of
explanatory circularity in the Nicomachean Ethics is
positively dizzying.” She cites no fewer than “fourteen
apparitions” which writers have “seen” and tried to
make disappear, writers ranging from Aquinas to Grote
and Greenwood, to Ackril and Cooper.l But not all them
have the same circularity in mind. So we must try to
be clear about what the basic circularities are supposed
to be and how fundamental a difficulty they present to
Aristotle’s theory.

I believe that there are two main circularities that
are at issue, and that the most fundamental is the one
brought up by Sidgwick. But it is absolutely crucial to
notice that Sidgwick makes his charge on the assump-
tions that Aristotle had a teleological ethical theory and
a perfectionist theory of the good.

Sidgwick has essentially the same conceptual frame-
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work for ethical theories as that of Rawls, Frankena, and
others in this century. He thinks there are two ways in
which an ethical theory can relate the Right and the
Good: Ultimate Good may be conceived independently
of the Right and the Right is conceived as what
promotes ultimate Good; or, *“conduct is held to be right
when conformed to certain precepts or principles of
Duty, intuitively known to be unconditionally binding,”
and “without consideration of ulterior consequences.’”
Sidgwick called the second type of ethical theory
“intuitional”, but the more common name is “deonto-
logical” (except that Sidgwick added epistemological
intuitionism to the main moral principles of deon-
tology); while the first type, of which utilitarianism is
the most well known species, is usually called teleo-
logical (or consequentialist, perhaps a narrower notion
in that it insists on an instrumental relation of right
conduct to the good).

Now when it comes to the question of what is the
Ultimate Good, Sidgwick says that there are two ends
which have “a strongly and widely supported claim to
be regarded as ultimate rational ends, . . . Happiness and
Perfection or Excellence of human nature — meaning
here by ‘Excellence’ not primarily superiority to others,
but a partial realization or, or approximation to, an ideal
type of human Perfection.” (Ibid., p. 9) Sidgwick sees
no problem of circularity in constructing a teleological
ethical theory with happiness as the ultimate good, if
we understand happiness either as pleasure (with
Bentham and Mill), or (we might add) as the satisfac-
tion of rational desire (with Rawls and perhaps Brandt),
since these can be conceived and specified indepen-
dently of the right’ Sidgwick’s own Hedonistic
Utilitarianism is an example of a teleological ethical
theory which takes pleasure as ultimate Good.

But Sidgwick sees a logical difficulty in constructing
a teleological ethical theory with perfection or excel-
lence of human nature as the ultimate Good. The
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difficulty arises from the fact that “. . . [moral] virtue
is commonly conceived as the most valuable element of
human Excellence. . . .”* But if we use moral virtue to
define excellence or perfection, then we cannot also
define moral virtue as what promotes excellence or
perfection, without going around in a logical circle; a
circle which would be evident in such explications as,
“virtue is what promotes virtue,” or “virtue is what
promotes virtue and. . . .” (Ibid., p. 392) To make
reference to moral virtue in defining ultimate Good
violates the first condition of a teleological theory, the
independence of the Good from the Right; and once
such a condition is violated, either a teleological
structure has to be given up or we fall into circularity.’

To avoid such circularity, Sidgwick classified modern
ethical theories which take the ultimate Good to be
Excellence or Perfection, as intuitional, i.e. deontolog-
ical, on the assumption that the chief part, or all of,
Excellence or Perfection is moral virtue.® An important
side effect of this move may have been that excellence
or perfection was downgraded by Sidgwick to being a
non- fundamental concept in Ethics, since as he points
out ultimate Good is not fundamental in intuitional
theories (Op. cit., p. 3). I believe that the neglect of per-
fectionism until very recently in this century was in part
a consequence of this move of Sidgwick’s. But,
Sidgwick argues, the ancients, even allowing for their
greatness, were nevertheless guilty of falling into the
circle. Sidgwick correctly perceived, in my opinion, that
most ancient Greek ethical theorists were perfectionists,
that is, they thought the ultimate Good was, partly or
wholly, perfection or excellence.” But, he argued, they
were also teleologists: they explicated virtue in terms
of promoting the good. Having done that, however, they
failed to see that they could not also explicate the good
in terms of virtue; not only the Stoics who seemed to
have thought that virtue is all of the good (and so their
circle is “Virtue is what ‘promotes’ virtue”), but also
Plato and Aristotle who counted moral virtue as one
element or part of the good; so for them the circle is
“moral virtue is what promotes moral virtue and, e.g.,
wisdom” (Op. cit., pp. 375-376). They explicated the
good not independently of virtue and virtue not inde-
pendently of the good.

It is unclear whether Sidgwick thought that the circle
obtains directly between virtue as a disposition and the
good, or between right conduct and the good; or among
all three: “virtue promotes the good and the good
consists (in part or whole) of virtue”; or “right conduct

is conduct that promotes the good and the good consists
in part or whole of right conduct”; or “virtue promotes
right conduct, right conduct promotes the good, and the
good consists of virtue.” It is clear, however, that
Sidgwick believes that virtue the disposition cannot be
explicated independently of good. Thus he argues that
wisdom is “insight into Good and the means to Good,”
benevolence is “exhibited in the purposive actions
called ‘doing Good’,” “justice . . . lies in distributing
Good (or evil) impartially according to right rules.”
(Ibid., p. 393) Apparently he attributes this view, that
virtue the disposition cannot be defined independently
of good and/or right conduct, which he himself holds,
also to the ancients. So, if the good is not explicated
independently of virtue but is said to consist, in part or
in whole, of virtue, it appears that there will be a circle,
whether through the relation of virtue to right conduct
or not.

The second major circularity which has often been
seen in Aristotle’s ethical theory is located in his
analysis of the relation between moral virtue (virtue of
character) and practical wisdom. In his definition of
moral virtue (N.E., 11, 6), as a disposition to choose the
mean relative to us as the man of practical wisdom
would choose it, we obviously have reference to prac-
tical wisdom, the intellectual element in moral virtue
which is supposed to guide our choices. But when we
come to the analysis of practical wisdom (in N.E., VI),
first of all we are given no rules or principles for finding
the mean, which adds more fuel to the charge that
Aristotle’s theory lacks practical content; what is worse,
we are told that practical wisdom is not practical
wisdom but mere cleverness unless we start delibera-
tion from right or correct ends, and these are provided
by moral virtue. So we seem have a reference back to
moral virtue in the analysis of practical wisdom. This
looks like another circle, a circle within Sidgwick’s
larger circle! And, as we would expect from more
circularities, more poverty of content.®

Now these two apparent circles are plainly not the
same. But we may well wonder how they are related —
an issue we have never seen discussed. If Aristotle’s
ethical theory is teleological and his theory of the good
perfectionist, we can see that Sidgwick’s circle,
assuming it obtains at all, would be the more funda-
mental of the two; but the second circle may well be
expected if Sidgwick’s circle is assumed. How so? If
the theory is teleological, moral virtue is whatever
(dispositions, actions, etc.) promotes the good; and if
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the theory of the good is perfectionist and moral virtue
is counted as part of perfection, then moral virtue is part
of the good, and we have Sidgwick’s circle —~ “moral
virtue is what promotes moral virtue and. . . .” But if
this is so, we seem to get also the second circle: if moral
virtue is part of the good, then practical wisdom, whose
function is to discover the necessary or most effective
means to this good, must always take as an end of such
means the states of character or dispositions which con-
stitute moral virtue: in the sense that no matter what
other ends are aimed at in virtuous actions, the means
to be chosen must at the very least not harm or destroy
the disposition which is moral virtue. So this second
circle, or at least its appearance, is really the result of
a constraint on the ends of conduct imposed by a moral
perfectionism of the good on a teleological ethical
theory.

An important and unfortunate but predicable result
of these circularities, Sidgwick thought, is that ancient
Greek ethical theories lack sufficient practical content;
as guides to choice and conduct, they are not specific
enough for deciding what we ought to do. And this
brings into the discussion our fourth question, whether
Aristotle’s ethical theory lacks sufficient practical
content, a stock modern objection to Aristotelian ethics,
as old as Grotius. Now some loss of practical content
may well be expected from at least major circularities
in an ethical theory. Circularity between definitions or
explications can be vicious because it can result in lack
of the information we need from the definitions. In the
case of Aristotle, this is indeed a familiar complaint,
though it is not usually seen as a result of Sidgwick’s
circle. Except for the case of justice, a rather crucial and
neglected exception we shall take up later, one can read
Aristotle’s analysis of such virtues as courage, temper-
ance, or generosity, and still have no specific guidance
about what to do in the relevant situations. As Sidgwick
puts it in the case of the doctrine of the mean: “Nor,
again, does Aristotle bring us much nearer such knowl-
edge by telling us that the Good in conduct is to be
found somewhere between different kinds of Bad. This
at best indicates the whereabouts of virtue: it does not
give us a method for finding it” (Op. cit., pp. 375-376;
see also pp. 343-344).

The issues of circularity and practical content are
related. If we find that Aristotle’s theory does not lack
practical content, at least any more than could be
reasonably expected given the nature of the subject
matter,” then even if there are circularities in his theory,

perhaps they are not vicious — the theory can still be a
reasonable guide to choice. We shall later pursue the
issue of practical content as a separate line of investi-
gation independently of the issues of circularity.

Now Sidgwick’s charge of circularity has certainly
been influential, whether explicitly acknowledged or
not. In this century the tendency has been to try to get
Aristotle out of Sidgwick’s circle by arguing either that
he had a purely instrumental view of the relation of
virtue to happiness (i.e. that his view was consequen-
tialist), and thus that he could specify happiness
independently of virtue; or, that he did not have a
teleological ethical theory, and thus happiness or the
good need not be determined independently of virtue.

W. D. Ross made the first of these major moves:
“Aristotle’s ethics is definitely teleological; morality for
him consists in doing certain actions not because we see
them to be right in themselves but because we see them
to be such as will bring us nearer to the ‘good for man’.”
Ross was aware of one difficulty in his interpretation,
namely, Aristotle’s distinction between action and
production, the former — including virtuous action —
being said to be “desirable or valuable in itself,” as
distinct from the value of production which is derived
from the product. But he says that this (virtuous actions
being valuable in themselves) is not consistent with
Aristotle teleological ethics, and implies that the incon-
sistency is in Aristotle.'

There are, however, other options within the assump-
tion of a teleological structure with a perfectionist
theory of good. One is that Aristotle had a “strict
intellectualist” view in which perfection is constituted
by the intellectual virtues, not the moral virtues or the
virtues of character. In such a case Sidgwick’s circle
would not obtain. Or, there might be a prima facie circle
in reciprocal references between moral virtue and
happiness, but it is eliminable on further analysis. Or,
there is a non-eliminable circle but it is wide enough
$0 as not to be vicious, that is, deprive the theory of
sufficient practical content. We shall have to look at
these possibilities in examining the relevant passages.

John Cooper has made the second major move. He
clearly says that Aristotle’s theory is not teleological,
using Rawls’s definition, on the ground that Aristotle’s
theory violates the first condition, the independence of
the good from virtue: “. . . eudaimonia is itself not
specified independently of virtuous action. . . .”"" And
he is correct, so far as this reason is concerned, in the
sense that we have strong textual support for it in the
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function argument and elsewhere; though, as I shall
argue, this is not the end of the matter.

A problem with this second defence to Sidgwick’s
objection is that it takes the form of arguing that the
distinction between teleological and deontological
theories does not apply at all to ancient ethical theories;
Aristotle did not have a deontological theory either, as
indeed Cooper makes explicit.'? But if Aristotle’s ethical
theory is neither teleological nor deontological, what is
its structure?

Here we come to our third question — perhaps
Aristotle had a virtue ethics, a kind of ethical theory
which falls outside the modern dichotomy. If so,
Sidgwick’s charges of circularity might be based on a
misunderstanding — that the theory is teleological —; and
the question of practical content might have a reason-
able answer — Aristotle’s theory has as much practical
content as a virtue ethics can have.

Did Aristotle have a virtue ethics?

Recent literature shows that the question is far from
rhetorical. Some writers have suggested that Aristotle
does not have a virtue ethics, but that Plato does; while
most writers in the historical tradition seem to have
Aristotle in mind when criticizing or defending a virtue
ethics.!® This division of opinion may reflect unclarity
or at least controversy on the answers to two funda-
mental questions: What is a virtue ethics? And, what is
the structure of Aristotle’s ethical theory? Some philoso-
phers'* have recently tackled the first question, while a
number of philosophers and classicists '* have wrestled
with the second.

Clearly we need to look into the question of what is
a virtue ethics, at least in the sense of considering some
alternative recent sketches.

There is general agreement among friends and foes
of virtue ethics that there are significant contrasts
between an ethics of virtue and an ethics of principles
(rules, laws, acts).'® The contemporary complaints about
the neglect of virtues and vices in modern and contem-
porary moral philosophy, voiced by Anscombe, Foot,
and others, certainly presuppose some significant dif-
ference(s). What are these contrasts?

The strongest contrasts have been isolated recently
by G. Trianoski and Gary Watson. A “pure ethics of
virtue”, Trianoski says, makes two claims: (1) “. .. at
least some judgments about virtue can be validated

independently of any appeal to judgments about the
rightness of actions”; and (2) “. . . it is this antecedent
goodness of traits which ultimately makes any right act
right.”"” Trianoski claims that Plato, in his definition
of soul justice in Republic 1V, satisfies both these
conditions and so has a pure virtue ethics; and Aristotle
“might be read” so as to satisfy them.

The Platonic view is worth exploring briefly. The
passage is Republic 443E-444A: the man who has
attained order and harmony'® (i.e., justice) in his soul
will “then and only then turn to practice . . . in the
getting of wealth or the tendance of the body or in
political action or private business, in all such doing
believing and naming the just and honorable action to
be that which preserves and helps to produce this
condition of soul, and wisdom the science that presides
over such conduct . . . and the unjust action to be that
which tends to overthrow this spiritual constitution.
.. .” (Shorey transl.). Earlier Plato had defined justice
in the soul (a virtue of individuals) without reference
to some prior notion of right conduct — indeed without
reference to conduct at all, as a state in which each of
the three parts of the soul is performing its own optimal
function: reason rules the entire soul, spirit helps to
defend by obeying the commands of reason, and
appetite obeys in matters of bodily needs. So here we
do indeed seem to have the two conditions of a pure
virtue ethics satisfied. And though this may not be an
adequate interpretation of Plato’s theory of justice," it
can serve here as an example of a “‘pure virtue ethics”.

In an ambitious article Watson tries to isolate a virtue
ethics which falls outside the modern conceptual frame-
work of teleological and deontological ethical theories.
As expressed by John Rawls, for example, this modern
framework recognizes three main ethical concepts, the
concepts of the right, the good, and of moral worth
(goodness of character); with moral worth being deriv-
ative from the other two. Moreover, the structure of an
ethical theory depends on how the right and the good
are related: in teleological theories the good is con-
ceived independently of the right and then the right is
defined as what maximizes the good, while deontolog-
ical theories deny one or both of these two conditions.”
In this framework, essentially the same as that of
Sidgwick a century earlier, teleologists and deontolo-
gists agree that moral worth is derived from, or defined
in terms of, the right and/or the good.

Watson seeks to show that this framework is inade-
quate by isolating a virtue ethics in which this deriva-
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tion is reversed (or at least does not obtain): the right
and/or the good (at least what Watson calls good states
of affairs or good outcomes) are to be derived from the
virtues. If he is correct, his view is of some historical
as well as theoretical interest; perhaps Watson has
succeeded in identifying a structure which fits and
illuminates Aristotle’s theory.

The conceptual schema defining this Watsonian
ethics of virtue is as follows:

“1. Living a characteristically human life (functioning
well as a human being) requires possessing and
exemplifying certain traits, T.

2. T are therefore human excellences and render their
possessors to that extent good human beings.

3. Acting in a way W is in accordance with T (exem-
plifies, or is contrary to T).

4. Therefore, W is right (good, or wrong).

9921

It appears from 3 & 4 (as well as from Trianoski’ 2)
that in a virtue ethics right conduct is defined in terms
of, or derived from, or validated, or explained, by ref-
erence to the virtues. And this appears contrary to the
way modern non-virtue ethics theorists have proceeded,
from Grotius to Rawls. Rawls’ characterization of “the
fundamental moral virtues” as “the strong and normally
effective desires to act on the basic principles of right,”*
is essentially the same in the relevant respect as that of
Grotius;? not to speak of writers such as John Locke
who make the matter explicit: “By whatever standard
soever we frame in our minds the ideas of virtues or
vices, . . . their rectitude . . . consists in the agreement
with those patterns prescribed by some Law.” **

This contrast is thus an essential difference between
a virtue ethics and modern ethical theories which give
primacy to moral laws, principles, or rules. Of course
we must be careful about what the contrast is. It is not
as if according to a virtue ethics a virtuous person would
not do what is right. On either theory s/he would. Rather
the issue concerns whether goodness of character or
rightness of actions is more “basic” or more “funda-
mental” in some broad sense. The writers we have
reviewed do not say explicitly enough what notion of
“basic” or “fundamental” they have in mind. Trianoski
speaks of judgments about virtue being “validated”
independently of judgments about the rightness of
actions, and about the goodness of traits “making” right
acts right; Watson speaks of “explanatory primacy”;
Locke and possibly Rawls could be interpreted as
offering definitional or explanatory remarks. In

Aristotle, one way the issue could be posed is by using
his notion of priority in definition: Aristotle’s idea is
that one thing is prior in definition to another if and only
if the one is mentioned in the definition of the other
but not the other in the definition of the one.” If, for
example, Locke were to define a just person as one who
has strong and normally effective desires to act
according to principles of justice, and in his statement
of principles of justice he made no reference to just
persons, then in his theory just principles would be prior
in definition to just persons. So one contrast between a
virtue ethics and an ethics of principles may be about
what is prior in the Aristotelian sense of priority of
definition: whether the virtues as traits of character are
to be defined in terms of principles of right conduct, as
Grotius, Locke, and Rawls might be read to be saying,
or whether principles of right or right conduct are
to be defined in terms of the virtues, as the virtue
theorists would have it.

We must note at once that in his ethics Aristotle seeks
real definitions of happiness, virtue, and acting rightly,
not nominal definitions (lexical or stipulative). It is
priority in real definitions of these things that we are
speaking of here: and this depends on what happiness
and virtue and acting rightly are and how they are
related, not on how we use words or define words
lexically or stipulatively.”

We must also keep in mind that there may be other
relations between virtue and acting rightly that may be
relevant to the priority of definition: causal relations,
ontological relations, and relations of finality — what is
pursued for the sake of what. As we shall see, Aristotle
holds that virtue the disposition is a first actuality while
virtuous activity is a second actuality. And this has
implications on what he can hold about the relevant
priorities of definition.

We must also note that the issue of which is more
basic or fundamental, the virtues or principles of
conduct, may be cast not in terms of definition but in
terms of logical derivability. In Plato’s Republic, for
example, we find parallel and elaborate constructions of
two definitions of justice, one of a just city-state and
one of a just person; neither definition makes reference
to the other. But Plato in fact derives the definition of
a just person from the definition of a just city, the
assumption that a just city and a just person do not differ
at all with respect to justice, and the tripartite division
of the soul as parallel to the tripartite division of the
city. So what is more basic or fundamental here, the
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notion of a just person or that of a just city? To find out,
we may have to look at whole theories, their definitions,
their assumptions, and their arguments. In Aristotle’s
case t0o, we may have to look at the relevant arguments,
not only the definitions he constructs.

In trying to understand an ethics of virtue there is,
however, a second question to be answered, besides the
relation between the goodness of character and the right-
ness of acts, perhaps more difficult and controversial:
What is the relation between virtue and good?

Watson admits that his schema for a virtue ethics
appeals “to several notions of good: to functioning well
as a human being, to being a good human being, to
being a human excellence (perhaps also to being good
for one as a human being).” But, he claims, there is no
“essential appeal to the idea of a valuable state of affairs
or outcome from which the moral significance of
everything (or anything) else derives” (op. cit., p. 459).
It is not entirely clear what is this notion of a good state
of affairs or a good outcome, other than the notions of
good Watson has listed as being appealed to. Why, for
example, is not functioning well, which appears to be
the fundamental notion in his abstract scheme, an
example — even a paradigmatic one — of a good out-
come?

Watson distinguishes his virtue ethics from “character
utilitarianism,” which he believes is not a virtue ethics.
According to this theory, (1) the virtues are human traits
that promote human happiness [the good] more than
alternative traits; and in turn, (2) right conduct is defined
as conduct which is contrary to no virtue and wrong
conduct as conduct contrary to some virtue. Because
of (1) Watson calls this character utilitarianism an
“ethics of outcome” rather than a virtue ethics, even
though by (2) it satisfies the first condition by which we
isolated a virtue ethics (the priority of virtue over right
conduct); and indeed it appears to satisfy the two
conditions by which Trianoski isolated a “pure virtue
ethics”.”’

Can character utilitarianism be accommodated within
the modern ethical conceptual framework and charac-
terized as a teleological ethical theory? Here the good
is defined independently of the right;*® and there is a
principle of maximizing the good, but it is applied
directly to the virtues and only indirectly to right
conduct via the virtues. So, even though the virtues are
still derivative from the good and the good is defined
independently of the virtues, it is not true that the right
is defined as what maximizes the good; if by the right

we mean right conduct or principles of right conduct,
as seems to be the case in the modern conceptual
framework. However, if maximizing is a transitive
relation, as it appears to be (since “producing more” or
“greater good” are transitive), then it will logically
follow from the two propositions defining character
utilitarianism that right conduct does indeed maximize
the good. So right conduct being conduct which maxi-
mizes the good will appear as a theorem in the system,
rather than as a definition.”” But except for this differ-
ence the theory will be teleological. We have our three
main concepts and virtue is derived from at least one
of the other two. The order of the definitional/logical
priorities is: The good, virtue, right conduct.

In any case, character utilitarianism gives a more
prominent role to the virtues than do rule or act utili-
tarian theories or deontological theories: the virtues are
primary over right conduct. It may also have the dis-
tinctive problems of traditional virtue ethics when trying
to derive right conduct from the virtues; for example,
insufficient practical content — a main modern objection
to an Aristotelian ethics, as we shall see below. So
perhaps it should not be dismissed as a virtue ethics. It
occupies an interesting intermediate position between
theories Watson is willing to call an ethics of virtue and
ethics of principles. Watson refuses to consider it a
virtue ethics because “the facts it takes to be morally
basic are not facts about virtue” (457). That is, in char-
acter utilitarianism virtue is logically posterior to hap-
piness or the good. But character utilitarianism does
pose a significant contrast to a morality in which laws
or principles or rules are primary over the virtues; and
it would be difficult to find a historical or contem-
porary theory of virtue in which virtue does not exhibit
some dependence on good.” So far as Aristotle’s ethics
is concerned at least, character utilitarianism is a live
option for the structure of his ethical theory.

There is a third view, distinct from character utili-
tarianism, which, Watson says, is “naturally called an
ethics of virtue.” According to it, (1) right conduct is
defined in terms of the virtues (the same as character
utilitarianism); but (2) the virtues are either the sole or
the primary constituents of the good (or happiness), this
being its essential difference from character utilitari-
anism which seems to take the virtues as instrumental
to happiness (457). Here it would appear that both right
conduct and the good are defined in terms of the virtues;
so it would be difficult indeed to see how this fails to
be an ethics of virtue. Watson doubts that it falls outside
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the Rawlsian framework, but it is not clear why;
perhaps, 1 suggest, because so far the relation between
virtue and good is not clear enough. Let us use a
simplistic illustration.

Suppose we have a definition of intrinsic goods [or
it could be, “things good in themselves™] as, e.g., things
which are desired for themselves and would be desired
even if nothing resulted from them; and a definition of
the good as composed entirely of all (at least com-
possible) intrinsic goods. Then we have arguments
(made up from the definitions and further independent
premises) for the conclusion that all the virtues and only
the virtues are intrinsic goods. From the definition of
the good and the last proposition it would follow that
the good is composed exclusively of all the virtues.
Finally, we define right conduct as conduct contrary to
no virtue and wrong conduct as conduct contrary to
some virtue.

Does an ethical theory having this structure fall
within the Rawlsian framework? If so, is it teleological?
And is it a virtue ethics?

It is clear enough here that virtue the disposition is
definitionally prior to right conduct. But the relations
between virtue and good are more complex and still not
entirely in sight. To begin with, intrinsic good is defined
independently of virtue, so it is certainly not defini-
tionally posterior to virtue. What about virtue and the
good? The formal definition of the good, as composed
exclusively of all intrinsic goods, is also independent of
the virtues. A full (form and content) characterization
of the good, to be sure, would say that it is composed
entirely and exclusively of the virtues. But the content
of the characterization would be the logical result of the
formal definition of the good and further premises about
the virtues; it would be a theorem in the system, not a
definition.

It would seem then that the theory satisfies one
condition of a teleological theory, the independence of
the good from the right. And virtue is not derivative
from right conduct but the very reverse; so the theory
also satisfies one condition of a virtue ethics. But what
is still not completely in sight is the relation of virtue
to good: because we do not have yet the definitions of
virtue and of the individual virtues, nor the arguments
by which the good is said to be composed exclusively
of all the virtues. What is it about the virtues that makes
them desired and desirable for themselves? And why
should they be the exclusive content of the good? If the
virtues are constituents of the good because they are

traits of character which are intrinsically good (or good
in themselves), then even though they are not in an
instrumental maximizing relation to the good, they have
been defined, in so far as they are virtues, in terms of
good. So definitionally/logically the relation among our
three concepts here is the same as in character utilitar-
ianism: good, virtue, right conduct. Well, not quite: the
character utilitarianism order was: the good, virtue, right
conduct. Plainly we need a finer analysis which distin-
guishes, as one should anyway, between good and the
good; as well as the arguments by which virtue is related
to both good and the good.

To sum up. We have three different theories which
might be counted as a virtue ethics: Watson’s theory, the
constitutive theory, and character utilitarianism. What
all three share in common is the definitional priority of
virtue over right conduct. Where they differ is in the
relation of virtue to good or to the good; but this
relation, we have seen, is not completely clear till a
theory of virtue is in place. Aristotle, whatever the
structure of his theory, has the most developed theory
of virtue we have up to now, some twenty three cen-
turies later. Because of this and because the structures
we have identified are not completely clear since they
lack a theory of virtue, we have a chance, in examining
Aristotle’s ethical theory, to clarify both the question
of the structures of ethics of virtue and the question of
the structure of Aristotle’s ethical theory. The structures
we have identified can serve as guiding hypotheses, both
for identifying the structure of Aristotle’s theory and for
clarifying an ethics of virtue.

If Aristotle’s theory has any of these structures it is
a meaningful candidate for an ethics of virtue. Does it?

Before we can answer this question, though, we must
consider a significant and much neglected possibility.
Our investigation so far presupposes that whatever
analysis of virtue one has, including Aristotle, it is
the same for all the virtues. But this overlooks the
possibility that some virtues, such as generosity and
benevolence, are susceptible to a virtue ethics analysis,
while others, such as justice, are not. This is a possi-
bility for any ethical theory including Aristotle’s, which,
so far as I know, has not been examined.

In an illuminating modern historical sketch, J. B.
Schneewind discusses the contemporary complaint,
made by such writers as F. Foot and G. H. von Wright,
that modern moral philosophers have neglected the
virtues.” Schneewind reviews such founders of modern
moral philosophy as Grotius, Locke, Hume, Kant, and
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Adam Smith. He makes out a plausible (to me, pretty
convincing) case that these writers did not neglect the
virtues; indeed Hume might well be thought of as a
virtue ethics theorist; and Kant certainly devoted much
analysis to the virtues, though not in the most widely
read of his moral writings, the Groundwork. Rather,
Schneewind finds, these writers were pretty much in
agreement that an Aristotelian virtue ethics is not
adequate for such virtues as justice; to analyze justice,
even in Hume, we need a framework centered on
principles or laws. Schneewind further argues that these
writers used the distinction between perfect and imper-
fect duties — in Hume the analogous distinction between
natural and artificial virtues — to give a limited role to
a virtue ethics analysis. Such virtues as generosity and
benevolence receive virtue ethics analysis; their duties
are “imperfect,” indefinite; it is up the agent to decide
when, to what extent, and toward whom to be generous.
But justice, whose duties are “perfect,” definite or
specific in all these respects, and enforceable, requires
reference to principles and/or laws in its analysis. A
virtue ethics analysis, all these writers agree, is inade-
quate for the “artificial” virtue of justice and its
“perfect” duties. The misfortune of virtue was not its
neglect, Schneewind argues, but the finding in modern
times that a virtue ethics analysis is inadequate for a
central part of morality, such as justice.

It is not within the scope of this essay to discuss the
accuracy of Schneewind’s thesis; so far as I know it
seems correct. However, both Schneewind and the
writers he examines appear to presuppose that Aristotle
had a virtue ethics for all the virtues. This is the
common understanding of Aristotle, the received
opinion. I believe that this is incorrect. It is one of the
thesis of this essay that Aristotle may have had a virtue
ethics analysis for some of the virtues, such as gen-
erosity and magnificence; but definitely not for the
virtue of justice. For such virtues as temperance and
courage, the picture is ambiguous and unclear.

We shall examine Aristotle’s analyses of the virtues
and the good, concentrating on three questions: (1) On
the thesis all three virtue ethics have in common, the
logical primacy of virtue over right conduct, what is
Aristotle’s view? (2) On the unclarity all three virtue
ethics share, the relation between virtue and good, what
is Aristotle’s view? (3) Does Aristotle’s analyses of any
of the virtues display the structure of a teleological
ethical theory, and if so is it viciously circular?

We shall find that, to begin with, Aristotle’s general

analysis of virtue and happiness, in the function
argument and elsewhere, appears to have a circular
teleological structure; alternatively, it may be viewed as
a constituent virtue ethics, thus accounting for the fact
that we have both of these major interpretations in the
literature; but in the first of these alternatives the circle
may be eliminable on further analysis. Second, when
we look at Aristotle’s specific analyses of various
individual virtues of character, the story is clearly dif-
ferent. His analysis of justice clearly has the structure
of a teleological theory, something not really appreci-
ated perhaps because of the separation of his ethics and
politics and the unfortunate result that they are not
studied together. Further, though there may be an
ineliminable circle in his analysis of justice, a separate
investigation into the issue of paucity of practical
content, independent of issues of structure, shows that
his theory of justice has plenty of practical content; and
s0 any circle there is appears to be harmless. Finally,
his analysis of the other virtues such as temperance,
courage, and generosity, is somewhat ambiguous and
comes closer to displaying one of the structures of virtue
ethics, though probably a non-Watsonian one; moreover,
these analyses do display the paucity of practical content
characteristic of virtue ethics (at least according to the
moderns), though perhaps a reasonable one for these
virtues.

Aristotle’s general analysis of virtue and the good

There is a central passage in the N.E. Bk. I, 7, to which
we must look for the issues of structure in his general
analysis of virtue, perfectionist good, and happiness. It
is the famous function argument.

It comes at the end of a discussion in which Aristotle,
relying on what people desire, pursue, and say about the
good, has determined that the good has three formal
features: it is an ultimate end, a single end of all our
actions (i.e. there is only one such end), and a self-
sufficient end. But Aristotle does not think he can
determine what the content of the good is by simply
relying on such data: for men disagree, in what they say
about the content of the good, and in what they desire
and pursue as the single, ultimate, and self-sufficient
end of their lives; even though they verbally agree that
it is happiness. Some say that happiness is (a life whose
single ultimate and self-sufficient end is) pleasure,
others honor, others wealth, others virtue, others reason;
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and they pursue one or another of these accordingly.
Within this orectic concept of the good, Aristotle
himself argues that virtue and reason, unlike the other
candidates, are desired and desirable for themselves as
well as for the sake of happiness, so they are con-
stituents of the good rather than instruments.

But Aristotle does not think that he can settle the
controversy about the content of happiness within the
orectic concept of the good; so he brings in the function
argument to try to settle this disagreement about
ultimate ends, a disagreement that desire satisfaction
theories do not settle; though Aristotle does not dis-
regard the view of the good as the ultimate object of
desire, but tries to harmonize this account with his own
functional-perfectionist account.

The conclusion of the function argument,* is that
“human good [the good for man] is [rational] activity
of soul according to virtue, and if there is more than one
virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete
[perfect].” This conclusion seems to be a clear example
of Aristotle defining the good for man by reference to
virtue. And this is Aristotle’s settled and considered
view: when he takes up the nature of the Good and
happiness again in N.E. Bk. X, 6, he starts by repeating
this very conclusion making the very same reference to
virtue. So the reference to virtue in the definition or
determination of the good is indisputable.

But what conclusion should we draw from this?
Sidgwick draws the conclusion that Aristotle’s theory is
circular, but Cooper draws the conclusion that it is not
teleological.

I think we need to ask some more questions. What
exactly is the reference to “virtue”? And is it essential
or ineliminable?

We must note at once that there is no circularity if
the reference is exclusively to the intellectual virtue of
theoretical wisdom. In this view moral virtue (the
virtues of character) is brought in at a later stage by
some instrumental or other non-constituent, non-defin-
itional relation to happiness. Since Hardie introduced
the distinction between dominant and inclusive ends,
there has been renewed and raging controversy among
Aristotle’s commentators, whether the conclusion of the
function argument is to be given an exclusionary or an
inclusive interpretation.”> Roughly speaking, on an
inclusive interpretation, the good or happiness is an
inclusive end and the reference to “complete virtue” is
a reference to all the virtues, intellectual and moral. On
the exclusionary interpretation, the good or happiness

is a dominant end and the reference is only to the
intellectual virtue of theoretical wisdom. But Sidgwick’s
objection is to the circularity between the good and the
right, and the right can be represented in Aristotle only
by moral virtue (the virtues of character). So if happi-
ness consists entirely in the exercise of theoretical
wisdom, as the exclusionary interpretation has it, then
there is no circle at all between the right and the good.**
The theory can be teleological in a straightforward
sense, with the value of moral virtue being instrumental,
or in some other non-constituent, non-definitional
relation to theoretical wisdom. Here the theory does not
violate the first condition of a teleological theory, the
independence of the good from the right.

Unfortunately, there is no agreement on the exclu-
sionary interpretation, so we cannot ignore the question
whether on the inclusive interpretation — the interpre-
tation Sidgwick took for granted — there is circularity
between the right and the good. On the assumption of
the inclusive interpretation, then, we must now examine
the conclusion of the function argument, to determine
what exactly the reference to moral virtue is, and
whether it is eliminable.

Since we are dealing with a question of structure,
we might try to understand Aristotle’s procedure in the
function argument by looking at analogies he uses twice
during the argument: once at the outset of that argument,
illustrating the relevance of function to the good of man,
once near the end, introducing and illustrating the
relevance of virtue to the good for man. Since he never
gives arguments for the analogical cases themselves,
Aristotle apparently believes that the functional theory
of good and virtue (virtue in the wide sense of what
enables a thing to perform its function well) is true and
uncontroversial in such cases.

“As in the case of the flute player and the sculptor
and every artist, and in all cases where there is a
function and action, the good and the [doing] well is
thought to depend on [or “reside in] its function, so it
may be thought in the case of man, if there is a function
in his case.” A flute player does well as a flute player
if he plays the flute well, and a sculptor does well if he
makes good or beautiful statues: literally, their doing
well as flute players or sculptors consists in their
performing their function well. And what about their
good, as flute players and sculptors? It is certainly to
their good as flute players and sculptors to play well
and make good or beautiful statues; so their good
depends, presumably in part, on doing their functioning
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well. All this is familiar and uncontroversial for such
cases: indeed the arts and crafts, occupations and social
roles, may well be thought to be a logical home of the
functional theory of good. It is non-controversial that a
flute player has a function — and what his function is —
because a flute player would be defined functionally,
as someone who knows how to play the flute; indeed
s’'he is named after playing the flute. It is also uncon-
troversial that her playing the flute well is good for her
as a flute player.

These examples, though, may be too closely con-
nected to the notion of function as human purpose: flute
playing and statues are things we want, because, say,
they give us pleasure and exercise our talents. But the
notion of function Aristotle applies to man is wider,
does not appeal to purpose, and can also apply to organs
of animals and plants, and indeed to whole organisms
— this is central application of function the argument
makes. The analogies do not prove that man has a
function or what her function is, or that her good is
functional, since the notion of function used in the ana-
logical cases is that of human purpose, not the wider
notion of function which applies to organs and organ-
isms. Such examples as those of the flute player and the
sculptor can be fully accounted by a theory of good as
the satisfaction of desire.*

Aristotle appeals again to a similar analogy, and here
is where virtue is introduced : “. . . if, as we say, the
function of a man and of a good man is the same in
genus (as of the harpist and of a good harpist, and so
in general), virtue being added with respect to superi-
ority in [the performance of] function (for, of the harpist
[the function is] to play the harp and of the good harpist
to play well), and the function of man is a certain life,
activity and actions of soul according to reason, [then]
the function of a good man is to do these things well
and nobly, and [if] each thing performs its function well
according to its proper virtue, then the good for man is
activity of soul according to virtue.” (N.E., 1098a6-18)

Similar analogies are used in N.E. Bk. II, ch. 6, where
the definition of virtue is worked out. After having
decided that virtue is a disposition or state of character,
Aristotle says: “It should be said that every virtue makes
its possessor be in a good state and perform its function
well; for example, the virtue of the eye makes the eye
good and its functioning good (for it is by the virtue of
the eye that we see well); and similarly the virtue of a
horse makes it a good horse and good at galloping,
carrying its rider, and facing the enemy. If this is true

in every case, then the virtue of a man will be the
disposition or state by which one becomes a good man
and by which one performs his function well.”
(1106a15-25) This is a crucial passage because here
Aristotle is beginning to work out his definition of
virtue; and the fundamental notions he is using are being
in a good state and performing one’s function well.

From the function argument and the use of the analo-
gies we can extract a general formal theory of function,
good and virtue, which we can examine for answers to
our questions. The central question here is what
concepts are the most fundamental; in Aristotle’s terms,
what is logically or definitionally prior to what.

Let us look at the formal theory first and then its
application to man. The formal theory seems to contain
at least the following propositions (applicable to things
with functions):

1. An F does well as an F iff it performs well the
function of Fs:

2. A good F is an F which performs well the function
of Fs.

3. The good of an F “depends” on its performing well
the function of Fs.

4. The virtue(s) of an F is that by [the presence of]
which it (a) is a good F and (b) performs well the
function of Fs.

5. A good F (is an F which) has the virtue of an F.
(From 2 & 4(a)).

6. The virtue of an F is [the?] good for an F. (From 3
& 4(b)).

The last two propositions can be derived from the
others.” Propositions 1 and 3 capture Aristotle’s remark
that the well and the good of a thing reside and/or
depend on its function. The analogies might be thought
of as inductive evidence for the main propositions of
the theory, 1-4. But when applied to man all these
propositions become controversial, with 3 & 6 the center
of controversy. v

The most fundamental concept here seems to be that
of function, since reference to it seems to be made
directly (1, 2, 3, 4) or indirectly (5, 6) in all the propo-
sitions of the theory. And the most fundamental
normative concept seems to be that of functioning well,
since reference to it is made in the explications of the
other main normative concepts of the theory, the good
of an F, a good F, and the virtue of an F, but not
conversely. In Aristotle’s terms, functioning well will be
prior in definition to the remaining normative concepts.
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We obtain the same result from Aristotle’s meta-
physical view that actuality is both more final and prior
in definition to potentiality. The virtues are (learned,
habituated) first actualities of inborn human potential-
ities, while the exercise of the virtues are second
actualities; and second actualities are both more final
and prior in definition to first actualities.’” A courageous
action, for example, is a second actuality and so is more
final and prior in definition to the virtue of courage,
the disposition, which is a first actuality of the
potential for courage humans are born with. Similarly,
temperate actions stand to the virtue of temperance, the
disposition, as second to first actuality, and so temperate
actions are prior in definition to the disposition.

If this analysis of the formal structure of the theory
is correct in its essentials, and if functioning well, at
least when the theory is applied to man, can be under-
stood without reference back to moral virtue, then we
can have a teleological and non—circular ethical theory.
And this can be true of the function argument. For
though reference to virtue is made in specifying the
good of an F in proposition 6 of the formal structure,
and in the conclusion of the function argument, this
reference is eliminable, if virtue itself can be defined
in terms of functioning well, as it appears to be in
proposition 4.

Can moral virtue be explicated by functioning
well?

We may begin by noting that the references to virtue
may be ambiguous: virtue may refer to a standard of
excellence by which performance is judged, or to the
disposition which causes and promotes well functioning.
Aristotle’s phrase in the conclusion of the function
argument, “according to virtue,” seems to support the
standard of performance interpretation; while virtue as
“that by which a thing performs its function well” (in
N.E. 11, 6) seems to refer to the disposition and supports
the causal interpretation.

The causal interpretation fits the case of the arts,
where the virtue is a skill, a trained ability or educated
talent; and the case of organs, where a structure or form
causes well functioning;*® and it can be used to give a
teleological interpretation of Aristotle’s ethical theory
without a circle. The builder’s skill or techne can be
defined in terms of producing good buildings, and
reference to such skill need not enter into the defini-

tion of a good building; further, “right” action for a
builder is whatever contributes to the production of a
good building, and reference to such action need not
enter the explication of good building. A good building
in turn will be explicated in terms of the well func-
tioning of buildings.

But of course these are cases of production, in which
Aristotle explicitly recognizes the independence of the
product from the process; this logic does not necessarily
apply to action and activity. Indeed, Aristotle’s discus-
sion of the differences between the virtues and the
technai, in N.E. I, 4, stands in the way of the produc-
tion interpretation. For actions to be virtuous, he says,
it is not enough that they are “right”; the agent must
know they are right, he must have chosen them and
chosen them for their own sake, and he must have done
so from a firm disposition. So, unlike the arts (technai),
virtuous action, which is functioning well in the case
of living in general, seems to refer us back to the
disposition and knowledge of the agent. Whether this
reference back is viciously circular remains to be seen.

On the other hand, the standard of performance
interpretation seems to introduce directly into the
concept of the good for man a moral standard by which
functioning is to be evaluated. Courage is to be thought
as a standard by which the performance of a soldier is
evaluated: to perform the function of a soldier well is
to act courageously, as a courageous man would. Here
functioning well seems to be referred back to a moral
virtue. And when Aristotle seems to make the virtuous
man a standard of what is good and pleasant, as in the
case of temperance, he seems to be using virtue as the
fundamental notion, not functioning well.

The idea that virtue is a constituent or part of hap-
piness, suggested both by the conclusion of the function
argument and by Aristotle’s view that virtue is desired
for itself, contains the same ambiguity. Is it virtue the
disposition or virtuous activity which is desired for itself
and is part of happiness? It must be virtuous activity. It
is not virtue as a disposition that is part of happiness,
but the exercise of the disposition, which is activity.
Happiness is activity. How could a disposition be part
of activity? The relation of first to second actuality is
not that of part to whole in any plausible sense.”
Virtuous activities can be part of happiness in a straight-
forward sense: the activity which is happiness can be
literally made up of activities. Moreover, it is virtuous
activity that is to be pursued for its own sake, the
cultivation of the disposition being pursued because of
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what it enables us to do; for the first actuality is for the
sake of the second actuality, which of course is more
final.®

So the reference to virtue in the conclusion of our
argument must be a reference to activity, if it is virtuous
activity which is desired for itself and is part of happi-
ness or the good, and if the reference is to a standard
of performance. Virtue the disposition can be defined
by a causal or enabling relation to that activity, as it is
in proposition 4 of the formal theory and, as we shall
see, in the very definition of virtue.

If we are correct so far, the definition of happiness
at the conclusion of the function argument can be
rephrased as follows: Happiness is activity of soul
which manifests reason and which is virtuous (and if
there is more than one kind of virtuous activity the best
and most complete [perfect]). Here the reference is
explicitly to activity, not to disposition; but still to
virtuous activity, so the threat of Sidgwick’s circle very
much remains. However, we are out of the circle if we
can show that this reference is eliminable: that is, it is
explicable in terms of well functioning without vicious
reference back to virtue. I believe it is, and the formal
theory shows us the way: to say that an activity is
virtuous is to say that the functioning which constitutes
the activity is performed well. The second analogy by
which virtue is introduced in the argument indeed says
just this: “. . . virtue being added with respect to
superiority in the performance of function.” And so does
the immediate hypothetical before the conclusion: “. . .
and if the function of a good man is to do these things
well and nobly *, and if this is done well by its
appropriate virtue. . . .”

To be sure, reference to the disposition, in the state-
ment “So and so acted (say) courageously”, is not totally
eliminable: because, as we saw, on Aristotle’s view the
man must act knowingly, rather than in ignorance or
accidentally, he must choose the act for its own sake,
and he must act from a firm state of character. But none
of this re-introduces vicious circularity. The firm state
of character is a reference to the habituated state of the
relevant feelings which enable the person to do the act
reason selects; the firmness of the state is a stability
condition on virtue: we expect a virtuous person to act
consistently “in fair and foul weather” — this is part of
the value of the disposition. The phrase “for its own
sake” means something like, “because it is a courageous
thing to do (and courageous actions are part of happi-
ness)” rather than, say, “because it will bring me a

fortune if I win”.** And knowledge refers to knowledge
of the circumstances and objects of the act. If a
courageous act can be explicated by functioning well,
there is no circle in the relevant sense. Aristotle is not
appealing to the dispositional elements to discover what
act, among the various options, would be the right thing
to do.

Aristotle’s analysis of virtuous action, as making
ineliminable reference to the cognitive and motivational
state of the agent, is shared by theorists who do not have
a virtue ethics, writers who take laws or rules as primary
over a virtuous disposition. For example, Rawls’ general
characterization of the moral virtues as “the strong and
normally effective desires to act on the basic principles
of right” (Op. cit., 436), shows clearly enough that on
his own view *virtuous action” will indeed make ref-
erence to (the relevant) motivational state of the agent:
it makes reference to desire to act in accordance with
principles of right. But this clearly does not imply that
any appeal is made to these elements to determine what
the right act is; we do that by applying the basic prin-
ciples of right. Ross’s distinction between action and
act could also be used here: virtuous act refers to the
rightness of the act, virtuous action to right act done
from a virtuous motive.

The whole burden of the solution to our problem
now falls on whether man’s virtuous activity can be
explicated in terms of functioning well and functioning
well can be explicated without further reference back to
virtue. I propose to show that this is so in two test cases:
the general definition of moral virtue, and the definition
of justice.

Can functioning well be explicated by the mean?

Let us begin with the definition of moral virtue in Bk.
II, 6. Having decided that virtue is a disposition, and
taking it for granted from the general formal theory that
the virtue of man is something by which he is a good
man and which enables him perform his function well,
Aristotle asks what sort of disposition it can be, and in
response brings in choice and the theory of the mean.
It is clear in this discussion that the mean is supposed
to provide a standard of well functioning. Indeed in the
middle of the discussion of the mean, after giving
examples of the mean relative to us in eating and
exercise, he tells us: “If therefore the way in which
every art or science performs its work well is by looking
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to the mean and applying it as a standard to its works
(functions) . . . it will follow that virtue aims at hitting
the mean.” (1106a8-16). So, the definition of moral
virtue which comes at the end of this discussion is
supposed to explicate virtue the disposition in terms of
well functioning and well functioning in terms of the
mean: “Virtue then is a state of character concerned with
choice, lying in the mean, i.e. the mean relative to us,
this being determined by a rational principle, and by that
principle which the man of practical wisdom would
determine it” (1107a).

In the context we supplied, this definition explicates
moral virtue in terms of a disposition to choose those
actions and activities which constitute well functioning
for man as an animal whose feelings and actions are
capable of being informed and directed by reason; and
it does so by reference to the theory of the mean. In
the case of the moral virtue of temperance, for example,
which is concerned with well functioning in the
activities of eating, drinking, and having sex, the defi-
nition explicates the virtue in terms of the disposition to
choose the mean in such activities and their enjoyments.

But this explication of well functioning in terms of
choice of the mean has two problems, both of which are
relevant here. First, the theory of the mean does not
seem specific enough to guide choice. We saw Sidgwick
making this charge when he said that all the mean tells
is that virtue lies somewhere between two kinds of bad.
Grotius makes a similar charge. The complaint is
familiar and notorious: when we ask what is the rational
principle by which we are to choose the mean, we get
no answer in Bk. VI. We shall return to this soon when
we discuss the alleged paucity of practical content of
Aristotle’s theory of the mean in the cases of justice and
courage and temperance.

Second, in the definition of moral virtue as the
disposition to choose the mean we have reference to
practical wisdom — the virtuous man will choose the
mean as the man of practical wisdom would. But in Bk.
VI, when practical wisdom is distinguished from
cleverness, we have reference back to moral virtue:
apparently, practical wisdom is knowledge of efficient
means to virtuous ends, whereas cleverness is knowl-
edge of efficient means to any ends a person has. Here
we have the second circle we discussed earlier, and we
now see how it is an obstacle to attributing a teleolog-
ical theory to Aristotle: Moral virtue, the state of
character, is explicated in terms of functioning well,
functioning well in terms of choosing the mean, the

mean in terms of practical wisdom, and practical
wisdom finally refers us back to the state of character.
So, if teleological, the theory is circular; or else it is a
virtue ethics.

We need to ask why Aristotle refers back to moral
virtue in his distinction between practical wisdom and
cleverness, and what sort of reference this is.

What Aristotle does in Bk. VI is to distinguish prac-
tical wisdom from other intellectual virtues, to delineate
what it is wisdom about, and to determine the contri-
bution practical wisdom makes to the life of virtue and
happiness. Some of this is reflected in his definition of
practical wisdom in Bk. VI, 5: “Practical wisdom is a
state grasping the truth, involving reason, concerned
with action about what is good or bad for a human
being.”

Here, we notice at once, there is no reference to
moral virtue; the normative concepts the explication
uses are truth and what is good for man. This is per-
fectly compatible with a teleological conception of
virtue, and there is no Sidgwickian circle. The context
of this cryptic definition explains its main elements, and
confirms that the virtue is teleologically conceived. All
wisdoms and arts are virtues by which we grasp the
truth of something; practical wisdom, unlike theoretical,
is that by which we can grasp the variable truths about
effective means (White chicken meat is wholesome),
and by which we can reason truly from ends to effec-
tive means (Since I need to eat only wholesome meat
and white chicken meat is wholesome, it is permissible
to eat white chicken meat). The contribution which the
virtue of practical wisdom makes is in the deliberation
through which we discover the best means; it enables
us to perform well the function of deliberating. Since
deliberating well is necessary for attaining any ends, it
is necessary for attaining the subordinate and ultimate
ends which constitute the good for man. And since
deliberating about means is an exclusive and essential
function of man, deliberating well, besides enabling us
to discover correct means to ends, is also a subordinate
end and part of the good for man: for it exhibits one sort
of essential well functioning, and according to the
function argument well functioning of an exclusive and
essential human function is part of the good for man.
Deliberating well is a subordinate end of man. As
Aristotle says, in Bk. VI, 12, practical (as well as
intellectual) wisdom is desirable for itself and also for
the effects it produces. So far so good.

But Aristotle also wishes to distinguish practical
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wisdom from cleverness. The latter seems to be what
the moderns, Hume and Rawls for example, call prac-
tical rationality — taking effective means to one’s ends,
no matter what one’s ends are. Aristotle wishes to
distinguish cleverness from practical wisdom because
cleverness or Humean rationality is not a virtue: a virtue
enables us to function well, choosing cleverly does not
necessarily do so. Whether with respect to behavior
toward one’s self or toward others, one can choose
effective means to bad ends, and in neither case is one
functioning well. One can choose efficient means to the
pleasures of recreational drugs and thus harm oneself,
even more than if he had chosen less effectively; and
one can choose the most efficient means to embezzling
funds and in this one harms others, even more than if
he had chosen less effectively. So Aristotle has practical
wisdom beginning with good ends, i.e. ends supplied by
moral virtue. And so we seem to have a Sidgwickian
circle once more.

But this is misleading. What Aristotle is worrying
about here (N.E., VI, 12) is not distinguishing the
virtuous man from the wrong-doer, but the virtuous man
from the man who does the right thing wrongly, i.e.,
“unwillingly” or “in ignorance”, or “for the sake of
something else and not for itself” (see 1144a15-25).
Here the man is hitting the mean, but not from choice,
or accidentally, or for some end beyond the act and not
for the act itself. Because of these three factors the
man’s “wisdom” is only cleverness, though in hitting
the mean it resembles the virtue of practical wisdom.
But the good man does the same thing (hits the mean)
“from choice” and “for the sake of the acts themselves”
(1144a20-25). And it is precisely these two elements
that moral virtue, the emotional element in the disposi-
tion, supplies; practical wisdom, the intellectual state,
becomes a virtue by hitting the mean, but only when
these two elements supplied by moral virtue are present.
So, what moral virtue supplies are not some ends other
than what practical wisdom supplies, but a firm incli-
nation to choose the mean for its own sake. And this
makes perfectly good sense within Aristotle’s perfec-
tionist theory of the good: for choosing the mean con-
stitutes well functioning in the case of action, and it is
well functioning of an essential and exclusive function
of man. Choosing the mean is well functioning in the
case of the practical activities of reason, as discovering
invariable truths is well functioning for the theoretical
activities of reason; and both are subordinate goods and
parts of the ultimate good for man. In the case of the

virtue of temperance, for example, which is concerned
with functioning well physically and with the rational
regulation of (some of our) animality, functioning well
consists in choosing the mean with respect to the pleas-
ure of food, drink, and sex, the animal pleasures: prac-
tical wisdom determines this mean, while the emotional
element of the moral virtue of temperance inclines us
to choose that mean and choose it for its own sake.

Does this explain adequately Aristotle’s remark that
moral virtue sets the ends and practical wisdom finds
the means? A confusion is possible here. If we imagine
ethical virtue apart from practical wisdom, all that we
have left is a certain habituated tendency to fare well
with respect to the feelings appropriate to the various
ethical virtues. This tendency neither discovers nor in
any way cognitively determines the subordinate or
ultimate ends of man any more than it discovers or so
determines the major means to such ends — only
wisdoms can do that. The tendency to fare well means
that the feelings have been habituated so that the person
enjoys acting according to the mean; thus in the case
of temperance, the non-cognitive part of the contribu-
tion of that virtue is that the temperate person has been
habituated so as not to have excessive or defective
appetites for food, drink or sex, and to enjoy the cor-
responding activities when they fall on the mean. That
is all that can be meant by moral virtue “setting the end”
while practical wisdom finds the means; it is all that can
be meant because when moral virtue is abstracted from
practical wisdom there is no cognitive element left.
From the point of view of discovering or validating
means or ends, moral virtue, apart from wisdom, is
simply blind. When we look to see how Aristotle in
practice tries to settle disputes about ultimate ends (in
N.E., 1, 4,5,7, and X), it is by such things as appeal to
what men in fact pursue as ultimate ends, or what they
say are the ultimate ends of their lives, or by the
function argument, or by appeal to the ways we sort
out and evaluate pleasures. And if we ask ourselves
what sort of Aristotelian psychic faculty is at work here,
we have to say that it is reason, theoretical or practical;
for his arguments about ultimate ends are either dialec-
tical from what people say or deductive about the nature
of human beings and their place in the animal kingdom.
So we have to say that in Aristotle’s view it is reason,
dialectic or demonstrative, that settles questions of
ultimate ends, and practical reason that discovers the
means to them. ‘

What the moral disposition, considered apart from
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practical wisdom, contributes is the regulation of the
feelings relevant to the ends and means reason dis-
covers. We could stretch the point and even say that
the moral disposition contributes “the motive” — the
desire and even the enjoyment of choosing (what
practical wisdom says is) the mean because it is the best
thing to do. What it does not contribute is to discover
or validate the ends of, say, temperance — health and the
rational regulation of animality; or the ends of courage
— freedom and independence for one’s country. And if
the moral disposition, aside from practical and theoret-
ical wisdom, cannot discover or validate human ends
or the means to them, then there is no relevant circle
when in the analysis of practical wisdom Aristotle refers
us back to the moral disposition; for it is not an appeal
to determine what acts are right.

The disposition is also valuable because it brings
stability into the notion of a virtuous person: she is not
one who does the right thing only occasionally or unpre-
dictably or only in “fair weather”. The virtuous person,
because she acts from a “steady” disposition to act
virtuously, can be counted upon to follow the guidance
of practical wisdom. The moral disposition has to come
into the analysis of the virtuous person and virtuous
action, but not into what acts are right.

None of these reasons for retaining a reference to the
disposition re-introduces Sidgwick’s circle: for neither
is needed to determine what the right act is. Right acts
are acts falling on the mean and can still be conceived
teleologically, as those which promote the good of the
agent and others; virtuous actions are right acts chosen
knowingly and for their own sake.

Aristotle’s analysis of justice: Teleological or virtue
ethics?

For Sidgwick’s problem and for the controversies over
virtue ethics, there is no more instructive case than
Aristotle’s analysis of justice, the very virtue ironically
neglected in discussions of virtue ethics. The case of
justice is crucial, for it is a big and central part of virtue
and rightness, whether in Aristotle or in Rawls. What
Aristotle calls general justice includes all the moral
virtues in so far as they are concerned with our behavior
toward others; and his particular justice (a part of his
general justice) includes what we call distributive justice
— what Rawls’ theory of justice is all about — and the
justice of punishment. So general justice takes up all

of rightness, and particular justice a huge and central
part of it. If Aristotle’s account of justice is in terms of
what promotes some good and the explication of that
good does not make reference back to justice, then do
we have a refutation of Sidgwick’s criticism. Moreover,
if he explicates general and particular justice as a
personal virtue in terms of the justice of laws and con-
stitutions, then he does not have an ethics of virtue for
justice. And if his account of the justice of constitutions
is sufficiently detailed then his theory of justice does
not suffer from a paucity of practical content. We shall
find that all this is so.

Finally, we may compare his theory of justice with
his theories of such other virtues as temperance and
courage, which seem more problematic in all three
respects, and consider whether we can illuminate their
problems.

Let us look briefly at Aristotle’s procedure in his
attempt to define justice. Here we are concerned with
the bare essentials, for we are concerned mainly with
the structure of his theory; though some detail will come
in to show there is no paucity of content.

He begins with a characterization of justice the
disposition: “Now we observe that everyone means by
justice the disposition which makes us doers of just
actions, that makes us do what is just and wish what is
just. In the same way we mean by injustice the state that
makes us do injustice and wish what is unjust” (N.E.,
V, 1, 1129a). This is an explication of a just person in
terms of wishing and doing what is just. Already this
is some evidence away from a virtue ethics analysis for
justice, since it make the justice of acts definitionally
prior to justice the disposition. The rest of Aristotle’s
procedure is to explicate just acts in terms of just laws;
just laws in terms of just constitutions; and just consti-
tutions in terms of the contribution which constitutions
make to the end or the good of the state. This is clearly
a teleological procedure with no evident circle, and
away from a virtue ethics. Let us look at these steps.

Having noted that justice and injustice are said in
many ways, Aristotle begins with the unjust man, and
notes that one can be said to be unjust both in the
general sense of being acting contrary to laws and in the
particular sense of “having more”; and similarly with
the just person. “Hence what is just will be what is
lawful and what is equal.” (N.E., 1129b) Accordingly,
he distinguishes general justice, identified with what is
lawful in all our behavior toward others and calls it
“complete virtue” (1129b31); and particular justice, one



74 GERASIMOS SANTAS

kind of which is concerned with the distribution of
“honor [offices], wealth, and the other divisible assets
[or “goods of fortune™], of the community, which may
be allotted among its members in equal or unequal
shares” (1131b);* the other kind of particular justice
being corrective (not to be discussed here). Moreover,
Aristotle argues that particular justice is part of (or a
species of) general justice (1130b); so particular justice
will also be explicated in terms of laws.

The explication of general justice in terms of law is
very strong evidence against a virtue ethics for all the
virtues, since this explication makes law primary over
dispositions. Three times in the first two chapters of
N.E., Bk. V Aristotle explicates just conduct required
by general justice in terms of lawful actions. Even for
courage and temperance, which, in so far as they are
concerned with our relation to others, are parts of
general justice, and in which the doctrine of the mean
is pre-eminent, he gives here some rules of action
specific enough to guide choice: “But the law also pre-
scribes certain conduct: the conduct of a brave man,
for example, not to desert one’s post, not to run away,
not to throw down one’s arms . . . that of the temperate
man, for example not to commit adultery or outrage;
that of a gentle man, for example, not to strike, not to
speak evil . . . and so with the actions exemplifying the
rest of the virtues and vices, commanding these and
forbidding those — rightly if the law has been rightly
enacted, not so well if it has been made at random.”
(1129b620-30)

As the last sentence indicates, Aristotle is aware that
laws themselves may be correct or incorrect, more or
less just or unjust. And in the next stage of his analysis
he gives a criterion for judging the justice of laws, a cri-
terion which on the face of it seems teleological: “Now
in every matter they deal with the laws aim either at
the common benefit of all, or at the benefit of those in
control, whose control rests on virtue or on some other
such basis. And so in one way what we call just is
whatever produces and maintains happiness and its parts
for a political community” (N.E. V, 2, 1129b transl.
Irwin). Here he seems to be saying clearly that the
justice of laws depends on their promoting the good of
the whole community, and this is clearly a version of a
universalist or non-egoistic teleological ethical theory;
or, the good of those who make the laws, a version of
egoistic teleological ethical theory, earlier expounded
by Plato’s Thrasymachus; in the Polit. Aristotle calls

constitutions of this latter type “deviant”.*

In the Polit. the position concerning particular justice
is in this respect similar, though here we get a two step
analysis: just laws are laws “constituted in accordance
with right constitutions” (1282b); and the rightness of
constitutions is then determined by how far they
promote the common interest, the interest of all, rather
than the interest of those in control (1279a).

Thus, in both the N.E and the Polit., and for both
general and particular justice, we have accounts of
justice which on their face are teleological and not
virtue ethics: just dispositions are explicated by just
conduct, and just conduct is ultimately explicated in
terms of promoting the good. But we must remember
that Aristotle’s analysis has several stages, in this
respect closer to rule rather than act teleological
theories: dispositions, actions, laws, constitutions, the
good. And we still need to examine whether this good
is explicated by reference back to justice and so circu-
larly.

Returning to particular justice, the next question
Aristotle takes up is, what distribution of the divisible
goods of office, honors and safety, is just distribution?
He reasons that since the unjust man, in the sense of
particular distributive injustice, is the man who “has or
takes more”, that is, more of the divisible goods or less
of the opposite evils (or burdens), the just man must be
the one who has and takes something between the more
and the less, and that is in some sense the equal. And
since the equal is somewhere between the extremes of
the more and the less, he also brings in his theory of
the mean and says that the equal is also a mean.*

What happens next is instructive. In the case of the
other virtues, Aristotle was content to argue that
virtuous acts, courageous, temperate, or generous, fall
on the mean; there was no further analysis of the mean,
in terms of rules for determining the mean. But in the
case of particular justice the mean is said to be the
equal, between the extremes of the more and the less,
and we get a precise mathematical analysis of the
equal.® Everyone agrees, Aristotle says that the equality
in question is in proportion to worth (axian) of some
sort, and that this is a geometrical, as distinct from an
arithmetical, proportion. Accordingly, a distribution is
just to the extent that the value of the things (the
divisible goods) it assigns to one person stands to the
value of the things it assigns to another as the worth of
the one person stands to the worth of the other.”’

So far, we do not have a teleological account of
particular justice. We have an explication of just distri-
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bution of divisible goods in terms of proportional
equality; and the latter, I would suppose with Rawls,*
falls intuitively under the concept of the right. What
we have so far is simply a further characterization of
just distribution as having the form of a geometrical
proportion. There is no reference to maximizing good or
goods.

We need to look at the next stage of Aristotle’s
argument. People agree on the evaluation of the things
distributed, but they disagree on what this worth should
be, which is the basis for the distribution. “All agree
that the just in distribution must be according to worth
of some sort, though all do not recognize the same sort
of worth; but democrats say it is freedom, oligarchs
wealth, and aristocrats virtue” (N.E., V, 3, 1131a25-29).
Accordingly, we have three different conceptions of
distributive justice, under the same concept. In the Polit.
Aristotle gives us a detailed analysis of the different
constitutions based on these different conceptions of
distributive justice; and of the institutions which
embody these different constitutions. Thus a democratic
constitution, according to which all free born citizens
should have an equal share of political authority,
includes several institutions and rules which embody
this democratic political egalitarianism: universal mem-
bership of free men in the assembly, rotation in other
offices, terms of office, selection by lot and by election,
and so on (Polit., VI, 1-3).

We may pause here to note that these are certainly
specific enough to provide plenty of practical content,
more than Sidgwick’s theory of justice, for example, and
as much as Rawls’ theory. And almost the same is true
of Aristotle’s discussion of oligarchic constitution,
according to which a distribution of political offices is
just to the extent that the share of political office it
assigns to one person stands to the share of political
office it assigns to another as the wealth of the one
person stands to the wealth of another; so it is just that
persons of equal wealth have equal shares of political
office, and persons of unequal wealth proportionately
unequal (Polit., IV, 9, VI, 6). Here also there is no
paucity of practical content. Rules and devices can be
easily thought of which would be specific enough to
determine what is just in particular cases. For example,
one could have a rule weighing votes by wealth, as is
done with stockholders in a company: one share of
stock-one vote, rather than one person-one vote. (The
suggestion is due to Keyt.) Thus, when we look at
Aristotle’s discussion of just constitutions in the Polit.,

we find a wealth of practical content; and this is con-
siderable indirect evidence that there is no vicious circle
here, whatever the structure of his theory of justice.

But we still have not seen a teleological explication
of particular justice. What we have so far are three
interpretations of the concept of proportional equality,
and three different sets of rules or constitutions, and
from that we cannot tell one way or another whether the
theory is teleological and whether there is a circle.

We need to look at the final stage in Aristotle analysis
of justice: his attempt, in Polit., Bk. III, to resolve the
disagreement among the three conceptions (democratic,
oligarchic, and aristocratic) and determine which one
is just, or at least to rank them by how far they are just.
It is also instructive to look and see how he knocks out
deviant constitutions as unjust.

He begins by arguing that it cannot be superiority in
any respect whatsoever (for example, a person’s height)
that is a ground for distributing greater shares in offices;
and he gives a reduction ad absurdum to rule out this
possibility.” It must rather be something which is
related to the office, such as fitness for the office or
contribution to the end for the sake of which the office
exists that is a ground for distribution (Polir., III, 12).
But this does not settle the matter; for one thing, free
birth, wealth, and virtue all make some contribution; for
another, each of the three proponents, democrat,
oligarch or aristocrat, can still claim that their attribute
makes the greatest or only contribution: who is correct,
Aristotle says, depends on what the function or the end
of the state is (Ibid., 111, 13). For example, “If property
were the end for which men came together and formed
an association, then men’s share [in the offices and
honors] of the state would be proportionate to their share
of property; and in that case the argument of the
oligarchical side . . . would appear to be a strong
argument” (Ibid., 111, 9, 1280a). To resolve the matter,
we need to know what the function or the end of the
state is, toward the realization of which contributions
are made (Ibid., 111, ch. 13). As is well known, Aristotle
argues that property is not the [complete] end of the
state. The end of the state is not only life (survival) or
a shared life: it is “a good life” or a “fine or noble life”
or “a perfect and self-sufficient life” (Ibid., I1I, chs. 9
& 13). And for that end, Aristotle argues, superiority
in free birth and wealth are not enough for distributing
shares of office but virtue must above all be included.*

It is not entirely clear that Aristotle’s argument here
is that of an ethical teleologist. It might be thought, for
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example, that the “contribution to the job” criterion in
the first stage of the argument is some sort of deonto-
logical principle of desert, rather than a maximization
principle: just as punishment must fit the crime, so
awards of offices must fit the social contribution made.
But the fitness for the job (ergon) criterion and the flute
player analogy (“. . . nobody will play better for being
better born. . .” [1282b]) assure us, I think, that the cri-
terion is proposed with a view to assuring the per-
forming well of the function. Whatever the correct end
or the function of the city is, Aristotle is saying, shares
of offices should be assigned with a view to performing
that function or serving that end well. And this is a
maximizing principle: for in his view the good of the
city and the performing well of the function of the city
are identical.

The teleological character of his argument comes out
also in the crucial opening lines of Polit., IlI, 12, in
which he takes up where he left off in the discussion
of justice in the N.E. “In all arts and sciences the end
in view is some good. In the most sovereign of all the
arts and sciences — and this is the art and science of
politics — the end in view is the greatest good and the
good which is most pursued. The good in the sphere of
politics is justice; and justice consists in what tends to
promote the common interest. General opinion makes it
consists in some sort of equality.”

“The good in the sphere of politics is justice” — this
statement Sidgwick could cite as evidence of a circle
once more. But the statement which immediately
follows, that “justice consists in what tends to promote
the common good” is one that J. S. Mill (and every non-
egoistic teleologist) could have written, though the
common good might be different. And the passage also
explains why Aristotle takes up the view that justice is
some sort of equality — it is among the general opinions
it is the business of ethics to take up and examine.

But, supposing that Aristotle’s argument here does
display a teleological structure, is it not also circular?
We saw that the end of the state according to him is
not merely life or shared life but “a good life.” And the
notion of a good life or happiness he is using is that of
the N.E., which makes reference to virtue. But is this
not circular once more? The concept of a just man is
explicated (though not completely) in terms of just
actions; just actions in terms of just laws; just laws in
terms of just constitutions; and just constitutions in
terms of common good rather than the good of the
rulers. Finally, the common good is said to be not mere

life or shared life but a good life and life of happiness;
that is, presumably, an active life of reason according
to virtue; that is, presumably, a life in accordance with
courage, temperance, justice, wisdom, and so on. The
reference to justice seems to introduce circularity. In a
chain of arguments attempting to discover what is
Jjustice we ultimately used the notion of the good of the
citizen, and in specifying that we used justice. Perhaps
so. The threat of a circle remains in Aristotle’s analysis
because of his view, as old as Socrates in Plato’s
Gorgias, that the end of the state, and so the end of
constitutions and the laws, is not merely or primarily
the goods of self-preservation, the protection of
property, the wealth of the nation, and protection from
external threats; but also and above all the promotion
of living well, which for all three, Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle, includes living virtuously. So there is indeed
a potential for such a circle. But so far as I have been
able to determine there is no explicit circularity in our
texts, that is, a definition or description of the end of
the state which explicitly includes justice; nor is it clear
that if there is a reference to justice in the notion of the
good of the state, the same notion of justice is being
used (that is, the notion of distributive justice which is
being analyzed).

It is noteworthy that, in the case of the justice of
the deviant constitutions of oligarchy, democracy and
tyranny, the analysis is clearly teleological, and as
clearly non-circular; because in the justification of these
constitutions there is reference to the good of somebody,
but no mention of promoting virtue. In oligarchy, for
example, offices are distributed on the basis of wealth,
and the securing and promotion of wealth is the end of
the oligarchic city.

The evidence that Aristotle’s analysis of justice is
teleological is overwhelming; here there is no alterna-
tive of interpreting the theory as being a virtue ethics.
If in Aristotle’s own favored analysis of just constitu-
tions there is a circle, in the reference to the virtue of
citizens, it is awfully hard to find. And now we shall
also see definite evidence that if there is a circle it is
harmless.

Paucity of practical content and virtue ethics:
Justice and the other virtues

All three interpretations of the concept of distributive
justice which Aristotle favors in the Politr. provide



THE STRUCTURE OF ARISTOTLE’S ETHICAL THEORY 77

plenty of practical content.”’ From the analysis of the
justice of polity, for example, it follows that it would
be unjust to deprive some one both of whose parents
were free and citizens of the right to participate and vote
in the Assembly; unjust not to give such a person his
rotating share in office in the Council and the Courts;
unjust not to have limits to terms of office, and so on.
In general, as Keyt has shown,”” Aristotle’s step proce-
dure (just persons — just acts, just acts — just laws, just
laws — just constitution), when applied in reverse, will
give us a lot of standards by which to judge individual
conduct, though of course not perfectly so. If Aristotle’s
account of justice is teleological and circular, the wealth
of practical content in his account shows that the
circularity is pretty harmless.

But we have no such richness of practical content in
Aristotle’s analysis of courage or temperance. The
theory of well functioning and the mean seems to give
us very different results in the case of justice and the
other moral virtues, that is, much more specific and
fruitful in choice-guiding in the case of justice. Part of
the reason for this is perhaps that in the case of
distributive justice Aristotle was able to give a mathe-
matical formulation to the equal or the fair, geomet-
rical proportion, and was also able to specify several
different bases for the proportionally equal distribution
of goods of offices, wealth, and safety. Apparently he
found this view in common beliefs, he was able to give
it a mathematical formulation, and simply superimposed
his theory of the mean on it. In addition, justice is a
virtue that applies to institutions as well as to individ-
uals, as John Rawls has so forcibly reminded us by
making justice a virtue primarily of the basic institu-
tional structure of society. And institutions almost by
definition have rules. So Aristotle was able to rely on
institutional rules — such rules of election to office,
terms of office, rotation in office, and so on — which can
serve as guides to action. In sum, in the case of at least
particular justice Aristotle was aided by the established
relation of justice to equality — which is susceptible to
mathematical analysis — and by the institutional char-
acter of justice.

But in the case of temperance and courage Aristotle
is unable to give any mathematical formulation of the
mean which would allow us to derive rules of what con-
stitutes temperate or courageous acts. One reason
Aristotle gives for this inability is that the mean is
relative to the individual, taking this apparently to mean
that it varies too much to receive quantitative formula-

tion. And so he says it is a matter of “perception,”
meaning not necessarily sense perception but experi-
enced judgement of what individual act is correct, what
the mean relative to us is in the particular circumstances
we find ourselves in. Or, he cites the virtuous man as
the model to follow. The reference to the virtuous man
and the man of practical wisdom is an individual model
device, in the absence of measurability and a mathe-
matical formuia.

Aristotle of course is perfectly aware of this lack of
exactness in his theory of the mean. Indeed he prefaces
his first discussion of the mean with the remark that
matters of conduct have nothing fixed or invariable
about them, “but the agents themselves have to consider
what is suited to the circumstances on each occasion,
just as is the case with the art of medicine and naviga-
tion” (N.E., 1104a5-10). The reference to medicine is
crucial. As D.S. Hutchinson has recently shown,” this
lack of exactness was standard theory in medicine. Thus
the author of Regimen tells us: “If . . . it were possible
to discover for the constitution of each individual a due
proportion of food to exercise, with no erring either of
excess or insufficiency, one would have discovered
exactly how to make men healthy. But . . . this discovery
cannot be made. . . . There are many things to prevent
this [such a discovery]. First, the constitutions of men
differ . . . then the various ages have different needs.
Moreover there are situations of districts, the shifting of
winds, the changes of the seasons, and the constitution
of the year. Foods themselves exhibit many differences.
.. . all these factors prevents its being possible to lay
down rigidly precise rules in writing” (Regimen, 1, 2,
and III, 67, transl. Jones). The author appears to be
saying that there are too many — perhaps an indefinite
number — of variables involved in the choice of the
mean in eating and exercise, and thus no hope of an
exact mathematical formulation of such a mean.
Significantly, he goes on to say that if a doctor were
constantly present when the patient exercised, the doctor
would be able to find the mean in exercise and food;
perhaps because in the particular circumstances of a
particular patient the doctor has to watch out for only
a small number of actual variables at work, out of the
indefinitely large set of possible variables. So the
absence of a mathematical formulation, and even its
alleged impossibility, did not keep doctors from suc-
cessfully finding the mean for particular patients in their
particular circumstances. Aristotle was simply taking
over both parts of this theory of the mean in medicine:
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its theoretical lack of precision and mathematical for-
mulation, and its success in practice for the expert
doctors. The parallel for ethics is a theoretical lack of
precision and mathematical formulation, and the success
in practice for men of practical wisdom.

In the case of temperance the medical theory of the
mean was of direct relevance, since temperance is
concerned with the rational regulation of the activities
and pleasures of eating, drinking and sex, where health
or physical well functioning is one of the standards of
temperate behavior. Courage is further away from
medical cases, and the difficulties of finding the mean
here are even greater.

The difficulties of mathematical formulation and an
exact account of the mean are still with us. Have we
done any better at all in specifying rules for such virtues
as temperance and courage? In this respect Sidgwick
did no better in his fine analysis of the virtues a century
ago. And when Rawls characterizes the moral virtues as
“strong and normally effective desires to act on the basic
principles of right”, what principles of right has he
identified for courage or temperance or benevolence?

But here we must remind ourselves of Schneewind’s
sketch. It may be that the duties of courage, temperance,
generosity, and love are all imperfect duties: the
problem here is not an epistemic one, lack of knowl-
edge of principles or rules, which is responsible for the
indefiniteness of these duties; the problem is not that
we have not yet discovered rules of how much, when,
toward whom, and so on. It is the nature of these duties
to be indefinite. Their nature allows for discretion, as
the moderns might say; or it calls for practical wisdom,
as Aristotle would say.**

Summary and conclusion

Aristotle’s analysis of justice is clearly teleological. If
it contains a circle it is remarkably hard to detect, and
in any case it is harmless since his analysis of justice
contains plenty of practical content. Moreover, since his
analysis of justice as a virtue of persons is in terms of
just conduct, just laws, and just constitutions, Aristotle
does not have a virtue ethics for the virtue of justice.
However, his analyses of the other virtues, such as
courage, temperance, generosity and magnificence,
display neither a clear teleological structure nor a clear
sufficiency of practical content. His particular analyses
of these virtues look like virtue ethics analyses, and they

have been taken so traditionally. But this diagnosis is
troubled by Aristotle’s general metaphysical view that
second actualities are prior in definition to first actual-
ities. Moreover, the lack of a lot of practical content in
his analyses of these virtues, which has also been
traditionally taken as evidence of a virtue ethics
analysis, may be due to the nature of these virtues,
rather than to Aristotle’s treatment of them. In any case,
we need to give up the generally held and unexamined
assumption that whatever analysis of virtue Aristotle has
it must have the same structure for all the virtues —
something we can see clearly if we give up studying his
ethics alone and return to the relatively neglected study
of Aristotle’s political philosophy.”
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