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In his Pagan Virtues (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1992), John Casey contends that “[t]he study of the virtues was for centuries the central tradition in moral philosophy. The virtues were those dispositions of character that enabled men to live good and happy lives. Courage, temperance, prudence (or practical wisdom), and justice in particular were taken as central, or ‘cardinal’: a good and happy man had to have all of these virtues … Aristotle himself held [this] …” (Ibid, p. v.) Perhaps Aristotle does hold that 

all of these virtues are required for happiness; even so, the list is noticeably incomplete. Aristotle also maintains that the greatest human happiness achievable is through the pleasures of mind; however, the only intellectual virtue mentioned here is the practical one of prudence. Why do not the theoretical intellectual virtues of understanding, science and theoretical wisdom – the speculative virtues – even rate a mention? Their absence is particularly notable in this context, yet it is by no means unique. E.g., in his A Short Treatise on the Great Virtues (London, William Heinemann, 2002), in addition to Casey’s “pagan” virtues Andre Compte-Sponville mentions politeness, fidelity, generosity, compassion, mercy, gratitude, humility, simplicity, tolerance, purity, gentleness, good faith, humor and love. And in her Virtue Ethics (Oxford, OUP, 2003), Christine Swanton also mentions a number of these and adds altruism, caring, creativity – a possible reference to the Aristotelian practical intellectual virtue of art – friendship, resignation, self-control and strength. Whether or not all of these are virtues is perhaps debatable – e.g., Hume’s attack on humility and Nietzsche’s attack on the Christian virtues in general might be a cause for pause – however, it is the obvious omission in this framework of the theoretical intellectual virtues that raises the immediate question: Are they left out by way of revision, because Aristotle’s conception of human happiness is now adjudged to be too intellectualistic? In order to attempt to answer it, Aristotle must be revisited.

St Thomas Aquinas explains that according to Aristotle “[v]irtue denotes a determinate perfection of a power” (Summa Theologica [hereafter S.T.],1a2ae. 55, 1); therefore, virtues are good habits; e.g., “ ‘faith’ …[ is] … the habit whereby one believes.” (S.T., 1a2ae. 55, 1 ad 1.)  Consequently, since " ‘man's good is to live according to reason and his evil to live outside’ " (S.T., 1a2ae.18, 5, quoting Dionysius), virtue is on the one hand a mean between excess and deficiency – in regard to faith, between believing what should not be believed and not believing what should be believed – and on the other “an extreme in reference to the best and the well-done, namely, as to its conformity with reason” – i.e., in the case of faith believing what it is reasonable to believe. (S.T., 1a2ae. 64, 1 ad 1.) Therefore, the not uncommon objection to Aristotle’s theory that it advances a “substantively depressing doctrine in favour of moderation” (Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, London, Fontana, 1985, p. 36) misses the point – reason itself is not moderated, and what reasonable is not necessarily what is moderate, and what is moderate is not necessarily what is reasonable. 

Now, “[s]ince every virtue is ordained to some good … a habit … may be called a virtue for two reasons; first, because it gives the capability of functioning well; secondly, because together with this it ensures a right performance … [thus] … habits of the speculative intellect … may indeed be called virtues inasmuch as they make us capable of a good activity, namely to consider the truth, which is a good work of the intellect. Yet they are not called virtues in the second way … Because he possesses a habit of a theoretic science, a man is not set thereby to make good use of it … That he makes use of it comes from a movement of his will.” (S.T., 1a2ae. 57, 1.) Therefore, “[a] man is said to be a good man simply speaking by his moral virtue, not his intellectual virtue, and the reason is that it is the appetite that moves the other powers to their acts …” (S.T.,1a2ae. 66, 3 ad 2.) Thus, in reference to the practical intellectual virtue of art, it too is a virtue in the first way but not in the second: “Art is nothing other than right judgment about things to be made … [And] … [a]n artist as such is not commendable for the will with which he makes a work, but for its quality … [Yet] … [i]n order that a man may make good use of the art he has, he needs a good will, which is perfected by moral virtue.” (S.T.,1a2ae. 57, 3; 57 3 ad 2.) For, “if all sources of action in man are [blindly] subject to reason 

[intellect] … for a man to act well it would suffice that his reason be perfect … Consequently there would be none but intellectual virtues. This was the opinion of Socrates, who  …maintained that as long as a man possessed knowledge, he could not 

sin … This is based on a false supposition. The appetitive part … obeys the reason, not blindly, but with a certain contrariness. Hence … Augustine says that ‘sometimes the mind goes ahead, while desire lags behind, or follows not at all’ … And so, for a man to act well, it is requisite that not only his reason be well disposed through a habit of intellectual virtue, but also that his appetite be well disposed through a habit of moral virtue. (S.T.,1a2ae. 58, 2.) The point is that agents require habits of rational appetition if they are to be good, because inclinations do not always follow the dictates of reason and choices can go astray:“For some men after deliberating fail, owing to their emotion, to stand by the conclusions of their deliberation, others because they have not deliberated are led by their emotion …” (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VII, 7.) In other words, recalcitrant desires threaten one’s better judgment: “For moral excellence is concerned with pleasures and pains; it is on account of pleasure that we do bad things, and on account of pain that we abstain from noble ones …” (Ibid, II, 3.) As St Paul says: “In my inmost self I dearly love God’s Law, but I can see that my body follows a different law that battles against the law which my reason dictates.”  (Romans, 7:22-3.) Therefore, without an overall love of justice agents are not necessarily disinclined to be unjust.               

The human good that should be willed is defined by Aristotle as “activity of the soul [psychic activity] in accordance with virtue [habitual reasonableness], and if there is more than one virtue [habit of reason], in accordance with the best and most complete.” (Op cit, I, 7.) Thus, he draws the conclusion that the life agents should aspire to is more speculative than active, because it is reasoning itself that satisfies the mind. Hence, the human good is essentially psychic activity in accordance with the speculative virtues: the habit of “understanding” (intuitive reason) is necessary for discerning starting points for our enquiries; the habit of “science” (demonstrative reason) for doing the investigations; and the habit of “wisdom” the effect of the two combined. Furthermore, since the mind is not completely satisfied without knowing answers to questions about the highest and deepest causes of things, the human good is ultimately located in theoria, i.e., knowing and understanding noble and divine realities. Thus, “it is owing to their wonder that men both now begin and at first began to philosophize; they wondered originally at the obvious difficulties, [these being the starting points] then they advanced little by little [through science] and stated difficulties about the greater matters, e.g. about the phenomena of the moon and those of the sun and the stars, and about the genesis of the universe [hence the need of philosophic wisdom or ‘sophia’].” (Metaphysics, I, 2.)  So, Aristotle’s account of the best life is intellectualistic; however, in itself this would appear to be unobjectionable, as it certainly seems to follow from what Alasdair MacIntyre terms his “metaphysical biology” (After Virtue, London, Duckworth, 1990, p. 162); i.e., his emphasis on human beings as rational animals with derivative determinate ends. Might it not then be that the reason for the omission of the theoretical intellectual virtues from certain accounts of the virtues is because Aristotle’s metaphysical biology is now considered to be obsolete?

MacIntyre himself says that we must reject it (ibid); however he gives us no obvious reasons why, and this despite its at least prima facie plausibility. Aristotle thinks that moral judgements are based upon human nature, and his argument to prove it is as follows:

(1) The primary sense of goodness is the intrinsic perfection or excellence of things. That is, in terms of what it is something must exhibit a sufficiency of its defining qualities if it is to be classified as being good. Thus, for an eye to be good it must see well-enough, and for a plant to be good it must exhibit a sufficiency of the biological life which defines it.


(2) Therefore, a good x is an x which exhibits a sufficiency of x-ness. (Note that this should not be confused with the notion of instrumental goodness, which refers to something being perfect in terms of some chosen use. Consequently, Philippa Foot is right when she says that "the goodness of coal will be settled by the purposes for which coal is used" in relation to instrumental goodness, but wrong in thinking that "outside such a context it is not clear how anyone could talk about coal as good or bad at all" [Virtues and Vices, Oxford, Blackwell, 1978, pp. 138-139], because this neglects the important concept of intrinsic goodness. Intrinsically good coal is coal which exhibits a sufficiency of "coalness", which means that black coal is better in itself than brown coal because it is more perfectly formed coal, however unsuitable it might be for some chosen use, such as for carving.)


(3) It follows, then, that a good person is someone perfected.


(4) That is, a good person is someone who exhibits a sufficiency of humanity.


(5) Now, humanity is defined principally in terms of rationality or thoughtfulness. That is, a human being is a rational animal.


(6) Therefore, a good person is first and foremost a thoughtful person.


(7) And thoughtfulness is exhibited in the virtues. For example, X's thought that he or she would like to be treated kindly is a good reason for X to treat others kindly.


(8) Therefore, a good person is first and foremost a virtuous person.


(9) Therefore, a good action is first and foremost a virtuous action.


(10) Therefore, a good life is first and foremost a virtuous life. 

(See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I, 7.) This makes argumentative sense, and evidently people are generally expected to be reasonable, and legally to exercise reasonable care and the like; so, what allegedly might be wrong with it?

Bernard Williams is a philosopher who at least bothers to list some objections. Firstly, he says that Aristotle’s selection of intelligence as the feature whereby human beings should be adjudged to be good is not well grounded, as “a palpable degree of evaluation has already gone into the selection of the distinguishing mark which is given this role, such as rationality or creativity. If one approached without preconceptions the question of finding characteristics which differentiate men from other animals, one could as well, on these principles, end up with a morality which exhorted men to spend as much time as possible making fire; or developing peculiarly physical characteristics; or having sexual intercourse without regard to season; or despoiling the environment and upsetting the balance of nature; or killing things for fun. "  (Morality – An Introduction to Ethics, Cambridge, CUP, 1990,  p. 73.) (The point is that if, say, fire making were alternatively chosen as the defining feature of humans, then it would follow that a pyromaniac would be a good person.) However, are Williams’ “alternatives” really convincing? For one thing, not all of them are exclusively human: thus, plague animals can destroy the environment and upset the balance of nature.  For another, not all of them are inclusively human: thus, most people do not enjoy killing things. Additionally, none of them is importantly human in comparison to the possession of intellect, which is the power of operating on and in a way becoming all things, as Aristotle notes. (On the Soul, III, 4.) And finally, where people are involved all of the other suggestions in fact involve aspects of rationality, and so are dubiously alternatives to it: this is patently obvious in the case of fire-making, but it is also true that to be able to have sexual intercourse without regard to season often depends upon the gentle art of persuasion, and it is the poor use of reason which leads to people polluting, and even to sadism.

Williams’ next objection – oddly – seems to rely upon this very point: "Second, and very basically, this approach bears out the moral ambiguity of distinctive human characteristics… For if it is a mark of man to employ intelligence and tools in modifying his environment, it is equally a mark of him to employ intelligence in getting his own way and tools in destroying others. If it is a mark of a man to have a fully conscious awareness of himself as one among others, aware that others have feelings like himself, this is a precondition not only of benevolence but (as Nietzsche pointed out) of cruelty as well… "  (Ibid, pp. 73 - 4.) However, this criticism fails because it overlooks the fact that for Aristotle there are certain conditions which must be met rationally for actions to be good, namely: Who? What? When? Where? How? Why? That is, if the act is to be good it must exhibit a sufficiency of reasonableness in terms of the person or object being acted upon, in terms of time and place, and in terms of means and motive. (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, II, 6.) Thus, despite the sadist choosing a suitable enough time, place and means to commit acts of cruelty, what is done is wrong because victims do not deserve such treatment, and because intending to be vicious is formally perverse.


Williams now raises this objection: " Third, if we revert to that particular case of the rational as the distinguishing mark of man: there is a tendency for this approach to acquire a Manichean leaning and emphasise virtues of rational self-control at the expense of all else … If rationality and consistent thought are the preferred distinguishing marks of man, then even if it is admitted that man, as a whole, also has passions, the supremacy of rational thought over them may well seem an unquestionable idea…  But to move from that into making such control into the ideal rules out a priori most forms of spontaneity. And this seems absurd.” (Morality – An Introduction to Ethics, pp. 74 - 5.) However, although this might tell against some positions, it misses the mark with Aristotle because the virtues are meant to be states of character which sensible people will try to inculcate in themselves through practice, so that they might act both spontaneously and well. In other words, there is such a thing as rational spontaneity. (The point is not lost on all – for example, Stuart Sutherland concludes his Irrationality – The Enemy Within, [Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1994, p. 328] precisely on this note.) For instance, the truly courageous person does not have to stop to think (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, III, 8), but is nevertheless one "who faces and who fears the right things and from the right motive, in the right way and at the right time, and who feels confidence under the corresponding conditions…"(ibid, III, 7); and ready wit is a desirable disposition, but not so boorishness or buffoonery. (Ibid, II, 7.) Moreover, because "thinking itself is sometimes injurious to health" (ibid, VII, 12), and "we need relaxation because we cannot work continuously" (ibid, X, 6), genuinely rational behaviour in fact prescribes interludes of the sort which would fit neatly under Williams' heading of "spontaneity".

The foregoing rebuttals notwithstanding, a potentially more damaging objection to Aristotle’s theory that also can be raised is that it has unexplored implications that ultimately run counter to our understanding of morality itself. Thus, Williams writes: “A moralist who wants to base a conception of the right sort of life for man on considerations about the high and distinctive powers of man can scarcely disregard the claims of creative genius in the arts or sciences to be included pre-eminently among such powers: yet he will find it hard to elicit from, or even reconcile with, an ideal of the development and expression of such genius, many of the virtues and commitments which belong to morality, some of which are merely more everyday, while most make demands on one’s relations to other people which are quite different from those made by creative work.”  (Morality – An Introduction to Ethics, pp. 70-71.) The thought, then, is that if Aristotle's account of the good is filled out, it will entail that intellectual goals are matters of such priority that the lofty pursuit of arts and sciences would legitimise someone’s failing to meet more earthy obligations, such as justice and kindness. And, if so, (using Williams’ example), someone like the painter Paul Gauguin, (who abandoned his wife and family in the cause of art), should be held to be an exemplary human being. But he is not, so this account of morality fails. Anthony Kenny agrees: Aristotle’s portrait of the happy man in the Nicomachean Ethics evokes the repellent image of someone who“will not do such things as volunteering to fight in a just war. He is likely to take a course of action such as that taken by W. H. Auden at the beginning of the Second World War, crossing the Atlantic to nurture his talent in less dangerous surroundings.” (Aristotle on the Perfect Life, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1995, p. 92.) However, are these arguments correct? It is true that Aristotle thinks that wisdom is better than wealth, but he also notes that this is only true provided people are not in need. (Topics, III, 2.) Additionally, he maintains that agents cannot ever be right about injustices, since they are intrinsically evil. (Nicomachean Ethics, II, 6.) Moreover, Aristotle states that “no one would choose the whole world on condition of being alone, since man is a political creature and one whose nature is to live with others” (ibid, IX, 9); and "in so far as he is a man and lives with a number of people, he [the good agent] chooses to do virtuous acts …" (Ibid, X, 8.) Therefore, the superiority of the intellectual life to everyday living must be in terms of it being the kind of life which should be chosen provided basic human needs are met and provided agents are morally disposed to meet them as further needs arise. This seems manifestly obvious – the point of doing philosophy and science and art is surely to benefit people, not to do them harm; and intellectual goods are dubious benefits in the face of serious suffering and danger. Thus, Gauguin's dilemma is resolvable along Aristotelian lines with the practical intellectual virtue of prudence; and the thought that “a less than total commitment to the pure and creative aspects of intelligence, is not represented as something that practical thought can rationally arrive at” (Williams, Morality – An Introduction to Ethics p. 71) is therefore unduly negative. (At the same time, of course, this does not mean that the mix will be easy, as noted by Aquinas in discussing entering the religious life: “But husbands could not desert their wives without injustice. Therefore when he [Jesus] met Peter, who was married, he did not separate him from his wife, although he kept John from marriage when he wished to wed.” [Summa Theologica, 2a2ae. 186, 4.])   

Finally, it might be asked whether it is realistic to posit knowing and understanding as the final human good. Aristotle voices this objection himself: “But such a life would [appear to be] be too high for man; for it is not in so far as he is a man that he will live so, but in so far as something divine is present in him; and by so much as this is superior to our composite nature is its activity superior to that which is the exercise of the other kind of virtue.” (Nicomachean Ethics, X, 7.) His reply is that “that which is proper to each thing is by nature best and most pleasant for each thing; for man, therefore, the life according to reason is best and pleasantest, since reason more than anything else is man.” (Ibid, X, 8.) This seems correct, in so far as it is true that “[all] men naturally desire to know” (Metaphysics, I, 1), and “it is owing to their wonder that men both now begin and first began to philosophize … And a man who is puzzled and wonders thinks himself ignorant … therefore since they philosophized in order to escape from ignorance, evidently they were pursuing science in order to know, not for any utilitarian end. And this is confirmed by the facts; for it was when all necessities of life and the things that make for comfort and recreation had been secured, that such knowledge began to be sought. Evidently then we do not seek it for the sake of any other advantage …” (Ibid, I, 2.) Even so, might it not remain an open question as to whether this really extends to theoria? For, although there is clearly a perennial desire for studies in this area – note the report in the Sunday Age of 15/2/04 that enrolments in undergraduate theology courses across the 10 campuses of the Forum of Australian Catholic Institutes (including A.C.U.) actually increased 58% from 1998 - 2002 – is it not possible that this is more for the sake of hoping and coping than anything else? Thus, Karl Marx says that "[r]eligion is …[a] … source of consolation" and “ the opium of the people"  (as quoted in Hans Kung, Does God Exist, London, Collins, 1980, p. 229); and the American preacher John Haynes Holmes (quoting a certain Dr Fosdick) argues that a belief in immortality " makes great living … [t]herefore I believe in immortality." ("Ten Reasons to Believe in Immortality", in P. Edwards and A. Pap, A Modern Introduction to Philosophy, N.Y., Free Press, 1973, p. 259.) However, since the academic study of theology is subject to the requirements of the theoretical virtues just as much as anything else is, the reason for on-going enrolments in academic theology courses cannot be on this account, but rather because “the scanty conceptions to which we can attain of celestial things give us, from their excellence, more pleasure than all our knowledge of the world in which we live; just as a half a glimpse of persons that we love is more delightful than a leisurely view of other things, whatever their number and dimension.”  (Aristotle, On the Parts of Animals, I, 5.)  Indeed, it should be particularly clear to theologians that our having the god-like attribute of speculative reason demands that in so far as possible we get the answers to these very significant beliefs right, rather than viewing life as it suits us to see it. Hence, W. K. Clifford’s famous dictum that " it is wrong always, everywhere and for everyone to believe anything upon insufficient evidence" (“The Ethics of Belief", in R. R. Ammerman & M. G. Singer, Belief, Knowledge and Truth, N. Y., C. Scriber & Sons, 1970) is well remembered here.    

At this point, having found no compelling reasons to accept that the theoretical intellectual virtues can be omitted from an adequate account of human flourishing, it seems clear that where they are overlooked they should be unambiguously reinstated – and urgently, considering that their absence only plays into the hands of the likes of those who are forever peddling economic rationalist (utilitarian) models of education. Thus, Max Charlesworth’s 1995 observation that “[w]hether or not university education is something that is good in itself, good for its own sake, humanly good quite apart from its economic usefulness, is a question that is now largely out of fashion”, seems to be as true today as it was then (“Graduation 95”, The Chronicle, Vol. 4, No. 2 [1995], North Sydney, ACU, p. 4); as is also his advice that the main questions that need to be addressed by universities are those involving creative and critical thinking: “You can train people to do things very skilfully, without them being able to reflect critically about what they are doing, but education – authentic education – involves being critical and reflective.”  (Ibid.) As Aristotle says, knowing facts – the “what” – is merely the starting point of intellectual enquiry, the object of which is to discover the reason for the facts – the “why”. (E.g., see Nicomachean Ethics, I, 4.) Therefore, in conclusion, it seems worth noting – somewhat ironically – that ethicists themselves do not always fare well on either of these counts, or indeed in their prescriptions: Consequentialists in terms of the virtue of understanding, when they reject the common moral consciousness as the starting point of ethics; Deontologists in terms of the virtue of science, when they do not take into account case circumstances and the point of the moral law; and Ethical Tragedians in terms of both understanding and science and hence the virtue of wisdom, when they both accept and argue that it is sometimes right to do something wrong.                                        
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