
 
 

  



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  



 
 

 
 

Ethics in the Conflicts 
of Modernity 

 

A Special Edition on the Thought of Alasdair 
MacIntyre 

 
 
 

 
Edited by  

 

DOMINIC BURBIDGE &  NATHAN P INKOSKI  
 
 
 

Politics & Poetics 
Volume IV 

 
 
 

 
  



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
ISSN: 2543-666X 
 
Printed by the Canterbury Institute, Oxford. OX1 1RA. England. 
www.canterbury.institute 
 
 
 
Dominic Burbidge, Guest Editor 
 
Nathan Pinkoski, Guest Editor 
 
Jonathan Price, Editor of Politics & Poetics 
 
Louise Parker, Managing Editor 
 
Romi Ferder, Copy-editor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Produced with the support of: 
 
 

  
 
  



 
 

Table of Contents 
 
Introduction to the Special Issue on Alasdair MacIntyre 
 Dominic Burbidge & Nathan Pinkoski i 
 

Waldron’s Challenge to Aristotelians: On the Political Relevance of 
Moral Realism 
 Geoffrey Sigalet 1 
 

The Problem of Rule in MacIntyre’s Politics and Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity 
 Alexander Duff 23 
 

On Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: MacIntyre, Strauss, and 
Modern Aristotelianism 
 Stephen Salkever 43 
 

Whose Aristotelianism? MacIntyre, NeoAristotelianism, and 
Morality 
 Jonathan J. Sanford 71 
 

Alasdair MacIntyre’s Ethics of Practical Reasoning: Morality in 
Practice 
 Christopher Lutz 91 
 

Towards a Historicist Thomism: MacIntyre’s Tradition-Based 
Rationality and Its Criterion of Truth and Falsehood 
 Bruce McCuskey 115 
 

Retorting Arguments, Overcoming Limitations, Aiming at Truth: A 
Comparison of MacIntyre and Transcendental NeoThomism 
 Tamás Paár 141 
 

On Running Away to The Circus 
 Ron Beadle 171 
 

A Radical’s Critique of Rights 
 Kelvin Knight 195 
 





 

i 
 

 
Introduction to the Special Issue on Alasdair MacIntyre 

 
Dominic Burbidge & Nathan Pinkoski 

 
In Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, Alasdair MacIntyre reiterates 
and deepens the project he initiated in After Virtue: to help rational 
agents become independent practical reasoners. Through becoming 
independent practical reasoners, rational agents discover what is good, 
leading them to realise unified, coherent, and flourishing lives. That kind 
of moral enquiry, however, is distorted and thwarted by the dominant 
culture of modernity, the culture of emotivism and expressivism, and the 
institutions it forms. Hence MacIntyre writes that ‘so many of us lead 
potentially incoherent lives, lives that remain as coherent as they are only 
because and so long as certain questions go unasked, certain issues ignored 
or avoided or suppressed.’1  

If emotivism and expressivism habituates this ignorance, 
avoidance, and suppression, then the modern university institutionalizes 
it. One might think that in the university, ostensibly dedicated to ideals 
of openness and discussion, the promise—or at least the provocations—
of MacIntyrean enquiry would find a ready arena for debate. Yet this is 
far from the case. The institutional features of the modern university are 
in large part to blame for keeping MacIntyrean enquiry marginal. As 
MacIntyre himself has observed, his enquiry is ‘deeply incompatible’ with 
the ‘conventional academic disciplinary boundaries’ that are found in the 
university, making it hard for his questions to secure a proper hearing.2 
Moreover, MacIntyre suggests that there is a considered effort to 
marginalise MacIntyrean enquiry. ‘If the central theses in favour of which 
I have been arguing for nearly twenty years are true,’ he writes, ‘then we 
should expect them to be rejected by the most articulate and able 
representatives of the dominant culture of modernity.’3 

This pessimism about the modern university is compounded by 
the fact that many of us, as academic professionals within the modern 
university, are first-hand witnesses to these institutionalised expressions 
of incoherence. Nevertheless, we should not despair. Part of the lesson 

 
1  Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 204. 
2 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Postscript to the Second Edition,’ After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 
3rd ed. (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 264. 
3 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘A Partial Response to My Critics,’ in After MacIntyre, ed. John Horton 
and Susan Mendus (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 283. 
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that MacIntyre imparts to us is that resistance to and subversion of 
modern institutions, including the modern university, remain possible. It 
remains possible to use the resources of the modern university to diagnose 
its problem more precisely, helping rational agents avoid the many pitfalls 
that distort and thwart enquiry. Moreover, it remains possible to use the 
resources of the modern university to foster the kind of enquiry that 
directs rational agents therein toward their true ultimate good or final 
end. But the condition for these activities is that we ask the right 
questions.  

We believe that this volume represents the fruits of one such 
exercise. Based on the practices of rational deliberation and critical 
engagement that characterize MacIntyrean enquiry, we have brought 
together a series of articles that creates a modest arena for debate around 
Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. 

Our effort to connect debate with MacIntyrean enquiry will be 
met by an objection from the dominant voices within the university—
notably, liberal voices. Debate entails a conversation from opposing 
points of view, often involving points of view that are strongly in contrast 
with one another. It thereby entails a commitment to plurality. How is it 
possible to connect MacIntyrean enquiry with plurality, since MacIntyre 
is ostensibly an opponent of plurality, one who rejects modern pluralism 
and longs for the homogeneity of older, pre-modern communities and 
institutions?  

Because the critical argument of the After Virtue project draws 
attention to the problem of the breakdown and fragmentation of ethical 
traditions, MacIntyre’s liberal critics have concluded that he regards 
ethical and political conflict as an inherent problem, and therefore that 
he regards ethical and political pluralism as an inherent problem. For 
liberals, MacIntyre’s goal is seemingly to replace pluralism with a 
parochial ideal. Ronald Beiner, for example, criticizes MacIntyre on these 
grounds. Deploying MacIntyre’s defence of pre-modern theory and 
practice against him, Beiner inspects MacIntyre for how he evaluates one 
pre-modern institution, the medieval university. While Beiner concedes 
that MacIntyre is critical of the medieval university, he nevertheless 
accuses MacIntyre of romanticizing this pre-modern university by playing 
down or accepting its parochial character.4 

MacIntyre, however, insists that he hardly celebrates a parochial 
ideal and rejects exclusion in education, since he advocates for ‘reckoning 

 
4 See Ronald Beiner, ‘The Parochial and the Universal: MacIntyre’s Idea of the University,’ Revue 
internationale de philosophie 2:264 (2013), 174. 
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with insights and arguments of thinkers of widely different points of 
view.’ 5  His assessment of the medieval university confirms this. 
MacIntyre’s considered assessment of the medieval university is that it 
failed. Foreshadowing the failure of the modern liberal university, the 
medieval university failed precisely because opposing points of view did 
not reckon with each other. 6 The plurality found within the medieval 
university, as in the case of the opposing traditions of Augustinianism 
and Aristotelianism, did not translate into open debate between these 
traditions (with the notable exception of Thomas Aquinas). Augustinians 
and Aristotelians tended to follow in the footsteps of Duns Scotus, whose 
manner of compartmentalising rational enquiry closed off possible 
Aristotelian developments to Augustinian theses.7 

MacIntyre’s sharp defences of pluralism should make it clear that 
the anti-pluralist objection from his liberal critics does not pass muster 
and is not an obstacle to MacIntyrean enquiry. Both MacIntyre and his 
liberal critics agree that pluralism is good. Where MacIntyre’s account of 
pluralism contrasts from the liberal account, however, is his view 
concerning the implications of ethical and political pluralism. For 
MacIntyre, pluralism provides an opportunity to deepen a rational agent’s 
understanding of his or her good, as well as the ultimate good or final 
end. In committing ourselves to conversation and debate, to rational 
deliberation, we are committing ourselves to a rational enquiry with other 
rational agents. As a shared rational enquiry in search of a better 
understanding, rational deliberation presupposes the fallibility of rational 
agents: that I, as well as those with whom I argue, are capable of error. As 
Ashleen Menchaca-Bagnulo has observed, this is why in MacIntyrean 
enquiry ‘conflict is constitutive of truth in inquiry and practice.’ 8 

 
5 See Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Replies,’ Revue internationale de philosophie 2 :264 (2013), 213-14. 
In answering Beiner’s question about whether the exclusionary problems of the medieval pre-
liberal university were ‘actually more weighty’ than the liberal university, MacIntyre’s high 
normative standard makes it impossible to conclude one form of exclusion is ‘better’ than another. 
Liberalism brings a set of problems distinct from pre-modern problems. Since liberal institutions 
have their own exclusions, one cannot conclude that a pre-modern institution is worse or better 
than a modern liberal institution. 
6 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co. 
Ltd., 1988), 206.  
7 Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd, 1990), 151-54, 162; Alasdair MacIntyre, 
God, Philosophy, Universities: A Selective History of the Catholic Philosophical Tradition 
(Plymouth: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2009), 97-98; MacIntyre, Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity, 93. 
8 Ashleen Menchaca-Bagnulo, ‘Desire, Conflict, and Tradition in Ethics in the Conflicts of 
Modernity,’ Expositions 14:1 (2020), 92. 
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Pluralism and conflicts between rational agents holding diverse views are 
in MacIntyre’s account salutary. They reinforce our need to learn from 
others what is true.  

What troubles MacIntyre is that liberal theory and practice, in a 
bid to construct a political community on a non-metaphysical 
foundation, surrenders shared rational enquiry into the human good. 
Whether or not liberals regard conflicts over foundational and 
metaphysical principles as ultimately resolvable or irresolvable, they do 
hold that in a political community these conflicts can and ought to be 
suspended. Liberals urge us to take pluralism as a permanent fact, to be 
celebrated for its own sake. The reason is that liberals regard pluralism as 
the expression of individual selves living authentically within the same 
political community. But while this standpoint purports to celebrate 
pluralism, it paradoxically ceases to celebrate conflict as a salutary 
opportunity to learn from others. Since conflict can and ought to be 
suspended in a liberal political community, when conflict between 
authentic selves does arise, it is not welcomed as an opportunity to learn. 
Conflict becomes a crisis. 

This liberal theory and practice finds institutional expression in 
the modern university. The modern university is the university of 
emotivist subjectivism, where finding ‘truth’ is first and foremost about 
being true to yourself. This elevates a particular kind of therapy. The first 
step in this journey is to identify the arbitrary construction of the self that 
has hitherto taken root in your life. Diminishing and denying human 
agency, you are urged to affirm the arbitrary construction of the self, and 
then abdicate any responsibility for who you are or what informs your 
actions. This exercise yields the conclusion that you must feel good about 
yourself, as a first step in realising that the arbitrary construction came 
from outside. It came from society, from example, or from religion, or 
from parent 1 and parent 2, or from mis-designation of your body. If you 
were to write a diary of your life, you would see that at various moments 
you were told certain things as if they were True, when really there is only 
‘truth’, and that in fact those who told you Truth were engaged in an 
effort to limit your authentic self. Ultimately, only you can identify your 
authentic self, and any questions raised about what should inform your 
desires is a potential intrusion or assault against your authentic self.  

The upshot of this therapeutic activity is that the realm of ends 
ceases to be a realm where rational agreement is possible. In a university 
built around this therapeutic activity, it becomes impossible to have 
critical and constructive conversation between rational agents who admit 
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of their rational agency, acknowledge their power to reflect and 
reconsider their desires, and redirect their desires toward different ends. 
Conflict is not an opportunity for fruitful exchange. It is a cause for 
anxiety, for complaint. Conflict must be avoided and the institution of 
the university is expected to deploy its powers to diminish it. 
Conversation and debate are sacrificed to the cause of reconciling desires 
that ultimately admit of no queries concerning how they are rationally 
justifiable. Hence this institution nurtures not a set of students who have 
the habit of moral self-examination, but a set of characters who are not 
able to ‘engage in moral debate.’9 Sede sapientiae vacante. 

MacIntyrean enquiry is the antithesis of this theory and its 
institutional realisation. By encouraging rational agents to engage in moral 
debate, MacIntyrean enquiry hardly encourages these rational agents to 
take up a parochial ideal. As we have seen, the commitment to 
conversation and debate is premised on pluralism, and regards pluralism 
between opposing viewpoints as salutary. Conflict is a good thing. Even 
deep conflict, whether over foundational or metaphysical principles or 
the meaning and substance of the human good, is good. For conflict 
provides a tradition of enquiry, the opportunity to revise its always 
tentative conclusions, deepening its understanding of reality. This is why 
those belonging to the tradition to which MacIntyre belongs, Thomistic 
Aristotelianism, must welcome and encourage conflict. Participants in 
this tradition do so not just to resist and subvert the liberal institution 
identified above. They also do so to deepen their awareness of their own 
ignorance. Hence the conversation and debate between those holding 
conflicting views reinforces the beautiful teaching of Socratic ignorance 
that constitutes classical, pagan philosophy, as well as the docta ignorantia 
that appears in Augustinian, Christian philosophy.10 

If this practice were expressed in the institutional setting of a 
new, doubtless very different university from that which dominates the 
modern landscape, it would be a university of listening. 11  In this 
university, truth is found by hearing others as part of a tradition. Truth 
requires a development of the student’s capacity to listen and then to 
speak. Such a university teaches students to suspend judgement as they 
listen to others, and then, at the appropriate time, to judge. The process, 
repeated over the course of their studies, nurtures humans who listen in 

 
9 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 30. 
10 St Augustine, Epistola ad Probam 130, Ch. 15 §28. 
11 See Dominic Burbidge, ‘Listening: An Antidote to the Modern University’s Incoherence,’ The 
Public Discourse, June 2nd 2017. https://www.thepublicdiscourse.com/2017/06/19426/. 
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order to evaluate in a deeper and more profound way their own views and 
the views of others. In deepening their evaluation and understanding of 
certain positions, students enter into a tradition. This tradition builds 
over time and is capable of sharing what it knows with others, who can 
in turn challenge, revise, and deepen it. 

While building this institution is of course beyond our 
capabilities at the moment, we can at least begin at the beginning. Our 
task is to foster conversation and debate between conflicting views. The 
research agenda of this volume is then as follows. Following Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s own plan in Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, the 
volume’s aim is to foster ‘an argument extended through time in which 
certain fundamental arguments are defined and redefined in terms of two 
kinds of conflict.’12 Those two kinds of conflict are internal, between 
adherents of the same tradition; and external, between those who 
subscribe to different, competing traditions. In this volume’s nine essays, 
we have provided a small sample of both kinds of conflict, hoping that 
the exercise of listening to external and internal challenges to MacIntyre 
will deepen the rational enquiry that we pursue in common. 

 
* * * 

 
The volume’s first three essays are primarily concerned with 

conflicts external to Thomist Aristotelianism. At issue in all three essays 
is a critical engagement with MacIntyre’s conception of politics. In his 
contribution, Geoffrey Sigalet presents a challenge to MacIntyre drawn 
from legal theorist and political philosopher Jeremy Waldron. Waldron 
argues that moral realism has no advantage over non-realism on how to 
best design political institutions; likewise, Sigalet contends that 
MacIntyre fails to demonstrate the relevance of his moral realism to 
designing political institutions. For Sigalet, MacIntyre’s account is 
insufficiently political, because he does not tell us what kinds of 
institutions can house authentic Aristotelian politics. MacIntyre is 
committed to key moral principles, such as inclusion and integration, and 
aims to foster democratic communities. Nevertheless, he offers no general 
account of how the principles of inclusion and integration should shape 
the details of democratic institutions that maintain democratic 
communities—even the democratic institutions of the local communities 
to which he professes his allegiance.  

 
12 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 12. 
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Alexander Duff challenges MacIntyre’s interpretation of 
Thomist Aristotelianism as itself external to Thomist Aristotelianism, 
because it departs from the traditional understanding of politics that 
Aristotle presents and that Thomas Aquinas maintains. MacIntyre’s 
refusal to accept any orientation by the ‘best regime’ or make a prudential 
assessment of existing regimes abstracts from the ordinary citizen’s 
experience of politics. While MacIntyre provides an astute account of 
politics as deliberation, he neglects the phenomenon of rule. Duff 
challenges MacIntyre from an account of Aristotelianism inspired by Leo 
Strauss. Strauss, and more contemporarily Émile Perreau-Saussine and 
Pierre Manent, who follow in Strauss’s footsteps, accentuate the political 
in their interpretation of Aristotelianism, for they contend that it is 
integral for correctly understanding and interpreting Aristotle’s teaching. 

Like Duff, Stephen Salkever is interested in bringing Leo 
Strauss’s insights on Aristotle to bear on Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
Aristotelianism. Salkever, however, draws attention to themes that 
Strauss’s Aristotelianism shares with MacIntyre’s. In Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity, Salkever sees MacIntyre’s account of politics 
moving closer to that of Strauss, as MacIntyre softens some of his 
criticisms of the contemporary political order while still contending—
like Strauss—that modern liberal democratic theory cannot serve as the 
basis for re-thinking the contemporary political order. The heart of 
Salkever’s comparison, however, is his attention to the account of 
philosophical enquiry that Strauss and MacIntyre aspire to recover from 
Aristotle and classical Greek philosophy. Following Aristotle, both 
Strauss and MacIntyre characterize prohairesis (thoughtful choice) as a 
central component of the human good, presenting an account of 
philosophical enquiry that is sceptical or zetetic, where truth is the goal 
of philosophical enquiry, but where philosophical conclusions remain 
tentative and open to revision. 

In important ways, the first three essays speak from standpoints 
external to MacIntyre’s project of moral enquiry. Yet as we observed 
initially, an important objective of MacIntyrean moral enquiry should be 
to recognise the conflicts internal to a tradition, and foster debate 
between conflicting points of view from those who subscribe to the 
tradition of Thomist Aristotelianism. Jonathan Sanford’s essay warns us 
that many of those who purportedly subscribe to Aristotelian moral 
enquiry in fact reject some of its most important tenets. It is important 
for MacIntyrean enquiry to recognise this, for some positions that 
masquerade as conflicts internal to the tradition of Thomistic 
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Aristotelianism in fact represent conflicts external to that tradition, 
promulgating presuppositions that are hostile to authentic Thomistic 
Aristotelian moral enquiry. As Sanford writes, ‘any purported 
NeoAristotelianism in the thrall of what MacIntyre names “Morality” 
represents not a new branch jutting out from the Aristotelian trunk, but 
rather a severed limb grafted onto an altogether different tree.’ In his 
essay, Sanford outlines ten principles that a genuinely Aristotelian moral 
enquiry must embrace. 

Internal conflicts frame Christopher Lutz’s contribution. As he 
notes that, even amongst Thomists, MacIntyre’s approach to ethics is 
unconventional because MacIntyre does not reason from metaphysics to 
find a basis for moral epistemology. The starting point for MacIntyre is 
instead a rational agent, with desires, deciding which of the things she 
apprehends as good are genuinely choice-worthy. Ethics must be a guide 
to practical reasoning and to action. That is MacIntyre’s approach in 
Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. Lutz shows how this text, and the 
approach therein, is consistent with and develops themes MacIntyre 
pursues in earlier works. MacIntyre builds his mature Thomistic 
Aristotelianism off Aquinas’s account of human action. Rather than 
beginning with a theoretical or philosophical account of the final end, as 
some Aristotelian and Thomistic accounts urge, MacIntyre counsels a 
reorientation toward more proximate considerations: it is through 
clarifying her own desires that a rational agent eventually comes to 
discover the final end. 

One of the most important internal challenges facing 
MacIntyre’s Thomistic Aristotelianism is whether MacIntyre’s 
commitment to a historicist, tradition-based rationality successfully 
avoids relativism—as Thomism must. Sympathetic to MacIntyre’s 
Thomist critics who are concerned about his historicism, Bruce 
McCuskey argues that there is in MacIntyre an implicit understanding 
that temporal progression will resolve debates over truth claims. This is 
not to deny that MacIntyre is a metaphysical realist. Rather, McCuskey’s 
concern is that MacIntyre’s metaphysical realism derives its substance 
from aspects of reality, namely temporal progression, which cannot 
sustain the totality of human rational activity. To remedy this problem, 
McCuskey’s innovation is to deepen MacIntyre’s Thomism through 
exegesis of Aquinas’s Disputed Questions on Truth. McCuskey develops 
an account of the central criterion of truth and falsity in MacIntyre’s 
account of tradition-based Rationality as an embodied, distended law of 
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non-contradiction and shows how this criterion is implicit in MacIntyre’s 
writings, including in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. 

Tamás Paár addresses another conflict internal to Thomism in 
his contribution, debating how to initiate a more fruitful dialogue 
between MacIntyre’s Thomistic-Aristotelianism and transcendental 
Thomism. In spite of MacIntyre’s criticisms and apparent disagreements 
with transcendental Thomism, mostly for too readily adopting the 
presuppositions of modern philosophy (especially modern 
epistemology), Paár argues that the two strands can learn from each other. 
Both share a commitment to the centrality of dialogue and share some of 
the ethical and political presuppositions for what is required to foster 
dialogue. Through a careful attention to MacIntyre’s approach, Paár 
argues that at times MacIntyre relies on methods of argument that 
transcendental Thomists develop. On this basis of their shared conviction 
that conclusions can always be clarified and better understood through 
further conversation, Paár sketches a way forward for addressing 
persisting epistemological disputes between MacIntyre and 
transcendental Thomists. 

Two final essays in the volume deepen our understanding of 
MacIntyre’s own positions. As we noted above, one of MacIntyre’s most 
important claims in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity is that ‘so many 
of us lead potentially incoherent lives’ as a result of the dissonance 
between our own self-understanding and the social order. In ‘On 
Running Away to the Circus,’ Ron Beadle shows how MacIntyre’s 
example of the circus provides the context for understanding how a 
coherent relationship between a rational agent’s self-understanding and 
the social order can arise. The circus, Beadle argues, provides a context 
for the type of virtuous local political community that MacIntyre affirms. 
It is moreover a real, contemporary example of a sustainable local political 
community, showing that MacIntyre is hardly a nostalgic for pre-modern 
forms of community that are never to return. 

In ‘A Radical’s Critique of Rights,’ Kelvin Knight demonstrates 
the context and nuance informing MacIntyre’s infamous declaration in 
After Virtue on natural and human rights: that belief in them is ‘at one 
with belief in witches and in unicorns.’13 Rather than taking this to be a 
rejection of natural or human rights tout court, Knight shows how 
MacIntyre has defended the language of natural and human rights in 
particular historical, legal, and political contexts. The concept of natural 

 
13 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 69. 
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and human rights has been and can be used in revolutionary ways. What 
leads MacIntyre to criticise the concept of rights, however, is how the 
claims for rights based on a natural and universalist morality endorse 
particular social and political orders. For example, David Hume’s 
advocacy for natural and universal morality was the endorsement of the 
18th century British social and economic order. Nowadays, the uses of the 
concept of human rights endorse the contemporary social and economic 
order, disguising our deeper reality of exploitation and domination. 

These contributions magnify and accelerate growth in 
MacIntyrean enquiry. We believe they represent a vigorous contribution 
to debate both internal and external to the tradition. Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity is a work of staggering importance and 
implication, and the authors of this special issue give its arguments the 
respect they deserve.
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Waldron’s Challenge to Aristotelians: On the Political Relevance of 
Moral Realism 

 
Geoffrey Sigalet* 

Stanford Law School 
 
Abstract. There are many distinctive arguments regarding how the nature 
of moral truth relates to the justification of political institutions given the 
fact of widespread disagreement about morality. Drawing from Jeremy 
Waldron’s arguments about how moral realism and anti-realism are 
irrelevant to the justification of political institutions, I argue that Alasdair 
MacIntyre has failed to demonstrate adequately the relevance of his 
Aristotelian brand of moral realism to the justification of political 
institutions, because he has not offered any satisfactory account of the 
kinds of institutions which might provide a home for a truly Aristotelian 
politics. I conclude by reflecting on the deep tension in MacIntyre’s work 
between his strong claims regarding the corrupting compartmentalization 
of modern political, ethical, and economic life, and his commitment to 
justifying his work to the ordinary denizens of modernity. 
 
One of the central concerns of modern political and legal theory, perhaps 
it is better to say an obsession of such high theory, is the relevance of 
moral disagreement and the status of moral truth to debates concerning 
the justification of political institutions. There appear to be clear ethical 
fault lines between those ‘realists’ who take the position that at least some 
moral judgements can be said to be true or false in relation to facts, and 
those ‘anti-realists’ who deny this, claiming instead that there are only 
moral judgements and the particular people who make them.1 Likewise, 
there seem to be clear political divisions between those who argue that 
the fact that modern societies feature widespread disagreement about 
fundamental moral values should directly constrict the principles and 

 
* Lecturer in Law and Constitutional Law Center Fellow, Stanford Law School and PhD. 
Candidate in the Department of Politics, Princeton University. Email: gsigalet@stanford.edu. 
Thanks to Nathan Pinkoski, Kelvin Knight, Dominic Burbidge, Catherine and Michael Zuckert, 
Alexander Duff, Joseph Brutto, all the participants in the ‘Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity’ 
conference held at the University of Oxford (June 30th 2017), and two anonymous reviewers for 
their help in developing the argument of this essay. Also, special thanks to Mark Storslee for 
helpful discussions about MacIntyre’s work.  
1 An example of a prominent defence of moral realism is Russ Shafer-Landau, Moral Realism: A 
Defence (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). A classic defence of (emotivist) anti-realism 
is C.L. Stevenson, Ethics and Language (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1945).  



Sigalet WALDRON’S CHALLENGE  

2 
 

institutions required by justice, and those who claim that such 
disagreement is at best a resource for determining the demands of justice 
and at worst a grave threat to its realization in the political world.  

In contrast, the fissures or overlaps between those who support one 
view of the status of moral truth and those who claim that modern moral 
disagreements should constrain our political concept of justice are more 
opaque and crosscutting. Realists come in many philosophical schools 
when it comes to explaining exactly what it means for moral judgements 
to be true or false, but they are also diverse on the question of how the 
reality of morally true or false propositions and principles informs the 
relationship between pluralism and justice. Some ‘realist’ views of moral 
facts are taken to support a conception of justice which stands 
independent of, and even contradicts, potential constrictions imposed by 
the fact that modern societies feature a plurality of conflicting moral 
values.2 However, there are also writers who consider the true content of 
some moral judgements a fact which supports the justification of tailoring 
justice to perfect the individual’s free choices within the pluralism of 
moral values in modern societies.3 The proponents of moral anti-realism 
are just as divided as defenders of moral realism on this count. Those 
moral ‘anti-realists’ who argue in favour of the view that moral 
judgements express the attitudes, emotions, or existential choices of 
agents rather than true or false evaluative statements regarding human 
action, tend to draw some inspiration from the fact of widespread moral 
disagreement. Other anti-realist writers have taken the ambition of 
constructing a concept of political justice to be constrained by the 
plurality of moral values because the impersonal abstractions of the moral 
facts posited by moral realists conceal the conflicts between values as they 
relate to the internal reasons of the particular and authentic self.4 There 
are also political theorists who argue that by constructing a contractualist 
account of justice in relation to the fact of pluralism, the moral truth of 
the principles of justice designed to accommodate modern pluralism will 
emerge in a manner which is compatible yet incidental to its objective 

 
2 John Finnis, ‘Unjust Laws in a Democratic Society’, Notre Dame Law Review 71:4 (1996), 
595-604. 
3 Jospeh Raz, The Morality of Freedom (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1988). 
4 Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1985); for Williams’s discussion of value pluralism (not to be confused with the closely 
related idea of the fact of political pluralism) and political pluralism in the context of politics, see 
In the Beginning Was the Deed (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2005). 
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validity.5 In short, the relationship between moral realism and political 
justice is rather fuzzy.  

For many writers the relation between the status of moral truth and 
modern pluralism might seem to cloud our modern concept of justice as 
an impasse of crosscutting abstract philosophical disagreements. In 
contrast, for Alasdair MacIntyre this impasse serves the more insidious 
function of concealing the complicity of modern states and markets in 
the oppression of their constituent individuals and communities.6 Behind 
this critical theory lies a complex Aristotelian moral realism tying justice 
to the shared practical reasoning of individuals about what common or 
individual ends they have good reason to desire and how to realize such 
ends in the context of their various types of relationships with other 
human beings (friendships, families, sports teams, universities, etc.).7 The 
complexity of this type of Aristotelianism is evident in its distinctive 
proposition that its core thesis depends on both its theoretical capacity 
to provide adequate third person rejoinders to the principal objections 
pressed against it, and on the practical first person relationship of its 
arguments to the activities and the narrative stories of real people.8 Such 
Aristotelians must theoretically justify their view that the shared rational 
pursuit of certain ends discovered in deliberation is what distinguishes 
human beings qua human beings from animals. They justify this view 
against the anti-teleological objections of evolutionary biologists or those 
convinced that the distinctiveness of human beings lies in their deep 
affective lives.9 In turn, they must practically justify the role of these 
concepts and ends in the questions posed and the narrative answers told 
within the ethical lives of everyday persons.10 One is tempted to say that 
this form of Aristotelianism follows a version of John Rawls’ 
philosophical method of ‘reflective equilibrium’, where the theoretical 
principles and precepts for evaluating, and indeed rejecting, modern 
liberal politics and economics are justified in relation to contrary theses, 
but then modified and adjusted in relationship to their fit with the ethical 

 
5 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1971); For Rawls’ view that truth in 
meta-ethics will emerge from progress in contractualist theorizing, see Collected Papers, ed. 
Samuel Freeman (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1999), 286-302. 
6 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2016). 
7 Ibid., 243. 
8 Ibid., 206-214. 
9 Ibid., 224-225. 
10 Ibid., 211. 
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activities and stories of plain unphilosophical and non-sophistic 
persons.11  

I should admit that comparing the justificatory method of this 
Aristotelianism to the constructivist method of ‘reflective equilibrium’ is 
more of a provocation than a temptation. The point of the provocation 
is that in order to recommend that ordinary men and women reject the 
duties and rights of the institutions constituting and controlling modern 
politics and markets as morally impoverished ‘self-images of the age’, this 
Aristotelianism must provide an account of justice which demonstrates 
how its particular brand of realism relates to the pluralism of views about 
the good it takes to exist in tension with the kind of pluralism created by 
modern political and economic institutions.12 Otherwise it must provide 
convincing reasons for thinking that, absent the moral pluralism created 
by the compartmentalization of modern life, moral disagreements and 
conflicts will not prove relevant to settling disagreements in the context 
of collective practical reasoning about the means and ends to be pursued 
in different circumstances. In Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity 
MacIntyre has (re)articulated the radical thesis that the Aristotelian 
tradition offers reasons for rejecting the modern ‘ethics-of-the-state’ and 
‘ethics-of-the-market’ and provides resources for guiding the pursuit of 
the common good in the communities and practices ordinary folks are 
already familiar with as they lead their fragmented modern lives. 13 
However, in this account of why citizens should reject modern markets 
and democratic institutions, MacIntyre has also indicated that he thinks 
that a form of pluralism fostered by the democratic expression of moral 
disagreements and conflicts will prove highly relevant, even necessary, 
both for just institutions and the very enquiry into the true demands of 
justice. He argues that the moral structures of modern life are actually 
ruins, and implies that we cannot truly discover the significance of this 
until we have found another dwelling. 

In this essay, I will not directly address the accuracy of the challenging 
sociological thesis that the ‘bureaucratic institutions and liberal pluralism’ 
of the modern state are hostile to an Aristotelian conception of ‘political 
society’ in which, ‘[w]hen rightly ordered and functioning well, both ruled 
and rulers aim at achieving its common good.’14 Instead, I shall argue that 

 
11 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 18-19. 
12 This phrase is taken from the title of Alasdair MacIntyre, Against the Self-Images of the Age 
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame UP, 1978). 
13 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 124-129. 
14 Ibid., 176. 
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MacIntyre’s version of Aristotelian realism fails to properly develop the 
relevance of its version of moral objectivity to the justification of political 
institutions because it does not adequately develop an account of how its 
principles should inform the construction and identification of 
institutions for carrying out a legitimate form of politics in the ruins of 
modernity. The challenge MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism must overcome is 
set out admirably by Jeremy Waldron, who has argued for the striking 
thesis that both moral realism and anti-realism are irrelevant to the 
justification of modern political institutions in the face of widespread 
moral disagreement. The essay’s argument proceeds by simply laying out 
Waldron’s two-part challenge and then asking whether MacIntyre’s 
Aristotelianism is up to the task of answering its first part. The essay 
concludes with a discussion of a deep tension in MacIntyre’s work 
between his strong claims regarding the corrupting compartmentalization 
of modern political, ethical, and economic life, and his commitment to 
justifying his work to the ordinary denizens of modernity. 

 
 

I. Waldron’s Challenge 
 

Waldron has argued that because in his view moral realists have hitherto 
failed to provide an epistemology of what it means for moral propositions 
to be true or false which could consistently guide and constrain political 
decision-making, moral realism offers no advantage over anti-realism 
concerning the design and practices of political institutions.15 The claim 
is not merely that the truth of moral realism or anti-realism is irrelevant 
because the best arguments for either meta-ethical perspective are 
inconclusive, but that even if moral realism or anti-realism were true it 
would make no difference to institutional design and practice because 
these arguments do little to justify one set of moral or political 
institutions or practices over their rivals in the face of moral 
disagreement. 16  What exactly does the justification of political 
institutions entail?  

The justification of political institutions would seem to depend on 
the purposes of such institutions, but when we ask questions regarding 
the purposes of political institutions we are faced with two potential 
obstacles. The first obstacle is the set of theoretical disagreements about 
the point of political institutions, the standards of justice used to evaluate 

 
15 Jeremy Waldron, Law and Disagreement (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1999), 186. 
16 Ibid., 184-185. 
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institutions, the concepts used to determine what counts as a political 
institution in which circumstances, etc. In short, the concerns of much of 
the debate in academic political theory and philosophy. The second 
obstacle is the practical disagreement among ordinary people about the 
point of political institutions and how they relate to the views of the 
people actually subject to their power. Of course, the ordering of these 
obstacles employed here is simply the common result of the occupational 
hazard of the political theorist, and how a political theory engages in the 
first theoretical obstacle will inevitably frame the manner in which it 
addresses the second obstacle. Some political philosophies are 
comfortable with the irrelevance of their theoretical conclusions to the 
practical disagreements of moral and political life and won’t bother much 
with the second obstacle, but others attempt to tailor their theoretical 
engagements to a concern with the second obstacle, and evaluating the 
success of such attempts is itself the subject of theoretical disagreements 
about the relationship of empirical and normative claims to the second 
obstacle. Natural lawyers make the theoretical claim that moral realism 
can explain the existence of moral disagreement because such 
disagreement does not logically entail the falsity of such realism. For 
Waldron, this lulls the natural lawyer into a complacency about the 
relevance of her conclusions to the practical questions raised by the 
second obstacle.17 The natural lawyer is correct to note that the existence 
of widespread moral disagreement does not prove moral realism to be 
false, but on Waldron’s bookkeeping this does little to establish how the 
moral truth of the natural law could cut through the ‘meta-ethical Babel’ 
of the moral and political disagreement in ordinary discourse to help 
citizens sort out which moral propositions are true or false.18 

The relevance of the second obstacle to determining the purposes and 
evaluative standards of political institutions, and thus the practical 
justification of political institutions, is dependent on a theoretical 
commitment to the view that the purposes of political institutions involve 
the successful justification of their purposes to those actually subject to 
their power. Waldron’s challenge is for the moral realist to explain how 
the view that there are moral facts helps determine the purposes and 
evaluative standards of political institutions in a way which overcomes 
practical disagreements regarding such purposes and standards and 
informs the institutional arrangements necessary to realize them. For 

 
17 Waldron, ‘Moral Truth and Judicial Review’, American Journal of Jurisprudence 43 (1998), 
79. 
18 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 172. 
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Waldron, the hypothetical fact that there might be objective right answers 
to the substantive issues at stake in such disagreements does little to 
justify imposing such answers on those who disagree with them, especially 
once a theory is committed to satisfactorily justifying the institutional 
purposes and standards used to reach such answers for those who reject 
them. On this view, in order for moral realism to be relevant to the 
practical justification of political institutions, a realist would have to 
demonstrate that the truth of moral realism can epistemologically assist 
the design of procedures for determining the truth concerning issues 
subject to real-life moral and political disagreement. Waldron compares 
the various abilities of competing types of moral realism to resolve moral 
disagreements to the ability of scientific methodology to resolve scientific 
disagreements concerning the natural world. He finds the former is not 
remotely analogous to the latter in its capacity to resolve disputes 
concerning their distinctive subjects.19 In his view, there is no type of 
moral realism which can clarify what kinds of institutional procedures 
will lead to the true answers it posits—even in the face of widespread 
disagreement.  

The other path to demonstrating the relevance of moral realism to 
the practical justification of political institutions would be to show that 
anti-realism is not compatible with such a justification. The argument 
might run something like this: because anti-realism involves the rejection 
of moral facts, it rejects the possibility of morally right answers to 
disagreements, and thereby robs the project of practically justifying 
certain institutional purposes, standards, and institutions of its own 
purpose—as any proposed justification of institutional procedures 
addressing such disagreement will only be justifiable as a matter of the 
theorist’s feelings. If the theorist felt differently (so the objection goes), 
then a supposedly justified set of institutional purposes, standards, and 
procedures would become unjustifiable. But Waldron anticipates this line 
of argument and maintains that this path fails to address more complex 
forms of anti-realism. Anti-realism, at least in certain expressivist forms, 
does not commit theorists to the view that there are no morally justifiable 
answers to disagreements about various moral and political issues, only 
that such answers will be morally justifiable in the sense that they satisfy 
commitments accepted as moral by theorists.20 Those asserting certain 
premises are endorsing them and in some cases committing themselves to 

 
19 Waldron, ‘Moral Truth and Judicial Review’, 84. 
20 Waldron, Law and Disagreement, 172-176; MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 
17-24. 
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endorsing further (‘justifiable’) conclusions, the meaning of which 
inferentially includes the endorsement of the premises as constituent 
conditionals. It is unlikely that a sophisticated anti-realist interested in 
justifying certain institutional purposes and standards of evaluation, or 
institutional arrangements meeting such justifiable purposes and 
standards, would accept the criteria for what would count as a justifiable 
set of purposes or standards or institutions simply as a matter of how 
these made her feel. Waldron’s two-part challenge to moral realists is 
formidable and important to realists convinced that moral realism has 
serious implications regarding the justification of political institutions. 
Yet if the relevance of moral realism to the justification of political 
institutions could be demonstrated, it seems likely that the relevance of 
anti-realism could be inferred from the significance of realism. We 
therefore turn to the question of whether MacIntyre’s Aristotelian realism 
can adequately answer the first part of Waldron’s challenge regarding the 
relevance of realism to the justification of modern political institutions. 

 
 

II. Some Aristotelian Answers 
 

I will argue that MacIntyre fails to meet the deeper point of the first part 
of Waldron’s challenge regarding the relevance of the teleological 
Aristotelian brand of moral realism to the practical justification of 
political institutions. Yet before doing so, it will prove useful to briefly 
outline MacIntyre’s understanding of Aristotelian realism. In MacIntyre’s 
view, Aristotelian moral realism takes the reality of moral truth to be 
directly related to the nature of human beings as rational animals with the 
capacity to use representational language to reason about ends and means 
in certain kinds of social relationships—relationships necessary for such 
practical reasoning and for achieving such ends.21 Just as it is true that 
dolphins, gorillas, and other animals flourish in certain environments and 
fail to function properly in others, it is true that human beings flourish 
in some environments in a physical manner analogous to the way animals 
flourish, but also in ways which are distinctively related to two powers 
humans possess but animals do not: the linguistic ability ‘to reflect upon 
and criticise their own reasoning and that of others’ and the capacity ‘to 
raise questions about whether or not they have good reason to believe 
what they do as they do and to desire what they do as they do’.22  

 
21 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 49-59. 
22 Ibid., 225. 
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For Aristotelians these powers help demonstrate that it is a matter of 
observable fact that the distinctive end of human beings is the pursuit of 
happiness/flourishing (eudaimonia). 23  The moral truth of 
Aristotelianism is that the truths regarding what is good and bad for 
human beings qua human beings are always truly good or bad as a matter 
of their relation to the various kinds of social relationships in which 
human beings can collectively question and realize means and ends that 
are good for them. What is morally true is never moral simply as a matter 
of what an individual accepts or endorses as true, but always in relation 
to what an individual has reason to accept and desire as true given their 
particular relationships to other human beings and the narrative of their 
previous reasoning and actions as it relates to others.24 What is morally 
true can vary for different agents in different circumstances and cultural 
orders, but what is universally true is that the societal provision of certain 
basic goods will be moral. This is true insofar as such goods are necessary 
for the deeper universal truth that moral truth is realized in social 
relationships allowing the human beings to reason on the ends, and shape 
their desires to act together in pursuit of the means to such ends, which 
reflect what they take to constitute flourishing lives. One could say that 
metaphysically this Aristotelian realism takes moral truth to be 
independent of any individual’s standpoint, but grasped from a number 
of distinct standpoints using the same communal light.  

Does MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism meet the first part of Waldron’s 
challenge regarding the irrelevance of moral realism to the justification of 
modern political institutions? At first glance, MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism 
appears to avoid the first part of Waldron’s challenge by arguing that it 
only makes sense due to the socio-economic conditions created by 
modern states and markets, which force, or at least heavily influence, their 
denizens to reason instrumentally about their actions in a manner which 
does not recognize any commitments they have as unconditional or 
independent of unrestricted preference ordering.25 This might suggest 
that Waldron is correct to note the irrelevance of moral realism to the 
practical justification of political institutions, and indeed MacIntyre 

 
23 By happiness/flourishing Aristotelians do not mean hedonic pleasure, nor any state-of-mind, 
but rather that happiness is to engage in certain kinds of activity which are worthwhile in 
themselves, the forms of activity discovered and constituted in part by the activity of human 
beings’ distinctive ability to reason together about what is worthwhile and how to achieve it. 
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1097a; MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 196-
202 . 
24 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 218. 
25 Ibid., 188. 
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would likely be sympathetic to Waldron’s description of moral realism’s 
theoretical failure to adequately resolve modern moral and political 
disagreements given the impasse in modern meta-ethics—at least insofar 
as any such ‘resolution’ might legitimize the socio-economic conditions 
which contribute to this moral gridlock.26 But on MacIntyre’s view, the 
Aristotelian rejection of the relevance of its version of moral realism to 
the practical justification of modern political institutions cannot be 
framed, as Waldron would likely frame it, as a failure attributable to 
Aristotelian political theory. For MacIntyre, the theoretical failure of 
modern defenders of moral realism is explained by the impoverished 
social structures governing modern political and economic life, and 
MacIntyre’s arguments might indicate that it is the capacity of 
Aristotelianism to explain this structural impoverishment which shields 
it from Waldron’s criticism. Where Waldron sees the failure of a theory, 
MacIntyre sees the failure of a civilization.27  

Unfortunately, MacIntyre’s theory does not quite avoid the first part 
of the challenge. This is because, in spite of attributing the irrelevance of 
Aristotelian moral realism to the corrupting structure of modern 
institutions, he fails to satisfactorily discuss the political institutions and 
practices for which its own version of realism is conditionally relevant. 
This failure creates a tension between MacIntyre’s claim that Aristotelian 
realism explains the irrelevance of its account of moral truth to the project 
of justifying modern institutions to plain persons by tracing the 
expressivist conditions of ethical discourse they help to create; and his 
view that this explanation itself can assist ordinary folks inhabiting such 
institutions as they assess which alternative institutions and practices 
might help them pursue ethical lives in the modern conditions of 
disagreement. The point is not that MacIntyre’s work cannot maintain 
that objective moral truth is linked to particular traditions sustained in 
the operations of specific social structures, but that by its own lights this 

 
26 The disanalogy between modern ‘Morality’ and science was the heart of MacIntyre’s most well-
known articulation of the thesis that the character of modern moral disagreement is explicable as 
a function of the social and economic forces of modernity. However, the point of the disanalogy 
in much of MacInytre’s work has been to show that it is precisely the Enlightenment inspired 
belief that moral and scientific truth are analogous which has contributed to the discord of modern 
ethics and meta-ethics. See Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 1984).  
27 It should be noted that MacIntyre attributes the failure of modern states and markets to the 
metaphysical mistakes of the Enlightenment project regarding the rationalist justification of 
morality. See MacIntyre, After Virtue, 52-53; Christopher Lutz, Reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
After Virtue (London: Continuum, 2012), 44-46. Thanks to the anonymous reviewer for 
correctly insisting that this be made clear. 
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theory would seem to require real pockets of institutional freedom from 
which it can be articulated and put into practice by plain persons.28 In 
turn, this would seem to require a political theory outlining blueprints of 
the kinds of institutions necessary for constructing or reforming social 
structures. Any satisfactory answer to the first part of Waldron’s 
challenge will therefore be discovered in the evaluation of such blueprints.  

MacIntyre not only raises the philosophical stakes of his work by 
linking the theoretical truth of his account of morality to the successful 
justification of institutions and practices for ordinary moderns, but also 
by imposing distinctly modern justificatory conditions on the kinds of 
institutions and practices necessary to provide agents with access to moral 
reality. These conditions, which will be explained in greater depth below, 
are simply the need for moral institutions to be radically democratically 
inclusive in who is able to participate in directing their operations, and 
for them to integrate the lives of their participants across the various 
aspects of their lives. 29  These modern conditions partly inform his 
rejection of the various justifications offered for modern institutions. 
What MacIntyre’s version of Aristotelianism rejects are practical 
justifications of modern political institutions in the context of a kind of 
moral disagreement which, having been in part created by such 
institutions, renders any practical justification impossible on Aristotelian 
grounds.30 This view partly rests on the Aristotelian thesis that the truth 
of ethical propositions is not discovered by writing philosophy papers no 
one will read, nor by conducting experiments in a laboratory, but rather 
by participating in a political community that is properly ordered to allow 

 
28 For the distinct criticism that MacIntyre cannot maintain a commitment to moral particularism 
and realism, see Robert George, In Defence of Natural Law (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1999) 249-
258. 
29 The need for integration is not necessarily modern. It is easy to think of ways in which mediaeval 
European life was more ‘integrated’ than modern life (if a man was a serf then he was a serf in 
basically every aspect of his life). But when combined with the condition of democratic inclusion, 
the condition of integration becomes extraordinarily democratic in a modern sense. One cannot 
be integrally included in the decision-making institutions governing one’s life unless some 
institution equally includes one in the processes influencing it and governs all other institutions 
interfering with the various spheres of one’s life (if a modern person is a citizen, then they are a 
citizen in every interaction they have with the laws of their state and any other institution subject 
to those laws). 
30 In Waldron’s terms, it seems fair to characterize MacIntyre’s rejection of modern economic and 
political institutions as a rejection of a politics of ‘unreasonable disagreement’, thus he writes 
‘Disagreement with [modern CEOs] and with those theorists dedicated to the preservation of the 
economic and political order in which they flourish is therefore of a very different kind from most 
other theoretical and philosophical disagreement’. MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of 
Modernity, 220. 
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individuals to deliberate together on how to live with one another.31 
MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism does defend a theory of the basic ends which 
human beings must pursue together qua human beings in order to 
flourish, and the naturalism of this aspect of the theory might lead writers 
like Waldron to think that Aristotelianism justifies political institutions 
which constrict or even attempt to abolish the types of moral and political 
disagreements which nourish the anti-realist thesis. Yet this naturalism 
also entails the important claim that ethical truth is only discovered in 
the context of a political society which is ordered to allow the 
institutional resolution of disagreements about the good such that: 

 
no relevant voice is either excluded or ignored, that, so far as 
possible, what is said about both ends and means is true, and 
that each consideration advanced is given its due rational 
weight and not assigned too little or too great importance, 
because of who said it or how they said it or what non-
rational inducements accompanied that saying.32 
 

MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism appears to take the very nature of moral truth 
to require political conditions enabling a morally salutary form of 
pluralism and democratic participation.33 Morally true propositions will 
be discovered in truly moral discursive circumstances constituted by 
political institutions which allow for ‘shared rational deliberation’ 
without which ‘there cannot be rational agents’. 34  This sets quite 
democratic discursive conditions on the practical justification of modern 
institutions. Because this Aristotelianism takes the reality of moral truth 
to require political institutions constituting sufficiently deliberative 
discursive conditions, it must develop a detailed account of the ways in 
which modern political institutions fail to create such conditions and, 
more importantly, the kinds of institutions which will provide a refuge 
for Aristotelian politics.  

In order to evaluate whether MacIntyre’s institutional blueprints 
demonstrate the relevance of Aristotelian realism, let us grant, arguendo, 
that his views about the corruption of the modern ‘ethics-of-the-state’ 

 
31MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity,, 56-58; 222-223. 
32 Ibid., 56. 
33 For MacIntyre these justificatory conditions do not entail a commitment to pragmatism which 
equates truth to ideal rational justification, see MacIntyre, ‘Moral Relativism, Truth, and 
Justification’ in in The MacIntyre Reader , ed. K. Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1998), 205-220. 
34 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 57. 
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and ‘ethics-of-the-market’ are correct. This assumes that he is correct to 
hold that the truth of moral realism is irrelevant to the justification of the 
institutions of modern states and markets. MacIntyre holds that the 
impersonal domination of the modern bureaucratic state cannot be 
legitimated ‘insofar as government gives expression to the desires and 
choices of the governed’.35 This is because liberal democracies formally 
grant ‘a certain kind of equality’ in holding elections and granting the vote 
to adult citizens, but ‘the set of alternatives between which voters are able 
to choose is not determined by them’.36 Political agendas are set by elites 
with special expertise, political connections, or media influence, or by 
wealthy individuals or corporations who make effective political 
contributions to parties, campaigns or interest groups.37 Contributing to 
the corruption of the ‘ethics-of-the-state’ are the ‘ethics-of-the-market’, 
which render the Aristotelian vice of over-grasping acquisitiveness 
(plenonexia) not only a virtue but a duty, and incentivize agents to treat 
contractual relationships with a trust and reliability which can blind them 
to the potentially exploitative and instrumental character of market-
contracts.38 If all of this is true, and the act of engaging in the instrumental 
form of practical reasoning embedded in modern politics or markets can 
corrupt the character of a moral agent, what political and economic 
institutions provide alternatives to these corrupting social structures?  

For MacIntyre, the alternative Aristotelian politics and economics 
will be a ‘politics of making and sustaining local forms of community’.39 
The truth of moral realism will only prove relevant to justifying the 
institutions of such local politics. He outlines the two key features of this 
alternative politics and economics which distinguish it from the politics 
of the modern state and market, the first of which clearly draws on his 
view concerning the deliberative conditions of moral truth: 

 
It is first of all a politics of shared deliberation, governed by 
standards independent of the desires and interests of those 
who participate in it. It is not primarily a politics of 
bargaining between competing parties, although bargains 
may have to be made. Shared deliberation presupposes some 
large degree of agreement on the goods that are at stake in 

 
35 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 126. 
36 Ibid., 57. 
37 Ibid., 127. 
38 Ibid., 127-128. 
39 Ibid., 177. 
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the decisions that have to be made. Its outcome, if successful, 
is agreement on what ought to be done in the interest of the 
local community to which particular and partial interests may 
have to be subordinated. When this is so, it is crucial that 
there is also some largely shared conception of how it is just 
to proceed. And an elementary requirement of justice is that 
every relevant voice is heard and that every relevant argument 
is given due weight as an argument, and not because of the 
power or influence of whoever it was who advanced it.40 
 

The second distinction between Aristotelian politics and economics is 
that ‘ethics is part of politics’ and integrated into a political and economic 
order where these apparently distinctive spheres of human activity are 
taken to intersect for the ‘achievement of common and individual 
goods’.41 The first condition of MacIntyre’s Aristotelian politics appears 
to take the shape of a democratic principle of inclusion: a principle 
requiring legitimate political power to be equally informed by every 
subject with interests affected by its exercise and every argument relevant 
to its exercise—even arguments without champions. 42  The second 
condition takes the form of a principle of political integration which 
ambiguously implies that participants in Aristotelian politics should resist 
seeing their individual and collective decisions as compartmentalized, but 
also that decision-making institutions should be designed to integrate 
these spheres of life. 

Does this blueprint for a radical local politics meet the first part of 
Waldron’s challenge? Does MacIntyre succeed in arguing that 
Aristotelian moral realism is relevant to politics in its justification of a 
local politics of radical democracy? The blueprint seems quite inadequate 
due to the vague relationship between its idealistic principles of inclusion 
and integration and the realities of democratic institutional design and 
practice. MacIntyre’s examples of local politics help demonstrate this. A 

 
40 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 177-178. 
41 Ibid., 178. 
42 Notice that MacIntyre’s principle appears to go further than the all affected interests and all 
subjected persons principles determining who should be included in democratic decision-making 
procedures: even if no one participating in a decision procedure objected to one line of argument 
which might represent a distinctive consideration given hypothetically distinctive doxastic or 
normative commitments, on MacIntyre’s principle, the relevant but unendorsed argument should 
be represented to the decision-makers and a failure to do so could jeopardize the legitimacy of 
the decision. For discussion of the all affected and all subjected principles see Robert Goodin, 
‘Enfranchising all affective interests and its alternatives’, Philosophy & Public Affairs 35:1 (2007), 
40-68. 
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particularly demonstrative example involves the Danish fishing 
community of Thorupstrand in Northern Jutland.43 This community of 
fishermen apparently successfully resisted the privatizing effects of the 
European Commission’s Common Fisheries Policy by organizing into a 
fishing co-operative which purchased a pool of fishing quotas which had 
been legislatively allocated to individual boats.44 The purchase of the 
quotas was financed with entrance fees paid by the twenty families who 
joined the co-operative and loans taken from local banks. The co-
operative was governed ‘democratically, one member, one vote’ and only 
narrowly avoided the disastrous need to repay their loans in the wake of 
the 2008 financial crises ‘by resorting successfully to the conventional 
politics of the Danish state’.45 What the example shows is that there may 
remain forms of political life where ‘individuals find it difficult not to 
recognize three related common goods, those of family, crew, and local 
community, and achieve their own individual ends in and through co-
operating to achieve those common goods’.46  

What the example does not show is how the democratic institutional 
structure of this co-operative ensured that the airing of unpopular 
opinions did not result in unjust forms of retribution, intimidation, or 
exclusion. It also fails to tell us which voting procedures were employed 
to help ensure that the equal participation was realized in a way which 
allowed for coherent decision-outcomes. Nor how the co-operative 
determined which voices and arguments were ‘relevant’ to its decision-
making. Nor how it dealt with and punished threats to its stability posed 
by members who refused to abide by the legitimate outcomes of its 
decisions. Nor, even more tellingly, does it explain how the prospect of 
competition between fishing co-operatives might have pitted the 
common good of one community against that of another community, or 
co-operatives involved in other industries, and the kind of democratic 
institutions that might be necessary to justly address such possibilities. 
The problem is not that these details could not be filled in by looking to 
Thomas Højrup’s The Needs for Common Goods for Coastal 
Communities. Rather, the difficulty is that Aristotelian realism and its 
two general principles for local politics are not directly related to the 
justification of any such institutional details. Consequently, the relevance 
of such realism to local politics appears to lean more on dismissive 

 
43 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 178-183. 
44 Ibid., 180. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid., 179. 
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sweeping claims concerning the domination of the ‘ethics-of-the-state’ 
and ‘ethics-of-the-market’ rather than on its special relevance to local 
institutions. Outside of his simplistic examples of local politics, 
MacIntyre offers no general account of how the principles of inclusion 
and integration should shape the details of local democratic institutions. 
Even granting MacIntyre his claims about modern states and markets, the 
lacuna of justifications for how the principles of democratic inclusion and 
integration should shape the details of local institutions weakens his 
brand of Aristotelianism’s case for the political relevance of moral 
realism. 

This lack of institutional detail will frustrate those looking for 
specific requirements of institutional design and practices required by 
Aristotelian realism, and this frustration will be compounded by the way 
these institutional blueprints appear to simply leave out the kinds of 
political disagreements which lend credence to anti-realist accounts of 
political morality—and indeed Waldron’s thesis that moral realism is 
irrelevant to the justification of democratic institutions. Perhaps it is 
reasonable for MacIntyre to assume that the politics of local communities 
may not feature the same kind of ‘meta-ethical Babel’ of moral 
disagreement which Waldron thinks characterize the circumstances of 
modern politics, but it is unreasonable to think that the moral alignment 
of common ends pursued in local political ‘practices’ will ensure that their 
institutions smoothly function according to the principles of inclusion 
and integration. If the principle of inclusion is taken to require procedures 
providing for expansive participation in decision-making, which allows 
agents to enjoy the kind of discursive conditions necessary for them to 
exist as rational agents, then institutions presupposing certain ends 
internal to the practices they serve might be required to allow forms of 
questioning and debate which admit, and could be vulnerable to, views 
rejecting such ends and their integration into the good of the community. 
If the principle of integration is taken to require procedures which shut 
down ‘irrelevant’ voices or arguments which threaten the practices local 
institutions are designed to serve, then such institutions could be thought 
to threaten the inclusiveness of such institutions and the epistemic 
reliability of their actions. This is not to say that these principles could 
not be reconciled in an Aristotelian account of how they relate to local 
political institutions, but that they require such an account and 
MacIntyre’s work has been inadequate in this regard. It is perhaps 
possible to guess at the shape of the kinds of local political institutions 
MacIntyre might prefer from his discussions of toleration and exclusion. 
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For example, it seems clear that he thinks they should include as 
participants those relevant to the subject matter of ‘practically rational 
dialogue’ and they should not feature coercive or threatening forms of 
expression.47 But this is hardly a blueprint for democratic institutions 
designed to handle the realities of political disagreement. MacIntyre’s 
failure to offer such justification leaves his project incomplete, at least 
insofar as it entails the view that its conception of moral truth is highly 
relevant to the justification of the institutions and practices of local 
politics. As such, Waldron could exploit this neglect of institutional 
detail to fill in the blanks for MacIntyre, arguing that even where 
participants in local political practices accept the same ends, the same 
principles of inclusion and integration, the same teleological view of 
moral realism, and even its requisite form of practical reasoning, 
Aristotelian realism provides no epistemological advantage in designing 
democratic institutions for resolving disagreements in a manner which 
includes and integrates those subject to their decisions.  

 
 

III. Some Aristotelian Questions 
 

In this essay I have not argued against the relevance of moral realism or 
anti-realism to the justification of democratic political institutions, but 
rather for the need to connect any account of the relevance of moral 
objectivity in such justificatory matters to an explanation of how realism 
impacts details of institutional design. This is the first part of Waldron’s 
challenge, which I claim MacIntyre’s work has yet to satisfactorily meet. 
The second part of Waldron’s challenge, which this essay has not yet 
addressed, involves the view that anti-realism is irrelevant to the 
justification of modern democratic political institutions. MacIntyre 
thinks of the expressivist variety of anti-realism as a convincing 
description of much modern ethical discourse, and therefore as relevant 
to the contemporary irrelevance of moral realism to the justification of 
modern liberal-democratic states and capitalist markets, but due in large 
part to socio-economic conditions created by the institutions of such 
states and markets. Evaluating MacIntyre’s critical theory of the political 
impasse between philosophical realists and anti-realists is beyond the 
scope of this essay. However, the argument that MacIntyre’s work fails 
to adequately address the first part of Waldron’s challenge also suggests 

 
47 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006), 214-222. 
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that by meeting this first part of the challenge concerning the relevance 
of moral realism to the justification of political institutions, he would 
forgo any need to address its second part. Perhaps an Aristotelian theory 
of how the principles of inclusion and integration relate to local 
institutions would bolster MacIntyre’s case against modern ethical 
philosophy by showing how little attention it has paid to the 
institutionally political questions of political philosophy.  

But it is worth considering the reasons why MacIntyre never properly 
explores the practical institutional implications of his theory. It is 
interesting that while he sets his Aristotelian realism the justificatory 
obstacle of relating its theoretical arguments to the practical reasoning of 
ordinary folks, he tends to address inconsistently such ordinary people as 
the kind of complex selves he thinks they are. That is, he often fails to 
address them as wholly compartmentalized selves moving between, but 
never escaping, practices in which they practically reason about individual 
and common goods, and institutional roles which require instrumental 
reasoning in the dominating service of the ‘ethics-of-the-state’ or the 
‘ethics-of-the-market’.48 Instead, he usually justifies his theory in relation 
to either the examples of selves engaged in practices which he takes to be 
exemplary of the local politics of the common good, or fractured modern 
selves, whom he exhorts not to mistake the corrupting exercise of 
instrumental reasoning in their institutional roles as modern citizens, 
consumers, employers, or employees for reasoning which contributes to 
their own flourishing.  

Consider how MacIntyre’s idealistic yet incomplete justification of 
the Danish fishing co-operative compares with his pessimistic discussion 
of the life of former U.S. Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor. 
The Danish fishermen of Thorupstrand are taken to be engaged in an 
inclusive and integrated co-operative practice of fishing, in spite of the 
reliance of this endeavor on the functioning laws of Denmark, whose 
democratic politics MacIntyre acknowledges proved crucial in sustaining 
the co-operative – a fact which contradicts his sweeping dismissal of the 
‘ethics-of-the-state’ – and the protection from Russian naval aggression 
they continue to be afforded to by NATO aircraft and warships, which 

 
48 What would addressing modern selves as wholly compartmentalized individuals look like? It 
would mean acknowledging that any practices that seem to weave modern selves into a community 
and properly address their true political nature are always incomplete insofar as the truly modern 
self will remain divided between their life as a member of a local community and their modern 
life as citizen of a nation state, a consumer of products, a holder of bank accounts, a subject of 
international security concerns, etc. It would mean acknowledging that initiatives to de-
compartmentalize modern lives often only further compartmentalize them.  



 POLITICS & POETICS  VOL IV 

19 
 

he unfortunately does not explicitly acknowledge. 49  In contrast, the 
narrative of O’Connor’s life is treated as tragically compartmentalized 
between her successful practical reasoning in relationship between ‘the 
goods of family and married life’, a conclusion MacIntyre draws from his 
assessment of her decision to retire early from the Supreme Court to care 
for her Alzheimer’s-stricken husband, and her anti-theoretical legal 
techniques of practical reasoning which ‘insulated’ her from an awareness 
of her complicity in ‘the facts of radical inequality, the financial, 
educational, political and legal inequalities that find political expression 
in rule by elites’.50 MacIntyre dismisses O’Connor’s habitual use of the 
legal technique of balancing interests between parties making principled 
rights claims, particularly in her dissenting opinion in Akron v. Akron 
Center for Reproductive Health, as a reflection of her unreflective mode 
of practical reasoning. 51  An apparently ‘Burkean’ form of practical 
reasoning that is a species of the kind of instrumental reasoning 
separating the moral subjects of modernity from the ability to reason 
about what kinds of practices should be desired and how to engage in 
them. In spite of mentioning the possibility that some of her former 
colleagues are ‘committed theorists’, he fails to consider how her mode of 
practical reasoning could be evaluated as a failure in terms of the practice 
of law which, like chess and other practices MacIntyre admires, has its 
own ‘internal point of view’ and internal goods.52 Why, in the case of the 
Danish fishermen, is the evaluation of the inclusiveness and integration 
of the co-operative’s practice isolated from its international and national 
contexts, whereas the legal practice of former Justice O’Connor is divided 
sharply from her private life and ultimately reduced to its complicity in 
institutional injustice?  

The answer is surely related to a deep tension in MacIntyre’s writing 
which complicates his ability to justify a theory critical of modern forms 
of practical reasoning to an audience habituated to such reasoning, at least 
in a manner which provokes them to reflect on the kinds of practices and 
institutions which are resistant to the dominant order. Throughout his 
post-Marxist work, MacIntyre has been concerned with the way that 

 
49 I owe this point regarding MacIntyre’s neglect of the political reality of state violence, especially 
the violence of present in the sphere of international relations, to conversations with Alexander 
Duff and his intriguing paper on this matter. Alexander Duff, ‘The Problem of Rule in 
MacIntyre’s Politics and Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity’, Politics & Poetics 4 (2020). 
50 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 265-273. 
51 Ibid., 267. 
52 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 272; H.L.A. Hart, The Concept of Law 
(Oxford: Oxford UP, 1994), 98. 
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modern social structures divide selves between the true forms of practical 
reasoning they exercise in the shared deliberation of practices which moral 
subjects desire as part of a flourishing life, and the false forms of 
instrumental practical reasoning they exercise in deciding between 
alternatives framed by the institutions of modern states and markets—
alternatives which promote a false conception of happiness as preference 
maximization. Even if MacIntyre is partially correct in his sweeping 
claims regarding the way modern social structures divide the modern self, 
his own criterion of theoretical justification means he must take care to 
justify his claims to ordinary people in a way which appeals to their own 
understanding of how their flourishing relates to modern institutions. 
This criterion of justification also implies that he should try to avoid the 
risk of being perceived to demand that ordinary modern people further 
compartmentalize their lives even as they seek to escape the social 
structures which he thinks threaten their flourishing.  

The closer to the mark MacIntyre takes his analysis of modern social 
structures to be, the less falsifiable his theory will be, as its justification 
will depend on subjects deceived about their own compartmentalized 
selves. And the more alienating the social structures of modernity truly 
are, the more hopeless the task of identifying local institutions which will 
not require their participants to further divide their lives between their 
false and true selves. That is, the more divided they will be between the 
selves who are registered to vote, possess electronic bank accounts and 
stocks, are listed on a payroll, and are eligible for jury duty, and the selves 
who live and reason in the practices of their churches, their schools, their 
universities, their families, their reading groups, their fly-fishing clubs, 
etc. It seems as though MacIntyre is trapped between the rationality of 
his pessimism and the gravity of what little hope there is; which could 
explain why the individual narratives he inspects tend to be so grim, 
whereas his examples of collective practices seem to gleam with a 
contrived lack of detail. This contrast could be intentionally meant to 
shift the audience’s focus from the institutions of the state and market in 
order to see the mundane familiarity of their families, churches, schools, 
universities, sports clubs, and other social practices in the flickering new 
light of political endeavors—endeavors just as at odds with dominant 
institutions of modern life as a Danish fishing collective. It may also be 
that the less novel this shift in focus seems to the reader, the less 
warranted MacIntyre’s critical claims will seem regarding the state of 
modern ethical discourse and social structures. In that case, the irrelevance 
of MacIntyre’s own pessimistic style would either prove to be the best 
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case against his central claims, or the unheeded sound of a prophetic voice 
crying out in the wilderness.53  
  

 
53 For the view that MacIntyre’s career itself, with its radical yet rational changes in commitments 
to distinctive intellectual traditions, is the best case against his ‘traditionalist theory of rationality 
and the story he wants to tell about modernity’ see Jeffrey Stout, Democracy and Tradition 
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 2004), 139. 
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Abstract. The present essay explores an important problem in Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s thought by focusing on his latest book, Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity (2017). His mature work consists in a revival of 
virtue-oriented, broadly Aristotelian ethical and political philosophy. 
Yet, as is particularly clear in this latest work, his treatment of these 
subjects fundamentally abstracts from what distinguishes politics from 
other practical spheres of human endeavour and excellence, namely, rule. 
Others have noted the oddly non-Aristotelian or non-Thomistic 
character of MacIntyre’s proposed reorientation of political and ethical 
life, remarking on his refusal to accept any orientation by the ‘best regime’ 
or making a prudential assessment of existing regimes. This study builds 
on such observations and argues that MacIntyre’s passing over political 
matters properly so-called, as distinct from strictly social or ethical 
questions, is distinctive of his NeoAristotelianism and represents a 
serious problem in his work. 
 
The present essay explores an important problem in Alasdair MacIntyre’s 
thought by focusing on his latest book, Ethics in the Conflicts of 
Modernity (2017), a work whose publication represents perhaps the final 
piece of his mature oeuvre. This body of work consists of a revival of 
virtue-oriented, broadly Aristotelian ethical and political philosophy. It 
began, famously, with After Virtue (1981), which was further developed 
with Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (1988), Three Rival Versions 
of Moral Enquiry (1990), and Dependent Rational Animals (1999). To 
state the lacuna in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity briefly but with 
sufficient compass: MacIntyre’s latest work is characterized by the 
absence of politics. At numerous points it refers to ‘ethics and politics’ or 
to ‘social and political’ conditions, but it fundamentally abstracts from 
what distinguishes politics from these other spheres of practical human 
endeavour and excellence; namely, rule. Others have noted the oddly non-
Aristotelian or non-Thomistic character of MacIntyre’s proposed 
reorientation of political and ethical life, remarking on his refusal to 
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accept any orientation by the ‘best regime’ or making a prudential 
assessment of existing regimes. 1  The present study builds on such 
observations with the new material presented in MacIntyre’s latest work, 
and argues that MacIntyre’s passing over political matters properly so-
called, as distinct from strictly social or ethical questions, is distinctive of 
his Aristotelianism or NeoAristotelianism and represents a serious 
oversight in his work. 

As is widely known and understood, 20th century philosophy was 
distinguished for various recurrences to Aristotle. Among other reasons, 
Aristotle offered a richer account of human life, especially the profundity 
and subtlety of the integration of theory into what has come to be referred 
to as praxis, than that offered by the main currents of academic 
philosophy. On the continent, the person of Martin Heidegger became a 
point through which perhaps the deepest of these currents flowed. But he 
is not the only or even the original ‘phenomenologist’ with an interest in 
Aristotle. Edmund Husserl’s teacher, Franz Brentano, was an interpreter 
of Aristotle. Heidegger himself, of course, is not strictly—or even 
loosely—speaking an ‘Aristotelian’. It could be said that he came not to 
praise Aristotle, but to bury him; perhaps to disinter Aristotle in order to 
bury him again properly. 2  Nonetheless, the philosophic power and 
attentiveness of Heidegger’s reading of Aristotle had the startling effect 
of reanimating him! 3  Several of his students superintended the 
development of what could be called, for all of their various 

 
1  Consider Emile Perreau-Saussine, Alasdair MacIntyre: une biographie intellectuelle: 
introduction aux critiques contemporaines du libéralisme (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 
2005); Pierre Manent, ‘Preface’, in Alasdair MacIntyre (2005), 1-6; Thomas Hibbs, ‘MacIntyre, 
Aquinas, and Politics’, Review of Politics 66:3 (2004), 357-383. See also Bernard Yack, 
‘Community and Conflict in Aristotle’, Review of Politics 47:1 (1985), 92-112, in particular 97-
98, 102, 105-6. 
2 Gadamer was critical of Strauss for mistaking this point, perhaps not seeing the extent to which 
Strauss disagreed with Heidegger or Gadamer himself about the need for the historical 
consciousness. Hans-Georg Gadamer, ‘Philosophizing in Opposition: Strauss and Voegelin on 
Communication and Science’, in Faith and Political Philosophy: the Correspondence Between Leo 
Strauss and Eric Voegelin, 1934-1964 (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State Universtiy Press, 1993), 
249-259 at 251. 
3 Franco Volpi treats the development of 20th century NeoAristotelianism with an admirable 
combination of sweep and precision in ‘The Rehabilitation of Practical Philosophy and Neo-
Aristotelianism’, in Action and Contemplation: Studies in the Moral and Political Thought of 
Aristotle, eds. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1999), 3-19. Likewise, excellent and helpful for situating MacIntyre is Kelvin Knight’s 
discussion of German retrievals of Aristotle in chapter 3 of his Aristotelian Philosophy: Ethics 
and Politics from Aristotle to MacIntyre (London: Polity, 2007), 64-101. See also the relevant 
overview offered in Emile Perreau-Saussine, ‘The Moral Critique of Stalinism’ in Virtue and 
Politics: Alasdair MacIntyre’s Revolutionary Aristotelianism, eds. Paul Blackledge and Kelvin 
Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), 134-150 at 147-148. 
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disagreements with one another, NeoAristotelianism: Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, Hannah Arendt, Pierre Aubenque, and, some might even say, 
Leo Strauss.4 (And this is to pass over the engagement with Aristotle 
conducted by NeoThomists such as Jacques Maritain or Yves Simon.) In 
the world of Anglo-American philosophy, there occurred a parallel revival 
of interest in the work of Aristotle, this one virtually untouched by the 
confrontation with Heidegger. It is surely no exaggeration to say that 
Elizabeth Anscombe together with our author may be credited with the 
reintroduction of Aristotle’s moral philosophy to the English-speaking 
world. 

Without dwelling at length on Heidegger, it is worth drawing a 
comparison on one important point between his engagement with 
Aristotle and MacIntyre’s. Indeed, their pairing—arresting though it is—
could suggest a paradigmatic failure of certain currents of 20th century 
Aristotelianism, a failure in which numerous others would or should be 
indicted: their special blindness to the character and demands of decent 
politics.5 This is not to say that their personal political judgments and 
failures are comparable. But the readings of Aristotle that they encourage 
or invite are subject to a specific type of error. Whereas the revival of 
Aristotle has given great attention to the place of the generically ‘practical’ 
in Aristotle, thus far it has been insufficiently attentive to the political—
I say, as distinct from the ethical or moral—understanding which he 
offers. The missing distinction is between praxis—the generically 
pragmatic engagement and involvement of humans with the world—and 
politics in a narrower and more precise sense. The result is a kind of 
regime blindness, an incapacity to see the centrality of the phenomenon 
of the regime to political life. 

The particular form of this error in MacIntyre’s case expresses itself 
in his taking too high a view of politics, stressing its rational, deliberative 
character, and therefore misses or distorts it; he treats it as ethics by other 
means. Politics is not all or only deliberation; it is also, and centrally, 
about rule. As a result of looking too high for political activity, he 
overlooks it where it already is, and fails to see it. What he then misses is 

 
4 Though see Michael P. Zuckert and Catherine H. Zuckert, ‘Why Strauss is not an Aristotelian’, 
in Leo Strauss and the Problem of Political Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2014), 144-166. 
5  See Richard Velkley, Heidegger, Strauss, and the Premises of Philosophy: On Original 
Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011) for a perspicuous account of Heidegger’s 
particular blindness to the phenomena of politics. See also Alexander S. Duff, Heidegger and 
Politics: The Ontology of Radical Discontent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015) 
for a recent account of place of politics in Heidegger’s thought. 
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that in politics, the aspiration to the high is present, live, and active, even 
amidst the low, indeed, amidst the grisly and brutish. By taking too high 
a view of politics, MacIntyre misses its extremely low possibilities, seeing 
in their place economic activity, to be sure, even exploitative and ugly 
forms of economic activity. But the ‘lows’ of political life are far uglier 
than MacIntyre seems capable of appreciating, and decent, sound 
statecraft is recurrently occupied with containing, fighting, and in some 
cases, defeating the recrudescence of the low—an activity which, thus by 
its very character, will sometimes partake of or share in this lowliness. 
The ‘lowliness’ of politics that MacIntyre misses is the place of violence 
and force in human life and therefore political rule. This cannot easily be 
assimilated to merely social or even ethical concerns. 

 
 

I.  
 

In Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, as in the large body of his work 
even predating his NeoAristotelian turn in After Virtue, politics for 
MacIntyre is defined by due attention to common goods. Setting aside, 
for now, the ranking of these various common goods, it will do to notice 
the distinction he insists on making between common goods and public 
goods as those were understood and defined by certain of the architects 
of the modern world. 6 Public goods are those goods which, while in 
some respect common or shared, are good insofar as they minister to the 
individual, personal flourishing of those who are permitted to benefit 
from them. Public peace, for example, is a necessary condition for the 
accrual of material lucre; likewise the enforcement of contracts would be 
included. Public goods, so construed, are merely instrumental to an 
understanding of the human good as something that takes place in 
private, away from the public, away from what is common. Common 
goods, in MacIntyre’s formula, are those which may only be enjoyed as 
shared. They are only goods as shared, whose enjoyment depends on joint 
co-participation in their creation, maintenance, and employment. They 
are inherently non-private, or goods of which their appreciation may in 
some sense be private, but is not exclusively private. At numerous points, 
MacIntyre references family life, work life, and political life as spheres 
where the cultivation of virtues of what is common is essential to the 
enjoyment of the goods proper to each area. To illustrate the point, 

 
6  Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 168. 
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though, he sometimes refers to the example of orchestras or sports teams. 
The virtuoso performance of the third violin is exhibited not on its own, 
but in its contribution to the flourishing work and thus the common 
good of the whole orchestra. The goods of family—we see by analogy—
are not merely ministerial to the success of its individual members, but 
cannot be enjoyed as goods without the active participation of (all) 
members of the group.7 In a properly ordered society, ‘plain persons’ 
would come to ‘understand their individual goods as achievable only in 
and through directing themselves toward their common political goods’.8 
As he claims early in the development of his argument, 

 
Each of us generally relies on others in pursuing our own 
individual goods. And this is even more obviously the case 
when the goods in question are not individual, but common 
goods, the goods of family, of political society, or workplace, 
of sports teams, orchestras, and theatre companies … 
Deliberation as to how such goods are to be achieved can only 
be shared deliberation.9  

 
Politics—like athletic teams, like workplace associations, like families—
consists in the deliberation and enjoyment of common goods. 

The reason for attending to common goods is that they are part of 
the composite human good, of a different order from all of the partial 
and ministerial goods that constitute our lives. Famously, MacIntyre 
refers to this as ‘flourishing’. ‘Human flourishing’ is his own attempt to 
capture the more-than-static, virtue-enacting ‘condition’ of a full and 
active human life, encompassing our particular past and facing the future 
with courage, temperateness, justice, and prudence: in the full sense 
eudaimonia, or beatitude.10 Such a life, MacIntyre argues, is composed of 
the pursuit of one’s desires, one’s true desires, and consists in the 
performance of virtuous activity in accordance with a narrative one tells 
oneself about who one is, what is important and revealed about oneself 
from past failures, and accepts the limitations and benefits of one’s 
situations reflectively and discerningly. And given that one’s situation is, 
plainly, always already bound up with others, not in general but in 

 
7 MacIntyre regrets that it may be easy but not very interesting to sketch out what it is for the 
members of a family to act for the sake of its common good: it ‘may seem like a list of platitudes’. 
MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 169. 
8 Ibid., 177. 
9 Ibid., 51. 
10 Ibid., 54. 
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particular—others in one’s family, in one’s workplace, in other forms of 
community—the examples he gives of orchestras and sports teams are 
helpful because they show the intermingling of utterly situated but still 
excellent performance with the success and virtue of others. One truly 
flourishes only when the particular wholes to which one belongs and 
within which one acts also thrive. 

MacIntyre is arguing not only for the communal character of some 
of the goods that constitute a full human life and contribute to its 
flourishing; he is also arguing against a particularly prevalent and 
immiserating distortion of the understanding of such goods. He refers to 
these with the terms ‘Morality’—with a capital-M—and morality. These 
express respectively the intellectual and social misunderstandings most 
typical of our age. Intellectually, Morality is the way MacIntyre refers to 
the various predominant schools of moral philosophy in the Anglo-
American academy. He lumps together deontology, utilitarian 
consequentialism, and contractarianism as each of these positions, he 
argues, consists in a rule-based assessment of a given situation and the 
application of the rule, regarding one principle of ‘good’ or another to 
situations as might be confronted by an ‘individual’ in the abstract.11 Of 
the positions he identifies that respond adequately to weaknesses in 
Morality, he identifies ‘Expressivism’, articulated especially by Harry 
Frankfurt (with variants articulated by Bernard Williams and D. H. 
Lawrence)—captured pithily in the Lawrentian formulation, ‘resolve to 
abide by your own deepest promptings’—and NeoAristotelianism. 12 
These mutually incompatible but internally sound positions cannot refute 
one another, MacIntyre avers, because they cannot (yet) agree on 
acceptable standards of argument. The central purpose of Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity is to compose a response to Morality that is 
superior to the account offered by Expressivism. 

The stakes of MacIntyre’s enquiry are not merely intellectual, but 
include the possibility of plain persons living morally coherent lives 
conducive to their flourishing. In social existence, under the rule of 
Morality, the rule-applying ethic is in fact expressed as moralizing 
vacillation and confusion. One could say that since there is no rule for 
how to apply rules, when morality is understood as rule-based, 
incoherence and fitfulness abound: 

 

 
11 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 65-66. 
12 Ibid.,149. 
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In everyday moral life these tensions are dealt with by 
indefiniteness in commitment and by oscillation. The 
indefiniteness is expressed in the form that many give to their 
moral principles: “Always do such and such or refrain from 
doing so and so, except when” followed by a shorter or longer 
set of exceptions and ending with an “etc.” The oscillation is 
between on some occasions affirming a strong, even a very 
strong version of some rule, as though it were exceptionless, 
while on others allowing maximizing and consequentialist 
considerations to override it. Such indefiniteness and 
oscillation are notable features of both the political rhetoric 
and the political practice of advanced societies as well as of the 
private lives of their citizens.13 

 
Normal moral existence in ‘the dominant shared culture of moral 
modernity’ is a strongly felt need to appear objective in moral claims, that 
is, to refer to an agreed, public, and notorious standard and also for this 
standard to approve of the venting or expression of one’s own particular 
passions or preferences:  
 

So expressions of moral conviction in our culture tend to have 
a peculiar character, moving between moments in which agents 
speak as if just such a standard were being invoked and 
moments apparently expressive of something quite other, of 
convictions prior to and stubbornly immune to argument, an 
ambivalence most obvious perhaps in political debates about 
alleged human rights.14  

 
Moral life is conducted as though a readily agreed upon standard is 
needed, but not genuinely available, and the intellectual support of 
Morality deepens the confusion, rather than assisting in alleviating it. 

MacIntyre’s task, then, of accounting for agreeable standards external 
to his position will have social as well as intellectual benefits. In order to 
resolve the dispute—to clarify what standards may be acceptable to settle 
the matter between Expressivists and NeoAristotelians—MacIntyre 
proposes to investigate the source of the ‘peculiarly modern social 
relationships and intellectual relationships’, by beginning from the 
‘everyday questions of plain persons, the plain persons [academics] 

 
13 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 66. 
14 Ibid., 68. 
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themselves were before they took to the study of philosophy’.15 He thus 
proposes to remedy the ‘extent to which and the ways in which … 
philosophical enquiry into and discussion of moral theory is isolated 
from political and moral practice, both our own everyday practice and 
that of those who inhabit moral cultures very different from our own’.16 

MacIntyre implies, but does not argue for or show, that this 
particular form of moral confusion is especially characteristic of our time 
and place, and is typical of or owed to features typical of late capitalist 
societies. He implies, but does not argue for or show, that similar forms 
of moral confusion are not present in certain other societies of the past. 
He does not consider, therefore, that moral confusion is possibly the 
default, which is almost to say normal condition of human beings who 
live with other human beings. The classic approach to precisely this 
problem—the intractably limited force of reason in the moral formation 
of social groups—was taken by political philosophy in the Socratic 
school, broadly defined as including Xenophon, Plato, and Aristotle. By 
focusing on the political association above all other social groupings, they 
pointed to a clarification and therefore an amelioration of the problem. 
They discerned in the regime (politeia) a claim to rule based implicitly 
on principles of justice which themselves were susceptible to rational 
scrutiny and judgement in light of human goods. That such claims are 
susceptible to rational scrutiny does not mean they are already orderly or 
rational; Aristotle says that the laws and customs of most people are 
‘pretty much heaps’, a jumbled mess (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 
VII.2, 1324b6). That is, each claim of rule within existing regimes is 
highly questionable, even on its own terms. MacIntyre’s recurrence to the 
questions of plain persons as exhibiting a standard to which philosophic 
argumentation should appeal to some extent echoes the Socratic 
recurrence, but his inattention to the real qualities of political life 
precisely as lived and experienced by plain human persons, in particular 
the phenomenon of rule, undermines the effectiveness of this recurrence. 

How is MacIntyre’s approach different from Aristotle’s, to focus 
only on the most relevant figure? It would be misleading to say that 
MacIntyre’s ‘high’ view of politics is abstract or idealistic; on the contrary, 
he intends for such a presentation to be an account of how actually 
existing ‘rational agents’ conduct their political lives. Two features stand 
out: first, his insistence on the distinction between the rational agency of 
political life and that more limited form of rationality which is exhibited 

 
15 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 71. 
16 Ibid. 
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in economic, particularly contractual, relationships. Second, his mode of 
depicting politics is usually by inference or suggestion; in only one 
striking instance does he have recourse to an illuminating pair of 
examples. 

Rational agency, as MacIntyre styles it, is central to political 
existence. To ‘be a rational agent is not only to have reasons for acting as 
one does and to be able to evaluate these as better or worse reasons. It is 
also and inseparably to offer reasons to others for acting in one way rather 
than another and to be responsive to the reasons that they advance’.17 
MacIntyre sees perfect agreement between what one genuinely and 
intelligibly desires and the reasons one offers for these pursuits in the 
political community. He attributes this view to Aristotle: ‘What … 
distinguishes human animals from other animals, what constitutes their 
distinctive function, is the exercise of their capacity to act as rational 
agents in ordering their ends and achieving the final end which is theirs 
by nature’.18 

This high view of the rationality of political life notwithstanding, 
what he means precisely by the rational activity that fulfills us in political 
life is variously obscure, communicated indirectly by inference, or most 
importantly by example. The previous statement is representative; 
MacIntyre refers to deliberation as our ‘rational agency’, emphasizes its 
connection to our natural end, namely flourishing, but does not piece out 
what might be the differences between deliberation, prohairesis, logos, 
and other forms of rational activity that contribute to our agency.19 Most 
consistently throughout the portions of the book that speak most directly 
to politics, MacIntyre draws or implies a strong distinction between 
deliberation, closely connected to phronesis or prudence in the 
Aristotelian or Thomistic sense,20 and the kind of reasoning exhibited in 
markets and contracts.21 Contract-reasoning is antithetical to MacIntyre’s 
vision of human rationality as consisting in discerning from within fluid 
and particular situations what is both just and reasonable. MacIntyre’s 
historical account suggests that this kind of rule-making and rule-
applying reasoning is precisely the antecedent to Morality and its 
supporting morality that MacIntyre is trying to uncover. The notion of 
erstwhile rational agents binding themselves to an abstract agreement 

 
17 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 73, emphasis added. 
18 Ibid., 86. 
19 Though, cf. ibid. 38-39. 
20 Ibid., 74. 
21 In this connection, note MacIntyre’s objection to the translation of prohairesis as ‘choice’. Ibid., 
38-39. 
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implies a frozen and limiting sense of the identity of the parties involved, 
and further suggests a false equality that disguises the exploitative 
exchange transpiring beneath the self-concealing or self-deceiving 
surfac. 22  The fulfilments of politics and the rational agency—
deliberation—expressed in them have nothing of a market-exchange 
element to them; indeed, they consist almost precisely in dividing and 
sharing goods that market agreements would characteristically dismember 
or destroy. 

MacIntyre’s discussion of two examples of the politics of local 
communities is where he is clearest in his account of the place of 
deliberation in the flourishing made possible by attendance to the 
common goods of political life. His purpose here is to show that even in 
the contemporary world it is possible to have communal life that is 
oriented around common goods, where participation in the flourishing 
of the community is perfectly well understood as constitutive of the 
human good. In such communities it becomes evident that it is not 
necessary to surrender all ‘political’ existence to the impersonal authority 
of the state, on the one hand, and to the market with its inhuman logic 
of profit maximization and appropriation, on the other. His two 
examples are the maintenance of small-scale, local fishing practices in the 
Danish village of Thorupstrand by means of establishing a guild with 
representation from twenty families and the establishment of a school for 
inhabitants of the favela of Monte Azul in 1975 and its role in 
introducing improvements in sanitation, sewage disposal, street lighting, 
education, and health care.23 The ‘inescapably political animals’ of these 
two small communities exhibit all the virtues of the Aristotelian citizenry, 
attentive and respectful of the challenging task of deliberately measuring 
out and sharing in common goods. As he says of the citizens of 
Thorupstrand, they exhibited an altogether admirable rational agency:  
 

prudence increasingly informed by economic and political know how, 
justice in the allocation of shares and in the structure of the Guild, 
courage in taking the right risks in the right way, and temperateness 
in not being seduced by the promises of the market.24 

 
22 MacIntyre’s repeated claims that capitalism is (uniquely?) deceptive in its concealment of its 
own concealment of the role of force and fraud in its conduct are not argued but asserted. Is this 
the case? Again, the earliest accounts of political philosophy emphasize that the principal 
expressions of justification for rule offered by members of regimes were misleading even to 
themselves, much as MacIntyre claims is especially true of capitalism. 
23 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 176-182. 
24 Ibid., 180. 
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II. 
 

MacIntyre’s language of ‘rational agents’ blurs together two or three 
distinctive capacities that Aristotle attributes to human beings—not 
altogether unfairly, perhaps, but with the effect of obscuring the crucial 
difference between ethics and politics and the character, therefore, of 
politics as Aristotle saw it. To state the problem with a maximum of 
brevity: politics is not a debating society, and not even Aristotle thinks it 
so. MacIntyre misses that politics consists in rule, humans ruling other 
humans (to take Pierre Manent’s Aristotelian definition). For all of its 
shared attention to the practice and cultivation of virtue and questions of 
education, ethics is not, in the strict sense, concerned with rule over 
others. Relating to others, yes; ruling over one’s self, yes; ruling over 
others, no. Aristotle thought it necessary to distinguish political rule from 
those forms of rule which imitated the strict, hierarchical pattern of the 
oikos: mastery, monarchy; in the background we sense the distinction 
from the gigantic oikos-patterned rule over many cities and nations 
exhibited by Cyrus the Great and his successors (which would, indeed, 
anticipate the imperial rule of Alexander). 25  Political rule, as is well 
known, exhibits some distinctive characteristics: it is carried out ‘in turn’ 
by those who are also ruled—the phrase ‘ruling and being ruled in turn’ 
recurs throughout the Politics—and it is ‘natural’ because we are the 
animals with speech, that is, we speak about matters of common interest, 
most distinctively what is in the common advantage and what justice 
requires (Politics, 1253a9, 14-19). The reason that politics can be ‘ruling 
and being ruled in turn’ is that when the particular rulers within a 
community change, the same notions or opinions about what is just or 
noble continue to be in force; as such the offices being filled remain in 
place, more or less, and therefore the rule according to a steady pattern 
of right or law persists through the change in rulers (Politics, 1277a26-
27, b9-16). This persistent pattern or official order, buttressed by or 
indeed founded on an opinion of justice, is what Aristotle means by 
politeia. Here—in our nature being in some sense fulfilled or exhibited 
in our participation in civic life—we see the Urtext for MacIntyre’s claim 
that politics and ethics, understood as the sharing of common goods, is 
an integral part of our nature and therefore of our flourishing. 

 
25 On the tension between monarchical rule in its various forms and political rule in Aristotle, see 
Waller R. Newell, Tyranny: A New Interpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2013), 141-185. 
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But to say that we are zoon politikon because we are zoon logon—
‘rational agents’, in MacIntyre’s coinage—is to state a problem rather 
than a definition. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle says that 
deliberation concerns specifically those matters which could be otherwise; 
that is to say, the human confrontation with both spontaneity and our 
limited freedom are both bound up in this particular expression of our 
character as rational animals (III.3, 1112a18-1113a14). Moreover, 
deliberation concerns especially the future, as he advises in the Rhetoric 
(1358b13-15). It concerns what may or may not come to pass, not what 
has already happened (except inasmuch as that must be considered in 
order to deliberate about the future). Does this fulfill our full nature, the 
complete end toward which our essential and given character seeks to 
express itself? It is not to be confused with Aristotle’s account of the 
intellectual virtues and the theoretical life in Ethics VI and X.26 

In the Rhetoric Aristotle speaks perfectly plainly about what political 
deliberation needs to treat, listing five topics: finances, war and peace, 
guarding territory, imports and exports, and lawmaking (1359b22ff). 
The business of deliberation is always, evidently, concrete and particular, 
practical in the most obvious sense of that word, and clearly it has a great 
deal to do with economics: money, trade, the plain wherewithal of life. 
MacIntyre’s account of the deliberations of Thorupstrand and Monte 
Azul surely appreciates this. But deliberation also concerns war: force, the 
threat of force, the danger from external powers, the need to defend 
against them, the need to organize some force for the organization of 
peace at home. In addition to these five topics, and anticipated by his 
reference to law, Aristotle says that ‘the greatest and most decisive 
(authoritative)’ thing to deliberate on well is the regime (1365b24). 
Deliberation is indeed central to political life, but to say this entails seeing 
that political life is initially and usually concerned with mediating 
between the matters of economy and brutish matters of violence and 
force, on the one hand, and the aspirations or aims that inform our 
common lives together, on the other. Together these reveal again the 
centrality of the regime, the chief aim of well-deliberated political action 
being the maintenance—the survival, against internal and external threats 
or enemies—of the way of life, formed as it is by common devotion to 
justice as that is understood in light of what is held highest, in a given 
political society. 

 
26 Though to be sure the godlike account of the ‘life’ of contemplation is itself an intentionally 
but revealingly partial depiction of a full human life. See Ronna Burger, Aristotle’s Dialogue with 
Socrates: On the Nicomachean Ethics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
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What does it mean to say that Ethics and Politics are distinct, for 
Aristotle or for an Aristotelian? To answer this it is perhaps necessary to 
return innocently to the texts of Aristotle himself, rather than the 
tradition that has elaborated answers to how they relate to one another. 
In the first place it is worth stressing that these are each parts of what 
Aristotle calls the ‘philosophy of human affairs’, or that they are both 
concerned with practice in something very much like the sense MacIntyre 
means. But in the treatment of ethics Aristotle explores forms of human 
excellence which transcend the city, or the ‘merely’ political. What should 
be said, on the basis of the Nicomachean Ethics, about these forms is that 
they are not simply or purely philosophical, as could be said of Plato’s 
understanding of political life, but that they are ‘moral’. The Ethics 
treats—forgive this crashing platitude—the existence of moral virtue as 
something which is not simply social or political, or reducible to the 
conventions of one’s city. Some of the virtues of character have a political 
dimension to them, to be sure, most obviously justice. But not all of them, 
and indeed one could imagine treatments much more emphatically 
political than Aristotle’s. To use only the most illustrative example: 
courage as it is treated in the Ethics is carefully distinguished from 
political or civic courage. Yes, it shows itself most fully in battle, and we 
think this involves cities; but Aristotle’s precise language there makes no 
reference to the city for whom the courageous warrior may be fighting, 
no mention of the character or quality of the regime (presumably) in 
question, no requirement that courage be in the service of a polis rather 
than an empire or a tribe. This quiet suggestion may be taken to imply 
that courage is a virtue of character which shines forth irrespective of 
regime; no matter where you’re from, who you’re fighting for, provided 
your own precise cause is noble and conduct is mindful, then it is courage. 

The simple but important fact of rule is the decisive difference 
between ethics and politics. In Ethics I.1, Aristotle acknowledges or 
describes all human action as being directed to a perceived or opined 
good, by something held as good (Nicomachean Ethics I.1, 1094a1-2). 
In Politics I.1, similarly, all associations exist for a purpose (Aristotle, 
Pols. I.1, 1252a1-5). Every grouping of human beings has a reason—
using the term loosely—for being what it is. But the authoritative 
(kuriotata) association, the community of people that subsumes other 
associations within it is the political association. Why is this? Rule does 
not simply mean force or the threat of force; but it surely does not rule 
out force and its threat. And it is not just that there is a telos for the 
association that a monarch or master discerns and then directs us toward; 
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that would be rule on the model of the household, which Aristotle is 
trying to distinguish from political rule. What political rule means is that 
there is a ‘for the sake of which’, a purpose, shared by both ruler and 
ruled; if it is political rule, then the particular rulers will, in their turn, 
also be ruled, and this switch should not mean that we are now in a totally 
different association; say, we were an orchestra and now we’re a baseball 
team (Pols., 1267b7-8). What holds a political unit together is a shared 
sense of purpose which constitutes its identity as what it is, which is 
expressed in an opinion about which rules are worth following and which 
ones are not (Pols., 1267b1-3). Indeed, such an opinion governs what 
rules one would enforce and see enforced through punishment, what rules 
one would defend with one’s own life, or with the lives of one’s children. 
That is, it is expressed as an opinion about what is noble and just, what 
is for the common good. Who rules, then, is an expression of the moral 
sense of the people who follow the rulers, who accept their rule.  

To restate, then: this is the meaning of the centrality of regime to 
political life. As in the Rhetoric, so in the Politics, speech about the 
common good ends up revolving around the opinions about the just and 
noble that effectively express the core of the regime, the organizing set of 
beliefs with which citizens live in peace with one another and accept the 
civil order and hierarchy, even fighting to the death to protect or enforce 
it. The organization of force is thus always implicitly but deeply 
implicated in the political order. As Aristotle remarks, soldiers are always 
citizens. Hence, the centrality of the question of rule to political life. To 
put it this way is not ‘realism’ in the sense attributed to Machiavelli or 
Carl Schmitt. The decisive issue is not the fight to the death or the 
extreme situation; the decisive issue is the content of the opinions of 
justice that informs peaceful life, which is the purpose of those wars or 
fights that will occupy political life. Perhaps one could call this 
Aristotelian realism. 

The foregoing is not meant to appeal to the authority of Aristotle 
but to support the claim that MacIntyre’s appreciation of the deliberative 
character of political life is incomplete because his sense of the business 
of politics is partial. MacIntyre abstracts from or forgets the inescapably 
brutal roots of political life in violence and force; as such, he misses the 
distinctively political phenomenon of rule, and thus he is blind to the 
centrality of the regime to political life. On this basis, let me give my own, 
brief account of MacIntyre’s example of Thorupstrand. MacIntyre 
stresses the opposition between the short-term, exploitative approach to 
fishing employed by the large corporations that dominated Denmark’s 
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fishing industry and the longer-term approach favoured by smaller 
interests; he also stresses the different claims to ownership between larger 
corporate interests and those of smaller, often family-based fishing 
interest—where profits (and losses) are divided between irregular costs, 
the maintenance of the boat, and then evenly between the captain and his 
two crew members. The financing of such an operation seemed more 
perilous, he allows, in the years prior to the worldwide financial collapse 
of 2008; but in the wake of that event, the practices of local ownership 
and shared profits proved their merit. Among the virtues of the way of 
life preserved and nourished in this community, according to MacIntyre, 
is the fact that they draw on traditional patterns of life and long-standing 
customs that date back, though he does not mention this, centuries. 
MacIntyre particularly emphasizes a prudent and temperate relationship 
between the way of life cultivated and preserved in Thorupstrand and its 
economic base. But what can or should be said of the preservation of this 
way of life and its defense and protection? Not from the cruel pursuits of 
gigantic corporations: from vandals, barbarians, and fanatics. MacIntyre 
is silent on this, as indeed he is silent on this problem throughout the rest 
of the book. 

To give only the most cursory account of the maintenance of peace 
in Thorupstrand: the Danish monarchy—reputed the oldest in Europe—
traces its lineage to the Vikings. Denmark became Christian in the mid-
10th century; skipping ahead a bit, it was occupied by the Nazis during 
WWII, and was liberated by the British in 1945. In 1949, it became a 
founding member of NATO. Until the fall of the Soviet Empire in 1989, 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, and the final withdrawal of 
Russian units in 1994, the Red Army was stationed in force a short 500 
km away (near Lüdersdorf in East Germany). Soviet surface ships and 
submarines traversed the busy sea lanes weekly for decades (in the 
Jamerbugten, to the North). What permitted the Danish citizens of 
Thorupstrand to maintain their free way of life, to maintain a prudent 
balance between their ownership of property, trade, the use and claim to 
the work of their labour, the validity of the contracts into which they 
entered, and the respect for law exhibited in their shared ownership of 
the means of production (their flexible, clinker-built fishing boats)? Why 
were these not nationalized? Not seized by soviets for collective 
ownership, not just of kulakish three-man crews which own shares in 
them but the people of Denmark, nay, Europe, nay, ‘of the world’ in 
common? What protected the fishermen of Thorupstrand from the Red 
Army? NATO, the nuclear umbrella, the reputation for hearty and valiant 
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self-sacrifice earned by the blood of Danes, their European friends, and 
their North American allies, shed from one end of Europe to another in 
recent memory, and the sound, even prudent statecraft of European 
leaders—German, French, Danish—and their English-speaking 
colleagues across the English channel and the Atlantic. Is not this a part 
of the story that must be accounted for in reckoning the survival of the 
distinctive way of life in Thorupstrand? If it is remarkable and brave that 
the leaders of this fishing village preserved themselves from the predations 
of international corporations in 2008 and the years following by drawing 
on years of tradition—and surely it is—then is it not also remarkable, 
perhaps even more remarkable, that the free peoples of the West 
preserved themselves from Soviet, imperial tyranny for forty-five years? 
These alliances were not simply contracts of capitalist plutocrats, however 
much capitalism was integral to the Western alliance, but the result of 
prudent statecraft, pursued for the sake of the peoples of free countries. 
Any account of late-modern political phenomena that treats the ‘modern 
state’ as only the monopoly on violence without an appreciation for the 
different types of regime which governed these various states will be 
radically incomplete, as the example of Thorupstrand shows. This 
requires a political rather than more narrowly an economic analysis of the 
character of capitalism, which is to say, of the understanding of rights 
and the rule of law. 

How shall the Western democracies be ruled? The (always 
temporary) settlement of the question of the regime took place—after 
the Second World War—in the shadow of what came to be referred to 
as the Cold War.27 The exclusion of Soviet power was, indeed, a question 
of force and the threat of force. Because his account of political life 
excludes a frank consideration of the role of violence in politics, even 
decent politics, MacIntyre fails to see the centrality of the question of 
regime to political existence. Indeed, instead of seeing, as MacIntyre does, 
capitalism as always concealing the extent to which contracts paper over 
different power relationships between parties, generating the obscurity 
which then permits it to overtake other forms of association and 
community, the student of Aristotle himself would be more attentive to 
the given or stated opinions of citizens as to why permitting certain forms 
of contract or recognizing certain claims of property are met and right. 
Such claims would be understood to justify forceful measures to maintain 
and defend the regime. Here one would then begin to appreciate that the 

 
27 Leo Strauss, Liberalism: Ancient and Modern (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968), 
217. 
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differences between early 20th century Marxists were not simply debates 
about the proper role of the state but instead, on the part of one side, 
anticipations of the role of terror in transcending the limitations of 
human nature, dissolving the state, and inaugurating the rule of perfectly 
socialized justice on earth.28 

It is hardly the case that the lowest form of human life is the exchange 
of goods and services for capital. Aristotle himself reminded us that 
tyrants do not become tyrants in order to get in from the cold, and at the 
beginning of the Politics, that man without benefit of the rule of law in 
a political community is worse than all the other animals, particularly in 
matters of food and sex. Surely the experience of the 20th century—
concentration camps, totalitarianism, gulags, terror famines—should 
provide some evidence of this. And a book which purports to return from 
the abstractions of academic philosophy to understand the genuine 
ethical and political questions of ‘plain persons’, and which takes as 
central examples for its argument select events of the 20th century should 
make a reckoning of these experiences. 

 
 

III. 
 

How would MacIntyre’s study be different if the features of specifically 
political life, especially the phenomenon of rule, were appreciated instead 
of the broader category of praxis or what he glosses as ‘social’ and ‘ethical’ 
concerns? The dispute MacIntyre identifies at the end of his first chapter, 
which guides the enquiry of the book, would still be taken as a genuine 
dilemma. Indeed, MacIntyre’s sense that it is necessary to return to the 
‘questions’ asked by ‘plain persons’ is altogether sound. The difficulty we 
arrive at—in a way, echoing the challenges faced by the phenomenologists 
of the 20th century—is how to identify the standards in ‘everyday’ life 
that allow us to make discernments in academic or rational argument. We 
should take instruction from Aristotle himself, whose sense that the fact 
of rule in political life, and the architectonic character of the political 
association, recommends it as the first step in the enquiry into the 
relationship between intellectual enquiry and what MacIntyre refers to as 
the inquirer’s ‘social’ situation. The history MacIntyre offers in his second 
chapter would thus be different at every juncture, and greater attention 
would have to be paid to the place of political rhetoric, indeed, very high-

 
28 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 100.  
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level political deliberation, in the elaboration of the philosophic positions 
of the architects of modernity. MacIntyre refers us to Hume and Smith, 
but others would perhaps have to be consulted. Were this to be done, 
then what appears almost by surprise as Marx’s diagnosis of some of the 
pathologies of capitalism would be seen to take place in a broader 
political situation. To the extent that this political situation is the result 
of earlier modern innovations in the way that political rule is carried out 
and justified—what has been referred to as the invention of indirect rule, 
or rule according to representative government, or the orientation of rule 
with respect to natural rights—those innovations would need to be 
investigated again, sine ira et studio, in order to appreciate their legacy 
for us here and now in their full merit. 

The deepest error MacIntyre makes is that he takes there to be a 
primary cleavage in human nature between theory and practice and treats 
praxis as an insufficiently articulated homogeneity. He means to correct 
the perceived error of being too theoretical in our account of how moral 
and political agency and reflection should work, hence his emphasis on 
needing to situate our understanding with reference to anthropology, 
sociology, history, etc. He writes,  

 
we are all of us agents before we are theorists, and it is only 
because we are agents that we have subject matter about which 
to ask those questions that take us into theory. Indeed, it is as 
agents become reflective that they find themselves compelled 
to ask those questions from which philosophical enquiry 
begins.29  

 
It would be tempting to say that for MacIntyre, ‘In the beginning was 

the deed’, i.e., that practical agency precedes reflection on practice simply 
and plainly. The priority given by Aristotle to the notion of regime 
implies that all actions occur within the horizon of opinions about the 
common good, and that these opinions, as expressing principles, are 
always already amenable to what MacIntyre calls ‘theoretical’ enquiry. I 
concur with MacIntyre’s suggestion that the broader political, social, and 
moral situation within which theoretical reflection takes place would be 
highly valuable for understanding our present predicaments well, but 
would suggest that imputing a strict separation between practice and 
theory is mistaken. Practice is already opinion-laden, saturated with 

 
29 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 72.  
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opinions about justice. Are not actions taken and reflected upon, 
questioned and hoped about—taken on the basis of presumptions and 
opinions, i.e., within a media (so to speak) already saturated with the 
results of prior and anticipations of future ‘theoretical’ reflections? As 
Aristotle himself puts it, ‘Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every 
action as well as choice, is held to aim at some good’ (Nicomachean 
Ethics, I. 1, 1094a1). This is to say that practice is always already 
undertaken with a view to its purpose, a purpose present in the mind’s 
eye. And only because this is already, so is it possible to raise questions 
about these purposes and then clarify and correct them through more-or-
less theoretical argumentation. The reason I draw out this difference with 
MacIntyre is to suggest that the distinctions which he implies are the 
result of arbitrary habits of an academic culture which is insular and, in 
any case, overly or narrowly theoretical, actually have a basis in human 
life, ‘pre-theoretically’, as we have learned to say.
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On Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: MacIntyre, Strauss, and 
Modern Aristotelianism 

 
Stephen G Salkever* 
Bryn Mawr College 

 
Abstract. MacIntyre and Strauss share a common project: the interpretive 
revival of the voices of Aristotle and Plato to formulate, for modern 
purposes, a sceptical framework for ethical and political critique that is 
neither relativistic nor dogmatic, and that cannot be achieved on the basis 
of mainstream modern moral and political philosophy. Both MacIntyre 
and Strauss hold that a turn toward ancient Greek philosophy can lead 
to a more accurate understanding of the possibilities and problems of our 
modern world. Even where they disagree, as in the case of the theoretical 
status of Aristotle’s species teleology, bringing the two into dialogue can 
provide a superb introduction to the questions central to their shared 
philosophical and pedagogical project. Like Plato’s Socrates 
in Republic VII, MacIntyre and Strauss are committed to a kind of 
teaching that is protreptic in a way that leads not to discipleship but 
towards further and better prohairetic enquiry. 
 
My goal in this essay is to show that Leo Strauss and Alasdair MacIntyre, 
two of the most important critics of modernity, share, in spite of their 
very real differences, a common project: the interpretive revival of the 
voices of Plato and Aristotle to formulate, for modern purposes, a zetetic 
or sceptical framework for ethical and political critique that is neither 
relativistic nor dogmatic, and that cannot be achieved on the basis of 
mainstream modern moral and political philosophy. Both MacIntyre and 
Strauss hold that interpreting and reformulating ancient practical 
philosophy can lead to a more accurate understanding of the possibilities 
and problems of our modern world, and hence supply a better preparation 
for an active life in that world than any modern alternative. The paper is 
divided into four parts. The first concerns what MacIntyre and Strauss 

 
* Mary Katherine Woodworth, Professor Emeritus, Bryn Mawr College. This essay began as a 
response to a paper presented by Michael Zuckert and Catherine Zuckert, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre 
and Leo Strauss’, at a conference on ‘Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: Debating MacIntyre 
and His Rivals’, Oxford University, June 2017. For helpful discussion and criticism I am indebted 
to two of my Bryn Mawr colleagues, Bob Dostal and Jane Hedley; and, from Politics & Poetics, 
Nathan Pinkoski and two anonymous reviewers.  
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take from ancient Greek theory, especially Aristotelian theory; the second 
concerns their shared focus on prohairesis or thoughtful choice as a 
central component of the human good; the third concerns their attitude 
towards contemporary politics, especially democratic politics; and the last 
concerns their devotion to the practice, in MacIntyre’s sense, of liberal 
education.1 While I consider both MacIntyre and Strauss, my discussion 
will focus on MacIntyre — because I consider myself a Straussian, and 
because I think Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity is worth reading and 
thinking through, in relation to Strauss and on its own.2  
 
 

I. The Theoretical Basis of Political Philosophy: Strauss, MacIntyre, 
and Aristotle’s Species Teleology  

 
Michael and Catherine Zuckert point out that Strauss is more a Platonist 
or Socratic than an Aristotelian, and on the whole, their treatment of 
Strauss is an outstanding introduction to his work, as is their 2014 book 
on Strauss.3 They are also persuasive in noting that MacIntyre does argue, 
in ECM, 4  that a flourishing human life can in some cases be both 
philosophical and religious without any recognition of a tension between 
philosophy and religion, clashing on this point with Strauss’s repeated 
insistence that leading a good human life, or at least a good life in 
‘Western’ society, requires awareness of an irremediable tension between 
the philosophic life Socratically understood and a life devoted to Biblical 
religion, between Athens and Jerusalem.5 For MacIntyre, it is perfectly 
possible for individuals, whether philosophers or those he calls without 
condescension ‘plain persons’, to practice both religion and philosophy 
without seeing the two activities as fundamentally opposed ways of life.6 

 
1 For MacIntyre’s definition of ‘practice’, see his After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn. 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), p. 187; hereafter AV. 
2  Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016); hereafter ECM.  
3 Michael Zuckert and Catherine Zuckert, Leo Strauss and the Problem of Political Philosophy 
(University of Chicago Press, 2014), especially Chapter 6.  
4 Cathetine Zuckert and Michael Zuckert, ‘Alasdair MacIntyre and Leo Strauss’ (unpublished 
paper). 
5 ‘So, philosophy in its original and full sense is, then, certainly incompatible with the 
Biblical way of life’, Strauss, ‘Progress or Return?’, in The Rebirth of Classical Political 
Rationalism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 227-270 at 260. 
6 MacIntyre characterizes ‘plain persons’ in ECM as those individuals who have not had the 
questionable advantage of having been educated in modern departmental philosophy. This is like 
Strauss’s claim that we moderns need first to exit the cave, constructed by modern theory, beneath 
Plato’s cave. Chapter 4 of ECM is devoted to an account of how Aristotelian ethical and political 



 POLITICS & POETICS  VOL IV 

45 
 

On the other hand, I do not think his argument for the compatibility 
of philosophic life and religious practice is an attempt to set out a 
transcendent synthesis or amalgam of Athens and Jerusalem. It seems to 
me that there is much more agreement between Strauss and MacIntyre, 
not only in their critique of modernity but also in their understanding of 
the character of human flourishing. To understand MacIntyre’s position 
here—endorsing compatibility but rejecting synthesis—it is necessary to 
pay more attention to the fundamental change of course in MacIntyre’s 
moral philosophy, a change beginning with Dependent Rational Animals 
(1999) and fully developed in ECM (2016). 7 The result of this turn, I 
suggest, is to deepen and strengthen the specifically Aristotelian character 
of MacIntyre’s work far beyond his endorsement of a morality of the 
virtues in the first two editions of AV (1981 and 1984), and to lessen 
the split between his Aristotelianism and his Christianity. MacIntyre 
himself acknowledges this distinctive new route in the third edition of 
AV (2007) as well as in DRA. The change was based on his Aristotelian 
recognition that ‘my attempt to provide an account of the human good 
purely in social terms in terms of practices, traditions, and the narrative 
unity of human lives, was bound to be inadequate until I had provided’ a 
theoretical basis that was both metaphysical and biological, where 
‘metaphysics’ refers to a theoretical understanding of the whole of being, 
and ‘biology’ refers to a theory of the particular character of living 
beings.8 MacIntyre adopts Aristotle’s pluralist metaphysical view that 
reality is neither a single uniform kind of substance or being (as for 
Parmenides) nor a law-regulated system of individual events in motion 
(as for Heraclitus).9 Instead, nature is composed of specific kinds of 
beings, some living (and to that extent self-acting, rather than mere effects 
of underlying material/efficient causes) and some not. The theoretical 
and biological task MacIntyre as an Aristotelian now sets himself 
(starting in DRA) is to give a plausible account of the special work 

 
theory can help contemporary thoughtful and active ‘plain persons’ overcome the powerful 
distorting and self-contradictory lenses of modern theory-generated orthodoxy and so become 
better able to live flourishing lives under modern conditions. 
7 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues 
(Chicago: Open Court, 1999); hereafter DRA. 
8 ‘MacIntryre, After Virtue, Preface’. See also MacIntyre, DRA, ‘Prologue’. 
9  Strauss attributes this distinctive metaphysical pluralism to Socrates, rejecting Cicero’s 
characterization of him as having brought philosophy down from the heavens onto earth: ‘Socrates 
is distinguished from all philosophers who preceded him by the fact that he sees the core of the 
whole, or of nature, in noetic heterogeneity’. Strauss, ‘The Problem of Socrates’, in Strauss, 
Rebirth of Classical Political Rationalism, ed. Thomas Pangle (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1989), 103-183, at 142. 
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(ergon) of the human species—what we as humans need in order to live 
flourishing lives. Without such a theoretical basis, he cannot give an 
adequate account of ‘why human beings need the virtues’, the subtitle of 
DRA, and to that extent his pre-DRA practical philosophy, as he now 
sees it, is insufficiently plausible as a theoretical basis both for his account 
of human virtues and vices and for his critique of the weakness of the 
major brands of modern moral philosophy. What MacIntyre now 
requires is an answer to the why question, something ruled out by anti-
teleological modern science and generally rejected as obsolete by modern 
philosophy. 

The central concept of MacIntyre’s Aristotelian account is not human 
virtues, but human eudaimonia, flourishing. He makes it clear in ECM 
that he is no more a virtue ethicist than he is a communitarian; he sees 
recent virtue ethics as just one more brand of modern Morality (with a 
capital ‘M’) rather than a genuine NeoAristotelianism.10 Human virtues 
are not, for the Aristotelian MacIntyre, absolutely desirable characteristics 
or ends in themselves, but learned and then appropriated character traits 
that tend to contribute to the achievement of human eudaimonia or a 
flourishing human life—similarly, vices are those acquired traits that are 
to be avoided because they tend to block the path towards eudaimonia. 
MacIntyre notes the sharp difference between Aristotelian eudaimonia as 
the objective final cause of human species life and the prevailing modern 
conception of ‘happiness’ as the subjective condition of having one’s 
preferences satisfied: Aristotelian eudaimonia is not a condition of self-
satisfaction but a starting point for self-criticism, for an examined life.11 
As MacIntyre says, there are times when achieving eudaimonia absolutely 
requires unhappiness and dissatisfaction.  

To be sure, the later MacIntyre refers to himself not simply as an 
Aristotelian but as a ‘NeoAristotelian Thomist’, and so the Zuckerts 
conclude, I think misleadingly, that MacIntyre’s goal is to argue for what 
they call a ‘synthesis’ or ‘amalgam’ of Aristotelian and Christian world 
views.12 My contention is that MacIntyre, in ECM, advocates neither a 
Straussian tension between ancient Greek philosophy and Biblical 
religion, nor a blending of these two ways of life. The essence of 
MacIntyre’s ‘third way’ can be found in the rich and memorable last 
sentences of ECM:  

 

 
10 MacIntyre, ECM, 66. 
11 Ibid., 193. 
12 Zuckert and Zuckert,‘MacIntyre and Strauss’, 8 and 11-12. 
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The perfection and completion of a life consists in an 
agent’s having persisted in moving towards the best goods 
of which she or he knows. So there is presupposed some 
further good, an object of desire beyond all particular and 
finite goods, a good towards which desire tends insofar as 
it remains unsatisfied by even the most desirable of finite 
goods, as in good lives it does. But here the enquiries of 
politics and ethics end. Here natural theology begins.13  

 
Far from separating Biblical or revealed theology from autonomous 
theoretical insight, MacIntyre articulates a sense of the relationship 
between the human good and the good simply that is shared by the pagan 
polytheist Aristotle,14 by the Christian Aristotelian Thomas Aquinas, by 
the Catholic Aristotelian Alasdair MacIntyre, and I suggest, by Plato and 
the Jewish Platonist Leo Strauss as well. Strauss and MacIntyre both 
adopt eudaimonism as a central aspect of their central project, namely, 
articulating a way of responding to what they see as modern philosophy’s 
theoretically incoherent and practically corrupting embrace of two horns 
of a dilemma, which Strauss names positivism and historicism (or 
‘decisionism’, the groundless love of commitment to which historicism 
can give rise) and MacIntyre calls, in ECM, utilitarianism, or economism, 
on the one hand, and NeoKantian Morality with a capital ‘M’ on the 
other.15  

While MacIntyre is, he says, a ‘NeoAristotelian Thomist’, Strauss is 
not properly an Aristotelian at all, but more a Platonist or a Socratic than 
an Aristotelian. Nevertheless, especially in Natural Right and History, 
Strauss draws explicit attention to what Plato and Aristotle have in 
common as distinct from not only modern political philosophy but from 
the Stoics and Aquinas as well, especially in his assertion that for both 
Plato and Aristotle there is a rank order of human goods, but that this 
order cannot be converted into a series of natural laws telling actors what 
must be done in such and such circumstances. The appropriate balance 
of goods must be determined not by theôria but by phronêsis and 
contextual judgment—the partial incommensurability of human goods 
(Politics III.12, 1282b-1283a) leads to a necessary imprecision in 

 
13 MacIntyre, ECM, 315, emphasis added. 
14 Particularly in Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VI.7, esp. 1141a20-22 (‘It would be strange if 
someone thinks that the political art or phronêsis is the most serious intellectual virtue if humans 
are not the best beings in the cosmos’); ibid., X.6-8; and Aristotle, Politics, VII.3, 1325b16-32.  
15 On “Morality’, see MacIntyre, ECM, 114-116. MacIntyre borrows this concept from Bernard 
Williams’s radical dismissal of modern moral philosophy, see ibid., 151.  
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theorizing the human good, on account of which any assertion of greater 
theoretical precision would be empirically inaccurate and misleading as a 
guide to practice.16 Contra MacIntyre’s Thomism, Strauss insists that this 
Aristotelian incommensurability is incompatible with Thomist natural 
law, a critique of Aquinas MacIntyre implicitly rejects in his view of the 
normatively ‘negative’ and open character of Aquinas’s natural law. 
MacIntyre goes so far as to imply that Aristotle would accept a Thomistic 
natural law doctrine,17 one that adopts ‘the authority of the precepts of 
the natural law, precepts that prohibit one from getting one’s way by 
fraud or force’.18 His final statement, in ECM, on Thomist natural law 
explicitly asserts, contra Strauss in NRH, its flexibility: ‘The negative 
prohibitions of the precepts of natural law, as I stressed earlier, by telling 
us only what not to do, characteristically leave open a range of 
possibilities’.19 Nonetheless, he also stresses throughout the importance 
of Thomistic natural laws teaching us that there are some things one must 
never do, some desires we must never act on, no matter what the 
circumstances, for the development of virtues and an appropriate sense of 
the need for self-critical reflection.20 In DRA, MacIntyre argues that the 
‘precepts’ as well as the rules of Thomist natural law ‘enjoin us to do 
whatever the virtues require of us’. But as with the virtues, we must at 
some point ask the theoretical question why we should do what the 
natural laws and virtues require? MacIntyre says that the ‘sufficient 
answer’ to that question is not that we should obey because God requires 
it of us, but because it is ‘only through the acquisition and exercise of the 
virtues that individuals and communities can flourish in a specifically 
human mode’.21  

In ECM, moreover, MacIntyre is very clear that a truly exemplary life, 
such as that of Father Denis Faul, must be able to go beyond pious 
obedience to traditional practice and doctrine, especially in difficult 

 
16 Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), 162; 
hereafter NRH. 
17 Criticizing the NeoKantian proponents of modern Morality, MacIntyre says ‘there is no place 
within their conceptual scheme for such Aristotelian and Thomistic notions as those of an end, a 
common good, or the natural law’. MacIntyre, ECM, 98.  
18 Ibid., 178. Strauss recognizes the difference concerning natural law between Plato and Aristotle 
on the one hand and the Stoics on the other. Strauss, ‘Natural Law’, in Studies in Platonic Political 
Philosophy (University of Chicago Press, 1983), 137-146, at 141.  
19 MacIntyre, ECM, 312. 
20 And not only self-critique: ‘[I]nsofar as plain persons understand what at the level of everyday 
practice the virtues require of them, they are also able to understand what the virtues require 
of their rulers … The consideration of what rationality requires of rulers and ruled becomes a 
prologue to radical social critique’. MacIntyre, ECM, 89. 
21 MacIntyre, DRA, 111-112. 
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times.22 As his four exemplary lives in ECM make clear, MacIntyre is not 
committed to the view that adherence and obedience to any religious 
doctrine is either necessary or sufficient for living a flourishing human 
life. His Thomism is best understood as a specific kind of 
NeoAristotelianism, not as an alternative to Aristotelianism. That is, the 
voice that speaks to us in ECM is more fundamentally Aristotelian than 
Thomist. It is worth noting that although MacIntyre says he will avoid 
entering into interpretive disputes about Aquinas, when he talks about 
what someone must do in order to think well about the relationship 
between their desires and their judgments, they ‘will have to reckon with 
the theoretical claims of those who have most adequately spelled out 
those presuppositions, Aristotle and such Aristotelians as Ibn Roschd 
[Averroes], Maimonides, and Aquinas’.23 This suggests that the Zuckerts 
have overestimated the extent to which MacIntyre wants to effect a 
synthesis between the philosopher Aristotle and the theologian Aquinas, 
rather than seeing Aquinas as a particular kind of Aristotelian 
philosopher, one who, like Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics X.6-8, Pols. 
VII.3, and Metaphysics XII.8-10, is open to the need for natural (that is, 
not Biblical or revealed) theology in order to understand the human good.  

Strauss seems to set himself at odds with MacIntyre in holding that 
Aristotle’s teleological account of nature has been superseded by modern 
natural science, and so because of its incompatibility with modern natural 
science cannot serve as an objective basis or orientation for developing 
political philosophy—according to both Strauss and Strauss’s Aristotle, 
these two kinds of theorizing, natural science and political philosophy, 
must be kept separate. 24  Perhaps, as Kelvin Knight argues, Strauss’s 
account of Aristotle’s Politics in City and Man is closer to Heidegger 
than it is to MacIntyre’s Aristotle—especially given MacIntyre’s 
retraction of his critique of Aristotle’s ‘metaphysical’ biology and his 

 
22 Speaking of Father Faul and other Irish priests who participated in the Civil Rights movement 
in Northern Ireland beginning in the 1960s, MacIntyre says this: ‘Were these priests acting as 
they did only because as Catholic priests they identified with the Catholic community and 
abhorred wrongs done to it? The answer has to be that they certainly saw themselves as having 
pastoral concerns for their own community. But what was overridingly important to them was 
their shared underlying commitment to a generally Thomistic conception of justice that could be 
justified in secular terms and that required impartiality’. MacIntyre, ECM, 300-301, emphasis 
added. 
23  MacIntyre, ECM, 55. This list strikingly opens questions about MacIntyre’s reading of 
Aquinas, and not only in relation to Strauss, who holds that Aquinas is much more dogmatic than 
either Averroes or Maimonides. 
24 Strauss, NRH, 7-8; Kelvin Knight, Aristotelian Philosophy: Ethics and Politics from Aristotle 
to MacIntyre (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 91. 
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argument about the present intellectual viability and function of 
Aristotle’s species teleology in ECM. 25 For MacIntyre, as for various 
others, starting perhaps with Stephen R. L. Clark, it is not the case that 
Aristotle’s empirical potentiality/actuality species developmental 
teleology is ruled out either by modern biological science or by modern 
medical/psychological practice. 26 Perhaps Strauss assumes that modern 
science (and especially modern biology) conforms more closely than it 
does to the reductionist anti-teleological account of nature assumed by 
modern philosophy from Hobbes (there is nothing but nature, and in 
nature nothing moves itself—this is Galileo’s law of inertia)27 through 
Kant (nature is a ‘heteronomy of efficient causality’)28 to Hegel and Marx 
(nature as the realm of predictable necessity as opposed to human history, 
which is the realm of freedom).29  

Nathan Pinkoski helps clarify this key disagreement about the present-
day relevance of Aristotle’s species-teleological biology.30 According to 
Pinkoski, for Strauss, modern positivism and historicism undermine 
political philosophy, and should be countered by a turn towards Plato 
and Aristotle. What is the content of this Straussian turn? Strauss 
provides an explicit though ambiguous answer to this question in a brief 
passage in his Introduction to Natural Right and History.31 In ruling out 

 
25 Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1964). 
26 Stephen Clark, Aristotle’s Man: Speculations Upon Aristotelian Anthropology (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1975). Clark’s reading of Aristotle’s biology as compatible with modern science 
was reinforced a few years later by Martha Nussbaum’s Aristotle’s De Motu Animalium: Texts 
with Translation, Commentary and Interpretive Essays (Princeton University Press, 1978). 
Nussbaum has since abandoned her commitment to Aristotelian species teleology as a basis for 
political philosophy because it is too controversial, and thus inappropriate for theorizing, like her 
own, that attempts to emulate Rawlsian ‘political liberalism’ in its appeal to a universally 
acceptable ground. See Martha Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2011). Others, however, have continued to argue for the compatibility 
of Aristotelian species (as opposed to cosmic) teleology and modern science. For overviews, see 
Monte Ransome Johnson, Aristotle on Teleology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2005), Chapter 10; 
Kevin Cherry, Plato, Aristotle, and the Purpose of Politics (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 
183-190. For a recent work in Clark’s tradition of Aristotle interpretation, see Stephen Salkever 
‘Aristotelian Phronêsis, the Discourse of Human Rights, and Contemporary Global Practice’, 
POLIS: The Journal for Ancient Greek Political Thought 33:1 (2016), 7-30. 
27 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Edwin Curley (Indianapolis, Hackett Publishing Company, 
1994), 106-244. 
28 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, Mary Gregor trans. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U.P, 1997), 52. 
29 For Strauss, ‘science is the only intellectual pursuit which today successfully can claim to be the 
perfection of the human understanding’. Strauss, ‘Progress or Return?’, 261. 
30 Nathan Pinkoski, Postmodern Aristotles: Arendt, Strauss, MacIntyre and the Recovery of 
Political Philosophy, D.Phil. dissertation, Oxford University, 2017, 153-154. 
31 Strauss, NRH, 7-8. 
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a turn to Aristotle’s non-reductive biological naturalism, Strauss seems 
either to accept the characteristically modern opinion that modern 
physical science has made Aristotle’s species teleology unacceptable as an 
objective point of departure, or only to reject the possibility of biological 
metaphysical certainty as a ground for moral and political philosophy.32 
I am persuaded by the former reading because Strauss proposes explicitly 
and without much ambiguity in City and Man that the ground for 
Aristotelian practical philosophy must be a kind of pre-scientific 
intersubjective knowledge of the political phenomena themselves (not 
unlike a Husserlian lifeworld), 33 a kind of common-sense knowledge 
articulated by Aristotle, according to Strauss, in the Politics34—in this 
respect, Strauss’ un-Aristotelian use of Aristotle resembles Heidegger’s 
(and Hannah Arendt’s). But for Strauss, unlike Heidegger and Arendt, 
the pre-scientific understanding of the political and human things can 
serve as an objective basis for natural right as understood by Plato and 
Aristotle, though not for any inflexibly dispositive natural law. Still, on 
this crucial point about the relation of biology and politics, MacIntyre is 
Aristotelian and Strauss NeoAristotelian. My account of Strauss is 
reinforced by his claim, in a letter to Alexandre Kojève, about the key 
difference between Plato and Aristotle:  

 
The difference between Plato and Aristotle is that Aristotle 
believes that biology, as a mediation between knowledge of 
the inanimate and knowledge of man is available, or 

 
32 Perhaps the best guide to the puzzle of NRH’s Introduction is the story recounted by first-
generation Straussian Laurence Berns: ‘In his last years during a Plato’s Laws course he was giving 
at St. John’s a student asked him, “If you could speak now to Plato and Aristotle, what would you 
ask them?” Strauss paused to gather his thoughts and then said, “I think I would ask them whether 
the development from Galileo and Newton would cause them in any way to modify their teaching 
about the forms.” He evidently did not think it would be a reasonable expenditure of his powers 
and time to pursue that subject in detail’. Laurence Berns with Eva Brann, ‘Leo Strauss at St. John’s 
College (Annapolis)’, in Leo Strauss, the Straussians, and the American Regime, eds. Kenneth 
Deutsch and John Murley (Lanham MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1999), 31-37, at 34. 
33 See Zuckert and Zuckert,‘MacIntyre and Strauss’, 14.  
34 Speaking of Aristotle’s approach to political things in the Nicomachean Ethics and Politics, 
Strauss says this: ‘One may say that he remains within the limits of an unwritten nomos which is 
recognized by well-bred people everywhere. This nomos may be in agreement with reason but it 
is not as such dictated by reason. It constitutes the sphere of human or political things by being 
its limit or its ceiling’. Strauss, City and Man, 26. Strauss’s position here, insofar as he adopts 
what he takes to be Aristotle’s approach, may owe more to modern phenomenology than to 
ancient philosophy—at least, according an earlier Straussian insight: ‘The division of philosophy 
into natural philosophy and human philosophy is based on the systematic distinction between 
man and the world, which Bacon makes in express controversy against ancient philosophy’ Leo 
Strauss, The Political Philosophy of Hobbes (University of Chicago Press, 1952), 91-92. 
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Aristotle believes in the availability of universal teleology, 
if not of the simplistic kind sketched in Phaedo 96.35  
 

It is interesting to note that a genuine Aristotelian turn to species 
teleology as a superior ground for modern ethics and politics (and for 
modern biology) is explicitly carried out not by Strauss but by Strauss’s 
friend and fellow student of Heidegger, Hans Jonas.36  

MacIntyre’s account of species, including the human species, is, by 
contrast with Strauss, explicitly in accord with evolutionary biology and, 
in his view, in accord with Aristotelian (including Thomist) ethics as well: 
‘Species emerge by natural selection in particular types of environment’.37 
The key word here is ‘emerge’: species are emergent properties of certain 
kinds of living things, properties that are inseparable from but not 
reducible to their material composition. And as such ‘[i]t is not too 
difficult to rewrite Aristotle’s arguments about the need for the polis 
(Aristotle, Politics 1, 1253a1-19) in contemporary terms’.38 MacIntyre 
explains the implications of this, and the difference between humans and 
other animals, in ways compatible with both Aristotelian teleology and 
modern biology throughout Chapter 4, section 11 of ECM, which is 
perhaps the centrepiece of MacIntyre’s theoretical defence of his 
NeoThomistic or NeoAristotelian emergentism:  

 
My claim is, then, that human beings have distinguished 
themselves from other animal species by realizing 
possibilities that cannot be accounted for solely in 

 
35 Leo Strauss, ‘Letter from Leo Strauss to Alexandre Kojève, May 28, 1957 (written in English)’, 
in On Tyranny, revised and expanded edition, eds. Victor Gourevitch and Michael S. Roth, (New 
York: Macmillan, 1991), 276-280 at 277, emphasis added. 
36 Jonas first criticizes the anti-teleological dogma of modern science from the 17th century 
onward as an a priori assertion stemming from the belief that all being, whether living or not, is 
matter in law-like motion, rather than from any empirical induction, in Hans Jonas, The 
Phenomenon of Life: Toward a Philosophical Biology (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University 
Press, 2001), 34. On the basis of this critique of modern biology for its unempirical erasure of 
the Aristotelian distinction between living and non-living phenomena, Jonas goes on to develop a 
new question: ‘We opened this volume with the proposition that the philosophy of life comprises 
the philosophy of organism and the philosophy of mind. At its end, and in light of what we have 
learned we may add a further proposition, implied in that first one but setting a new task: a 
philosophy of mind comprises ethics—and through the continuity of mind with organism and of 
organism with nature, ethics becomes part of the philosophy of nature’. Ibid., 282. I think this is 
the Aristotelian path that MacIntyre takes but Strauss does not. 
37 MacIntyre, ECM, 225. 
38 Ibid., 224. Mariska Leunissen does precisely this in ‘Biology and Teleology in Aristotle’s 
Account of The City’, in Teleology in the Ancient World: Philosophical and Medical 
Approaches, ed. Julius Rocca, (Cambridge University Press, 2017), 107-124. 



 POLITICS & POETICS  VOL IV 

53 
 

[reductionist] evolutionary terms and that what they have 
realized is a determinate form of life, participation in which 
requires a grasp of and an ability to find application for the 
concept of a good, the concept of a reason, and a number 
of closely related concepts. … Part of what makes them 
distinctive, however, is the ways in which they can be 
educated and their exercise criticized.39 

 
Similarly, for MacIntyre, Aristotle more than any other philosopher 
recognizes the continuity that links human and non-human animals: ‘no 
philosopher has taken human animality more seriously’. 40  Thus 
MacIntyre, at least since DRA, is much more concerned with the 
relevance of biological enquiry to moral and political philosophy than is 
Strauss. MacIntyre thus implies, as Strauss does not, that Aristotle’s 
political philosophy would be falsified if his empirical species teleological 
understanding of human beings and of the human ergon turns out to be 
mistaken. Nonetheless, as I hope to make clear in the rest of this essay, 
the points of agreement between MacIntyre and Strauss are considerably 
more important than their disagreements. And even where they appear to 
disagree, as in the case of the theoretical status of Aristotle’s species 
teleology, bringing the two into dialogue can provide a superb 
introduction to the questions central to their shared philosophical and 
pedagogical project.  
 
 

II. Human Eudaimonia: Prohairesis As Necessary But Not Sufficient 
Condition For Human Flourishing 

 
For Aristotle, what distinguishes us from other species is twofold: Our 
specific biological inheritance supplies a vastly wider range of 
possibilities, and our ways of life and our communities are criticizable in 
terms of an idea of the human ergon—of the kind of work we must do 
in order to flourish. For MacIntyre as for Aristotle (and for, MacIntyre 
says, ‘any Aristotelian view, Neo or otherwise’) the name for that specific 
human work is prohairesis, an integration of rational judgment and desire 
or longing (orexis).41 What MacIntyre adds to these notions of practices 

 
39 MacIntyre, ECM, 226. 
40 MacIntyre, DRA, 5. 
41 As MacIntyre says, prohairesis is ‘often, but misleadingly translated by ‘choice’. MacIntyre, ECM, 
38. On prohairesis, see also ibid., 39, 51, and 190. See Nicomachean Ethics VI.2 and II.4, and 
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and narratives in DRA and ECM is an additional Aristotelian layer of 
objective self-critique, one that requires us to reflect on our practices and 
the part they play in our lives as a whole—asking ourselves the 
Aristotelian question about the human ergon (according to nature, not 
convention or narrative) in relation to the particular context of our own 
lives. This argument about the questions we must as human beings ask of 
ourselves if we are to have good reasons for wanting what we want, is, 
like Aristotle’s, both biological and metaphysical, though not in any 
objectionably dogmatic way, and it is indispensable if we are to become 
adequate practical reasoners, beings aware of both our potential 
rationality and our potential dependence on others.42 In ECM, MacIntyre 
not only adopts Aristotle’s question as essential to his own enquiry, but 
also Aristotle’s answer to the question of the human ergon: that a 
flourishing human life must be a prohairetic life (Nicomachean Ethics, 
VI.2; Aristotle, Pols., III.9): ‘Prohairesis is either understanding (nous) 
combined with desire (orexis) or desire combined with thought (dianoia); 
and what originates [movement] in this way is a human being 
(anthrôpos)’ (Nicomachean Ethics, VI.2, 1139b4-5; see also Pols., III.9, 
1280a33-34). Any flourishing life must be a prohairetic life, as noted 
above, and MacIntyre is careful to note that prohairesis must not be 
translated (as it all too often is) by ‘choice’ or ‘free agency’. The human 
ergon is not free agency, which is possessed by a number of other living 
species as well as by immature human beings, but thoughtful choice that 
results in action: ‘for both children and other animals share in what is 
voluntary but not in prohairesis’ (Nicomachean Ethics, III.2, 1111b). 
Nor is prohairesis purely rational choice free from the influence of desire. 
It may not be an exaggeration to characterize MacIntyre’s central project 
as an elaboration of Aristotle’s conception of the prohairetic life as the 
heart of human eudaimonia. I would go so far as to say that this idea, 
though not explicit in Strauss, also makes sense as a Straussian 
understanding of human flourishing understood in strictly human—that 
is, not transcendent—terms. 

But MacIntyre recognizes a central Aristotelian complexity concerning 
the prohairetic life, namely that prohairetic lives can be vicious as well as 

 
Politics III.8. Prohairesis is most fully explained in Eudemian Ethics II. 9, 1227a3-5, where 
Aristotle speaks of it as more than the sum of wish plus belief: ‘As for prohairesis, it is neither 
simply wish nor simply opinion, but opinion and desire [or, better, ‘longing’, orexis] when these 
follow as a conclusion of deliberation’. 
42 It is metaphysical in the sense of being universal, based on a view concerning the truth about 
the whole of which human life is a part, but not metaphysical in the sense of a priori rather than 
empirical. 
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virtuous, because there is no way to guarantee that our thoughtful choices 
will also be correct ones. This caution is repeated on several occasions in 
Nicomachean Ethics VII: unlike people who lack self-restraint, vicious 
people thoughtfully choose their vices, not recognizing their choices as 
vicious. The Aristotelian MacIntyre recognizes that while prohairesis is a 
necessary condition of a well-lived human life, it is not a sufficient one, 
since prohairetic lives can be vicious as well as virtuous.43  

What, for Aristotle, can correct for the unreliability of prohairesis? 
Aristotle gives no final solution to this essential human aporia, but the 
final three chapters of the Nicomachean Ethics provide substantial 
suggestions. The first and perhaps most fully elaborated proposal is 
Aristotle’s discussion of the way friendships of various kinds, but 
especially virtue friendships, friendships in which the essential or defining 
activity is neither material self-interest nor a variety of pleasures, but 
serious logos about how we are living our lives (Nicomachean Ethics IX. 
9, 1170b5-19), can help correct prohairetic vices, as can participation in 
the activities of what MacIntyre calls practices, and in the public life of 
relatively just communities and traditions. Another and perhaps the best 
preventive is participation in what Aristotle in Nicomachean Ethics X.6-
8 calls the contemplative or theoretical life, what MacIntyre calls natural 
theology, and what Strauss calls the philosophical life. Such participation 
is an important guard against the human capacity for embracing mistaken 
though fully deliberative conclusions. Helping MacIntyre’s ‘plain 
persons’ (that is, all human beings) see and value such participation in 
theôria is perhaps the greatest assistance that Aristotelian theory and, for 
MacIntyre and Strauss, modern liberal education can provide to 
phronêsis. 

Where then does Aristotle, for MacIntyre, go wrong, and in what way 
can Aquinas rescue him from the mistakes in his political and moral 
philosophy? MacIntyre thinks these errors stem from Aristotle’s weakness 
in not being able to fully separate himself from the prejudices of his age, 
and that these errors threaten not only to make Aristotle’s philosophizing 
irrelevant to the majority of humankind and to the modern world as such, 
but to render his philosophizing self-contradictory and incoherent. What 
are Aristotle’s theoretical errors, and how can they be corrected? First, 

 
43 ‘Lack of self-restraint (akrasia) is contrary to one’s prohairesis, vice (kakia) is according to one’s 
prohairesis’. Aristole, Nicomachean Ethics, VII. 8. 1151a5-7. In addition to the discussion in 
Nicomachean Ethics VII, Aristotle reminds us in Politics II.7, 1266b35-38 that education and 
prohairesis can go badly astray: ‘even if everyone receives the same education, it may lead them to 
thoughtfully choose greed (prohairetikoi pleonexia), of either money or honor, or both’.  
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according to MacIntyre, Aristotle, in Politics I, errs by contradicting his 
own accurate understanding of the human ergon as prohairesis by 
claiming that some human beings are slaves by nature, and that women 
are incapable of controlling their desire by logos.44 Secondly, Aristotle 
wrongly praises the great-souled or magnanimous man, the 
megalopsuchos, for exhibiting the highest form of moral virtue and 
human self-sufficiency (Nicomachean Ethics, IV.3). How can we rescue 
Aristotle from his own serious theoretical weaknesses? By reading him 
through Aquinas’s ‘recovery’ of Aristotle from his context. The major 
contribution Aquinas can make to rehabilitating Aristotle is by showing 
that human virtues must reflect the necessary dependence of human 
beings on one another. Key to this rehabilitation is the recognition of 
misericordia45—which Aquinas recognizes as a secular virtue, and not 
only a theological one. 46  Thus it is not, for MacIntyre, something 
Aquinas imports into secular philosophy from revealed religion. For 
MacIntyre, Aristotelians, to be coherent, must incorporate misericordia 
as a secular virtue necessary to support Aristotle’s recognition of our 
dependence on one another as political animals. An acknowledgement of 
such dependence requires something like this virtue, especially as an 
antidote to the illusion of self-sufficiency exhibited by the 
megalopsuchos, ‘an illusion apparently shared by Aristotle, that is all too 
characteristic of the rich and powerful in many times and places’.47 Thus, 
for MacIntyre, these Thomist thoughts are necessary to save Aristotle 
from his own Periclean Athenian illusions. But at the same time, 
MacIntyre makes it quite clear that he is not bringing in a new non-
Aristotelian Biblical orientation to correct Aristotle:  

 
Nonetheless when we try to remedy this injury to moral 
philosophy, it will turn out, so I shall be suggesting, that 
we have to draw to a quite remarkable extent upon 
Aristotle’s concepts, theses and arguments. Even though 
Aristotle and some Aristotelians have positions against 
which it is important to argue, it was Aristotle who 
provided the best resources that we as yet have for 
identifying what is mistaken in those positions and how 

 
44 MacIntyre, ECM, 86-87. 
45 ‘Misericordia is grief or sorrow over someone else’s distress, says Aquinas, just insofar as one 
understands the other’s distress as one’s own’. MacIntyre, DRA, 125. See also MacIntyre’s 
discussion of the ‘peculiar importance’ of the virtue of humility. MacIntyre, ECM, 113.  
46 MacIntyre, DRA, 124. 
47 Ibid., 127. 
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those mistakes should be corrected. So at certain points 
I will be turning Aristotle against Aristotle, sometimes 
with the aid of Aquinas.48  
 

For MacIntyre, both he and Aquinas, as secular moral and political 
philosophers, are Aristotelian critics of Aristotle, not philosophers 
attempting to create a new synthesis of Greek philosophy and revealed 
religion.49  

In ECM 4.11, MacIntyre brings up a third vital though less obvious 
weakness (less obvious than Aristotle’s prejudices about slaves, women, 
and non-Greek foreigners, and his admiration for great-souled men) in 
Aristotle’s account of human eudaimonia that also calls for help from 
Aquinas. This concerns the idea that rational human agents will be aware 
of ‘the directedness of their lives towards an end that cannot be identified 
with any finite and particular end’.50 Strauss and MacIntyre hold similar 
views on Aristotle’s sense of the incompleteness of the human good and 
the ethical/political life, and the need to go beyond it in the direction of 
theôria, or the philosophical life. As mentioned above, MacIntyre ends 
ECM with a call to recognize the need to complete a well-lived human 
life with a less than precise sense of a way of life that transcends 
humanity.51This recognition requires a sense of something like a god, but 
not necessarily a god who commands or otherwise evokes our obedience. 
MacIntyre makes this point in an interview with Giovanna Borradori, 
where he says that he ‘learned from Aristotelianism how to understand 
aright the relation of philosophical argument to theological inquiry. My 
philosophy, like that of many other Aristotelians, is theistic; but it is as 

 
48 MacIntyre, DRA, 7-8. 
49This is not the place to quarrel with MacIntyre’s interpretations of Aristotle, but it is, I think, 
important to note that many recent commentators reject traditional readings of Aristotle as pro-
slavery, misogynist, ethnocentric, and devoted to the magnanimous man as the peak of the virtues, 
readings MacIntyre accepts as accurate without mention of these counter-traditional readings in 
any way. Such readings see Aristotle as problematizing standard ancient Greek prejudices (endoxa) 
rather than reinforcing them. See, for example, Adriel Trott, Aristotle on the Nature of 
Community (Cambridge University Press, 2014), 175-213. These newer views are summarized: 
Stephen Salkever, ‘Aristotelian Phronêsis’ and in ‘Reading Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and 
Politics as a Single Course of Lectures: Rhetoric, Politics, and Philosophy’, in Cambridge 
Companion to Ancient Greek Political Thought, ed. Stephen Salkever, (Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 209-242. 
50 MacIntyre, ECM, 230. 
51 Ibid., 315. 
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secular in its content as any other’ 52  This sounds not unlike the 
Aristotelian theos, described as follows in Eudamian Ethics, VIII, 
1249b13-15: ‘For the god (ho theos) is not a commander in a sense of 
giving orders but as that for the sake of which practical wisdom 
(phronêsis) gives orders’. MacIntyre makes a similar point in ECM 4.11, 
where he asserts the necessary incompleteness of all human lives for 
Aquinas, an incompleteness that does not require resolution via a 
conception of a pious or quasi-divine life:  

 
It may seem paradoxical, but it is not, to express that insight 
by saying that on his [Aquinas’s] view we complete and 
perfect our lives by allowing them to remain incomplete. A 
good life is one in which an agent, although continuing to 
rank order particular and finite goods, treats none of these 
goods as necessary for the completion of his or her life, so 
leaving her or himself open to a final good beyond all such 
goods, a good desirable beyond all such goods. Defective 
lives are those in which agents either mistakenly identify 
some particular finite goods that they have achieved or will 
achieve as their final good or suppose that failure or defeat in 
achieving such goods is failure to achieve their final good. 
Does one have to be a theist to understand one’s life in these 
terms? Of course not. Whether Aquinas is right about the 
presuppositions of such a life is one thing. What the 
character of such a life is is quite another.53  

 
This strikes me as very like Aristotle in its recognition of a life that is 
both open to us and yet beyond us, the theoretical life, a life that involves 
‘spending time with the immortal things (athanatizein)’ (Nicomachean 
Ethics, X.7, 1177b33. See also ibid., VI.7; Aristotle, Pols., VII.2-3; and 
Aristotle, Parts of Animals, I.5.)—although MacIntyre says, I think 
misleadingly, that Aristotle rules out the possibility that a life may be 
eudaimôn yet not complete.54 However that may be, it is certainly the case 

 
52 Giovanni Borradori and Rosanna Crocitto, interviewing Alisdair MacIntyre, in The American 
Philosopher: Conversations with Quine, Davidson, Putnam, Nozick, Danto, Rorty, Cavell, 
MacIntyre, Kuhn, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 266. 
53 MacIntyre, ECM, 231, emphasis added. 
54 Ibid., 229-230. Ralph McInerny, whom MacIntyre cites with approval, ibid., 209 n.18, as 
supporting the view that Aquinas is an Aristotelian with respect to the centrality of knowledge of 
the human ergon to knowing the human good, says the following: ‘In saying that perfect happiness 
is impossible in this life, Thomas is underscoring the discrepancy Aristotle saw between his 
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that Strauss, following Plato, is fully in agreement with this idea of the 
essential incompleteness of a well-lived human life. 

In summary, in addition to their shared metaphysical pluralism and 
practical eudaimonism, Strauss and MacIntyre are in agreement on three 
central points about what a good practical theory, and a good community, 
must provide:  

 
1) It must make it clear that a flourishing human life has to be a 

prohairetic life, one informed by frequent and life-long 
deliberation about our desires, goals, and associations. Other 
somatic and external goods are of course necessary, but to 
flourish as a human being prohairesis is indispensable, 
explicitly for MacIntyre, implicitly for Strauss. Both Strauss 
and MacIntyre hold this view, though MacIntyre’s 
Aristotelian species teleology, his non-reductionist biology, 
especially in DRA and ECM, means that he is clearer and 
stronger on this point than the Socratic and 
phenomenological Strauss. 

2) A good theory must also indicate the limits of the prohairetic 
life, and therefore to insist paradoxically on the human need 
to reach beyond the human good in order best to achieve that 
human good. This is a central theme in Strauss’s writings on 
Plato and elsewhere, while MacIntyre suggests that Aristotle 
is not always sufficiently aware of this need and so argues that 
Aquinas’s theorizing is required to articulate it—but Aquinas 
as an Aristotelian philosopher, and, like Aristotle and Plato, a 
natural, rather than a Christian, theologian.55  

3) In philosophy as such, there can be no last words.56 There can 
be no final theory, no precise institutional model of the best 
community. Why? Because of the plurality and partial 
incommensurability of human goods, because our practical 
conclusions must always be made relative to context, and 

 
definition of happiness and what we can hope to achieve of it. That Thomas does and Aristotle 
does not speak of a perfect happiness after this life does not affect their concord on earthly 
happiness’. Ralph McInerny, Aquinas on Human Action: A Theory of Practice (Washington DC: 
Catholic University of America Press, 1992), 176. 
55 Clark comments that Aristotle ‘would presumably have agreed with that doubtfully historical 
Indian mentioned by Aristoxenus of Tarentum, who laughed at Socrates, declaring that one could 
not understand the human if one knew nothing of the divine’. Clark, Aristotle’s Man, 19. 
56 See Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘On Not Having the Last Word’, in Gadamer’s Century: Essays in 
Honor of Hans-Georg Gadamer, eds. Jeff Malpas, Ulrich Arnswald, and Jens Kertscher, 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 157-172. 
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because of our human need to recognize and reflect on the 
presence of a good more attractive, more fully active, than the 
human good. The great problem for both good theory and a 
good society is to make this openness evident without lapsing 
into positivism or moral relativism. MacIntyre says this: ‘even 
if we acknowledge that all philosophical enquiry is from some 
particular historically conditional standpoint with its own 
perspective, we are not only able to judge but compelled to 
judge that some standpoints and some perspectives are 
rationally superior to others’. 57  Finding a mean between 
dogmatism and relativism in judgment and in rhetoric is the 
task of both theory and practice, and this is not only necessary 
but also very difficult. The first step is being aware of the 
difficulty, an awareness that is pervasive in both MacIntyre 
and Strauss, as well as in both Plato and Aristotle.  
 

 
III. Politics, Democracy, And How To Flourish In The Modern World 

 
Where does this kind of theorizing take us? Is it simply a kind of 
withdrawal from modernity’s active life, characterized as it is by practices 
and theories that obscure the human good, a sort of retreat to Plato’s 
dialogues, for Strauss, or a matter of waiting for a new and different St. 
Benedict, as for MacIntyre in AV? One alternative is to place Strauss and 
MacIntyre in opposing ideological camps in spite of their shared criticism 
of the capitalist economy and the bureaucratic state, Strauss allegedly 
devoted to antiquarian conservatism or right-wing nationalism, 
MacIntyre allegedly a traditionalist communitarian or a leftist or 
postMarxist revolutionary. But neither actively engaged in political 
advocacy; both took themselves seriously as moral and political 
philosophers and as teachers devoted to the practice of liberal education, 
rather than as political actors. Their goal is neither merely to interpret 
nor merely to change the world, but to interpret the human world in such 
a way as to strengthen the chances that this world will be changed for the 
better as a result of their writing and teaching, where ‘better’ is understood 
in terms of a Socratic or Aristotelian understanding of the human good.58 
They want to strengthen and educate the practical reason of those 

 
57 MacIntyre, ‘Last Word’, 162-163. 
58 In other words, they are Aristotelian practical philosophers who reject both the Hegelian and 
the Marxian options articulated in Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach 11.  
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MacIntyre calls plain persons, both by ‘turning the soul’ (as in Plato, 
Republic VII, 518b-d) towards our real problems and potentials with 
respect to eudaimonia and the virtues, and by undermining the modern 
theoretical fantasies that weaken our practical reason, especially our sense 
of the kinds of problems we, as modern human beings, need to address if 
we are to live as well as we possibly can.  

Both critics of modernity see some value in liberal democracy—things 
could be better but they could also be worse: MacIntyre refers to human 
rights and utilitarianism as ‘socially indispensable charades’.59 For him, 
appeals to fictional human rights have ‘played an important part in 
securing the rights of deprived and oppressed individuals and groups, just 
as it is true that appeals to the maxim of utility, conceived in a crude 
Benthamite form, have played an important part in securing benefits for 
those who badly needed and need them’. But at the same time, these 
fictions produced by modern philosophy’s doctrines of utility and rights, 
‘instead of illuminating the realities with which we have to deal as rational 
agents’, mislead and distort and ‘more than this [have] the social function 
of misleading and distorting’.60 Strauss makes it quite clear that his own 
rejection of liberal political theory does not entail a revolutionary or 
reactionary rejection of modern politics: ‘Liberal or constitutional 
democracy comes closer to what the classics demanded than any 
alternative that is viable in our age’. 61  The task of MacIntyre’s and 
Strauss’s theorizing, and what drives their interpretation of Aristotle and 
Plato, is to find a better theoretical orientation than modern theory can 
provide through which to understand, evaluate, and respond to modern 
practice. They are not purveyors of utopian dreams or political 
programmes or of model institutional schemes that can solve our 
problems for us. Their project is to demonstrate the distortions of the 
dominant schools of modern Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment 
practical philosophy, and to show us a better way based on their 
encounter with Aristotle and Plato.  

There is, however, a textual basis for the tendency to place Strauss on 
the Right and so in opposition to MacIntyre, and that is their apparent 
difference on the question of the value of democracy, or the rule of the 
people. Strauss sees in democracy as such a threat to good practice that 

 
59 MacIntyre, ECM, 77.  
60 Ibid., 77-78. 
61 Leo Strauss, On Tyranny (NY: The Free Press, 1991), 194. On Strauss and American politics, 
see Steven B. Smith, Reading Leo Strauss: Politics, Philosophy, Judaism (University of Chicago 
Press, 2006), Chapter 7.  
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MacIntyre would reject—although like Strauss, MacIntyre never 
endorses the idea of an unlimited democracy in which the voice of the 
people is the uncriticizable voice of God. To what extent does this 
disagreement affect their recommendations for what should be done 
politically? 

Strauss holds that Aristotle is deeply convinced that human beings are 
unequal. Thus, Strauss’s Aristotle is radically antidemocratic, as shown 
by his exclusion of the dêmos from his sketch of the best regime.62 But 
this apparent dismissal of democracy is substantially modified by 
Strauss’s own lectures on the meaning of modern liberal education in 
democratic societies in Liberalism: Ancient and Modern.63 Such a deep 
and pervasive anti-democratic commitment is decidedly not the case for 
MacIntyre’s Aristotle—though MacIntyre’s Aristotle is mistakenly 
committed to the view that some humans are naturally subhuman slaves, 
and to the view that women are imperfect humans in that they are 
incapable of controlling desire by practical reasoning, and so must be 
chastened by Aquinas to become an appropriate theoretical guide to living 
well in our, or any other imaginable, world. For MacIntyre, Aristotle’s 
anti-democratic exclusions not only make him unacceptable to modern 
readers, but also threaten the coherence of his ethical and political 
philosophizing as a whole.64 

But for Strauss’s Aristotle (in City and Man and elsewhere), the best 
possible polis is composed of ‘perfect gentlemen’ (kaloikagathoi)—
whom Strauss defines as ‘urban patricians whose wealth is rural, not 
commercial’ (and inherited, not earned?).65 Strauss’s commitment to the 
view that in the best practicable regime power must be in the hands of a 

 
62 In City and Man, 37, Strauss, speaking of Aristotle’s sketch of his ‘prayer’ regime in Politics 
VII, says this: ‘Aristotle devised his best polity as a city without a dēmos, a city consisting only 
of gentlemen on the one hand and metics and slaves on the other’. Strauss, City and Man, 37.  
63 Leo Strauss, Liberalism: Ancient and Modern (New York: Basic Books, 1968), Chapters 1 & 2. 
At City and Man, 35, Strauss says of Aristotle that ‘the democracy with which he takes issue is the 
democracy of the city, not modern democracy or the kind of democracy which presupposes the 
distinction between state and society’. In this sense, Strauss acts as a good Aristotelian by 
responding in his own voice to the problems and possibilities of modern democracy, rather than 
to the democracies of Aristotle’s time: ‘Only we living today can possibly find a solution to the 
problems of today’. Strauss, City and Man, 11, 
64 MacIntyre, ECM, 86. 
65 Leo Strauss, On Plato’s Symposium, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 9. On that 
same page, Strauss says that ‘the Greek word for equitable is the same as the word for gentleman’. 
But that is not sothe epieikês (generally translated ‘equitable’ or ‘decent’ person; see Nicomachean 
Ethics V.10) is quite different from the kalosk’agathos, much less the conventional (English) 
gentleman, and it is this concept of the epieikês, not the idea of the kalosk’agathos, that is the 
term Aristotle uses as a stand-in for the ‘good human being’ throughout (or, equally often, the 
spoudaios, the serious person). By contrast, Aristotle rarely uses kaloskagathia at all. 
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certain kind of wealthy and well-born class is not based on a text 
interpretation of Plato or Aristotle, and Strauss does not claim that it is; 
instead, he holds that his preference for a kind of conventional aristocracy 
is based on an empirical historical proposition about the inevitability of 
democratic resistance to philosophy that holds true across a wide variety 
of times and places. 66  This is Strauss’s empirical generalization, not 
Aristotle’s. The key figure is the one Strauss calls ‘the gentleman’, whom 
he defines as follows: ‘The gentleman will be a man of not too great 
inherited wealth, chiefly landed, but whose way of life is urban. He will 
be an urban patrician who derives his income from agriculture’.67 Strauss, 
similar to MacIntyre, and perhaps similarly mistaken with respect to 
Aristotle, holds that the core of the moral life for Aristotle is 
magnanimity (megalopsuchia), or magnanimity plus justice, and that the 
gentleman is essentially identical with the magnanimous man. 68  But 
neither Plato nor Aristotle refers frequently to the kalosk’agathos. When 
Aristotle personifies the possessor of human virtues he typically calls 
them epieikês (decent) or spoudaios (serious) or phronimos (practically 
wise). Nor does Plato use kaloskagathia in the conventional way Strauss 
proposes. 69  The Socratic Greek author who does appeal to 
gentlemanliness in precisely the Straussian manner is not Plato, but 
Xenophon, in Memorabilia and Oikonomikos, something Strauss seems 
not to acknowledge, thus attributing without text-based argument a view 
strongly held by Xenophon to both Plato and Aristotle.70  

Granting Strauss’s greater anti-democratic bias, both Strauss and 
MacIntyre doubt the value of a life spent within the horizons of the 
modern state and market, and both read Aristotle in the context of that 
doubt. Both individualism and republicanism (or ‘Morality’) are 
embedded in these institutions, and so they recognize the extent to which 
individualism threatens the chances for living good lives. They are both 
critics of liberal individualism, and they equally reject the possibility of 

 
66 Strauss, NRH, 143. 
67 Ibid., 142, emphasis added.  
68 Strauss, ‘Progress or Return?’, 249: ‘There is a close relationship between the magnanimous 
man and the perfect gentleman’. See Nicomachean Ethics, IV.3, 1124a3-4.  
69 Plato rarely uses the term at all, and when he does he sometimes uses it in a clearly challenging 
and counter-cultural way, such as his proposal to the manly Callicles that a kalosk’agathos can be 
either a woman or a man. Plato, Gorgias 470e9-11. Use of this term to praise good citizens comes 
naturally to Plato’s Anytus, not to his Socrates. Plato, Meno 92e-93a. 
70 Strauss does argue, that Xenophon ‘points to a peak, a conversation between Socrates and Plato, 
but he does not supply it’. Does Strauss similarly point to a political peak beyond his high estimate 
of the place of the ‘gentleman’? Leo Strauss, ‘The Problem of Socrates’, in The Rebirth of Classical 
Political Rationalism, ed. Thomas Pangle (University of Chicago Press, 1989), 103-183 at 142. 
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large-scale communitarian transformations at the level of the nation state. 
For both, the focus of modern praxis should be on smaller and more 
clearly defined communities, ones that promote the development of 
virtues and an attachment to prohairetic lives that are open to the 
questions posed by zetetic moral and political philosophy and, eventually, 
to those posed by MacIntyre’s natural and Strauss’s Platonic theology. In 
an interview, after stating that he thinks modern politics on the level of 
the state is ‘barren’, MacIntyre says this:  

 
What is not thus barren is the politics involved in 
constructing and sustaining small-scale local communities, 
at the level of the family, the neighborhood, the workplace, 
the parish, the school, or clinic, communities within which 
the needs of the hungry and the homeless can be met. I am 
not a communitarian. I do not believe in ideals or forms of 
community as a nostrum for contemporary social ills. I give 
my political loyalty to no program.71  

 
I think the same could be said of Strauss, and it indicates ways in which 
their understandings of the modern implications of Aristotelianism and 
possibly Aristotle (or, for Strauss, Plato and Aristotle) overlap in stressing 
the possibilities of civil society as considerably greater than those of the 
market or the state. Richard Velkley makes this relevant point about the 
value of modern politics for Strauss:  
 

Strauss warmly endorsed liberal democracy’s defense of 
individual rights in its struggles with totalitarian enemies, 
not merely out of some self-regarding or even civic-minded 
prudence, but because the liberal-democratic regime 
permits the possibility of recalling how individual 
perfection transcends the political.72  

 

 
71 Borradori, Crocitto, and MacIntrye, The American Philosopher, 265. See also his strong 
critique of communitarianism: ‘It is therefore a mistake, the communitarian mistake, to attempt 
to infuse the politics of the state with the values and modes of participation in local community. 
It is a further mistake to suppose that there is anything good about local community as such’. 
MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 142. 
72 Richard Velkley, Heidegger, Strauss, and the Premises of Philosophy: On Original Forgetting 
(University of Chicago Press, 2011), 137. See similar points about Strauss and the ‘private realm’: 
Smith, Reading Leo Strauss. 
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Strauss, while critical of the basic economic and political premises of 
liberal society (see his agreement with C. B. Macpherson on the 
‘possessive individualism’ of Hobbes and Locke) is not so willing as 
MacIntyre is to criticize the modern liberal state and free-market 
capitalism—but this disagreement is a matter of degree only, and is 
attributable to his concern with totalitarianism rather than any right-wing 
bias.73  

MacIntyre draws closer to Strauss in his attitude towards the modern 
state in ECM. He seems there to have become less critical of the work of 
the modern state, insofar as it can limit the harm done in the name of 
modern economism and individualism, than he was in AV (see DRA for 
this change, as well as ECM):  

 
The history of modernity, insofar as it has been a series of 
social and political liberations and emancipations from 
arbitrary and oppressive rule, is indeed in key respects a 
history of genuine and admirable progress. … Yet it is this 
same modernity in which new forms of oppressive 
inequality, new types of material and intellectual 
impoverishment, and new frustrations and misdirections of 
desire have been recurrently generated.74 

 
Things could be better, things could be worse. 

But perhaps the single most important point of agreement is 
theoretical: they agree that modern liberal democratic theory is so flawed 

 
73  MacIntyre’s debt to and his distance from Marx and Marxism are both clear. In ECM, 
MacIntyre praises Marx for being influenced by Aristotle, and several times refers to modern 
‘actually existing socialism’ as ‘state capitalism’, borrowing the latter pejorative phrase from the 
early Marx: ‘The exploitative structures of both free market and state capitalism make it often 
difficult and sometimes impossible to achieve the goods of the workplace through excellent work’, 
237. Modern ‘socialist’ states are not an alternative to capitalist states, but only another mode of 
exploitation. See more generally: Ibid., 106-110. Marx is essential to MacIntyre for his theory of 
capitalist exploitation, but ‘Marxism had from the outset a defective understanding of human 
goods’. Ibid., 281. 
74 Ibid., 123-124. He also acknowledges the economic successes of modernity, and the role these 
have played in maintaining the modern regime: ‘The social and cultural order of modernity in all 
its various forms is what it is only because of long-term—it has often seemed indefinitely long-
term—economic growth and technological innovation, growth sometimes slow, sometimes fast, 
sometimes continuous, sometimes disrupted, sometimes deliberately shaped, more generally 
unplanned’. Ibid., 170. See also: ibid., 187 and MacIntyre, DRA, Ch. 11, in which he argues that 
the modern nation-state is, for the foreseeable future, indispensible for protecting the goods of 
public and individual security, while maintaining nonetheless that it is a dangerous fantasy to 
imagine that the modern nation-state can become a community that articulates and promotes human 
virtues. 
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that it cannot serve as a basis for re-thinking the possibilities of modern 
liberal democratic social and political institutions and practices. Strauss 
puts it this way in a lecture delivered in the 1950s at Chicago, and 
published, in edited form, as ‘An Introduction to Heideggerian 
Existentialism’:  

 
The same effect which Heidegger produced in the late 
twenties and early thirties in Germany, he produced very 
soon in continental Europe as a whole. There is no longer 
in existence a philosophic position, apart from neo-
Thomism and Marxism crude or refined. All rational liberal 
philosophic positions have lost their power. One may 
deplore this, but I for one cannot bring myself to cling to 
philosophic positions which have been shown to be 
inadequate. I am afraid that we shall have to make a very 
great effort in order to find a solid basis for rational 
liberalism. Only a great thinker could help us in our 
intellectual plight. But here is the great trouble: the only 
great thinker in our time is Heidegger.75  

 
MacIntyre, to be sure, rejects Strauss’s opinion about the power of 
Heidegger’s philosophy, but he accepts Strauss’s view of the bankruptcy 
of modern theory as a guide to modern political and ethical practice.  

One important difference between Strauss and MacIntyre concerns 
the chances for influencing modern practice. In this case, MacIntyre 
seems less pessimistic than Strauss. He argues that many and perhaps 
most modern ‘plain persons’ often think and speak about ethical 
questions in a quite Aristotelian way without knowing it and not at all in 
the manner of either modern moral philosophy or modern ‘Morality’, in 
spite of the cultural constraints imposed by the modern bureaucratic state 
and the modern capitalist economy. This position may make MacIntyre 
less radical than Strauss (or Heidegger) in his estimate of the chances for 
persuading plain persons to adopt his Aristotelian theoretical orientation 
and change their practical lives accordingly. It is also a way in which 
MacIntyre seems the more Aristotelian of the two, perhaps also the more 
moderate, and certainly the more ready to search for openings towards 
good practical theorizing in the modern humanities, arts, and social 

 
75 Leo Strauss, ‘An Introduction to Heideggerian Existentialism’, in The Rebirth of Classical 
Political Rationalism, ed. Thomas Pangle (University of Chicago Press, 1989), 27-46 at 29. 
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sciences. 76  The conclusion of ECM is thus utterly at odds with the 
waiting-for-the new-St. Benedict conclusion of AV.  

Strauss does not pursue the question of possible overlaps between our 
modern endoxa and mores and his Platonic theorizing. Why not? Perhaps 
his choice is rhetorical: he wants to stress the gap between ancients and 
moderns generally, and thus stress the need for reading ancient pre-
Western philosophy. Or, possibly, Strauss does not see a similar 
unexpressed link between the ordinary ethical and political discourse of 
the modern Western marketplace and ancient philosophy because he 
holds that ‘[m]odern philosophy … is the secularized form of 
Christianity’, and seems to hold that while the separate existence and even 
flourishing of true philosophy and the state is possible (though always 
tense and never inevitable) under Islam (as established by Farabi) and 
Judaism (as established by Maimonides), this is less the case under 
Christianity, the prevailing religion of the West.77  

 
 

IV. Liberal Education 
 
For both MacIntyre and Strauss, moral and political philosophy is 
necessarily an interpretive and historical—though in no way an 
historicizing—practice, one that can only proceed well on the basis of a 
conversation with texts and voices that challenge modern 
presuppositions. In this respect, MacIntyre and Strauss share a 
commitment to philosophical enquiry as aiming both at plausible text 
interpretation and at the truth about the world in general. For both, the 
path to truth leads through self-awareness, and the path to self-awareness 
leads through serious reading of and conversation about voices that 
challenge the self-awareness we absorb through our initiation into 
increasingly global modernity. 

In MacIntyre, this requires following earlier contemporaries in the 
analytic tradition, such as Elizabeth Anscombe and Bernard Williams, 

 
76 ‘My claim is that, even in societies in which agents are taught to think of themselves in quite 
other terms, the Aristotelian understanding of happiness often continues to be expressed in and 
presupposed by a wide range of activities, responses, and judgments, and this because it … 
captures certain truths about human beings, truths that we acknowledge in our everyday practices 
even when they are inconsistent with the way in which we represent ourselves to ourselves’. 
MacIntyre, ECM, 201-202. 
77  See Leo Strauss, ‘Restatement on Xenophon’s Hiero’, in What Is Political Philosophy? 
(Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1959), 95-134 at 125-127. As Zuckert and Zuckert put it, ‘As Strauss 
saw it, but seldom said, it was no accident that modernity arose within Christendom and not 
elsewhere’. Zuckert and Zuckert, Strauss, 82. 



Stalkever STRAUSS & ARISTOTELIANISM  

68 
 

who stress, against the large majority of their colleagues, the necessity of 
actively listening and responding to older and supposedly superseded 
voices. Strauss also works within a recent tradition of studying 
philosophic antiquity, that established by Martin Heidegger, even though 
he clearly rejects the Heideggerian project of transcending ancient 
philosophy to establish or anticipate a new way of life in opposition to 
the practices of, say, Plato and Aristotle. In this way he resembles other 
students of Heidegger, notably Gadamer, Arendt, Jacob Klein, and Hans 
Jonas. In many of his writings Strauss speaks from inside the text, careful 
not to impose his own view on the author he is considering. This has led 
some to conclude, mistakenly, that Strauss is a ‘sphinx without a secret’, 
someone who has no views of his own on the central questions of political 
philosophy. It is easy to rebut this criticism on the basis of Strauss’s 
classroom teaching, now available in transcription, and in several of his 
public lectures that have been published since his death. 

I think it can also be said that Strauss and MacIntyre share a 
substantive view about understanding the human things, one they expect 
liberal education to open up. It goes like this: human beings are uniquely 
characterized by a wide variety of desires and preferences, and by a 
potentiality to reflect on these desires and preferences, to deliberate and 
choose among them. This kind of reflective practice, or practical reason, 
is something that happens over the course of a lifetime, and is not a 
theoretical standard for judging particular choices and actions. For both 
Strauss and MacIntyre, the well-lived human life is not a ‘value’ but a fact 
about human nature, something we can discover by thinking and 
conversing about the needs, problems, and capabilities that characterize 
the life of a wide variety of members of the human species—by a non-
reductive teleological naturalism of an Aristotelian kind that encourages 
us to imagine ways of life that are remote from our own.78 Knowledge of 
a perfectly true answer to this quasi-permanent question about human 
nature is beyond our grasp, but it is possible to identify better and worse 
answers, always acknowledging the sceptical need to continue asking the 
question as central to this kind of ongoing and open-ended enquiry—
there are no ‘knock-down’ answers that can allow us to put the question 

 
78 There is openness to pre-Western and non-Western philosophy that is explicit in MacIntyre, 
and implicit in the widespread reception of Strauss’s work in the Chinese-speaking world. As Kai 
Marchal suggests, ‘One might even wonder whether there was not something deeply Chinese in 
Strauss’s character’ (Marchal’s italics). ‘Modernity, Tyranny, and Crisis: Leo Strauss in China’, in 
Kai Marchal and Carl K. Y. Shaw eds., Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss in the Chinese-Speaking 
World: Reorienting the Political (Lanham MD: Lexington Books, 2017), 173-195. There is no 
such opening in the essentially Western thought-world of Kant and Rawls. 
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away once and for all.79 Strauss is fond of citing Pascal to the effect that 
‘we know too much to be sceptics and too little to be dogmatists’.80 
MacIntyre and Strauss are both in a specifically Aristotelian sense zetetic 
naturalists, in spite of Strauss’s explicit rejection of Aristotle’s biology as 
a ground for theory; both treat the problems/questions about the human 
good we confront as facts of nature, ones we must answer without having 
assurance or formulas for deciding whether the answers we come up with 
are completely true. Moreover, both hold that we must acknowledge that 
there is a more comprehensive good that is distinct from the human good, 
so that for both a successful, flourishing human life requires an awareness 
of the need to engage in reflection about what MacIntyre calls natural 
theology. In this respect, Strauss, MacIntyre, and Aristotle seem to be in 
perfect agreement. 

One of the best-known passages in Strauss is his statement on the 
relationship between praiseworthy ways of life, the philosophical life 
(based on independent enquiry) and the Biblical life (based on 
revelation). Neither bios can refute the other; each is to the other a 
permanent aporia. The best, most fully human, response to this dilemma 
for human beings, he says, is neither to choose one or the other, nor to 
search for some transcendent synthesis of the two, but to acknowledge 
and live out this ‘tension between two codes’: ‘every one of us can be and 
ought to be either one or the other, the philosopher open to the challenge 
of theology or the theologian open to the challenge of philosophy’.81 My 
sense of the voice that speaks to us in the pages of ECM is that of a 
philosopher open to the challenge of theology (‘natural’ rather than 
‘revealed’), perhaps even more so than Strauss himself.82 But this is in no 
way to deny that, for MacIntyre, there is no necessary contradiction—

 
79 MacIntyre, ECM, 210. In terms of the role of education in human development, I think Strauss 
(and Aristotle) would agree with MacIntyre’s point:‘We do indeed as infants, as children, and 
even as adolescents, experience sharp conflicts between egoistic and altruistic impulses and desires. 
But the task of education is to transform and integrate those into an inclination towards both the 
common good and our individual goods, so that we become neither … egoists nor altruists, but 
those whose passions and inclinations are directed to what is both our good and the good of 
others. Self-sacrifice, it follows, is as much of vice, as much of a sign of inadequate moral 
development, as selfishness’. MacIntyre, DRA, 160. 
80 Strauss, On Plato’s Symposium, 4. 
81 Strauss, ‘Progress or Return’, 270. 
82 Hannah Arendt is not the only critic of Strauss who sees him as an ‘orthodox atheist’ rather 
than an ‘Orthodox Jew’. Hannah Arendt and Karl Jaspers, Hannah Arendt/Karl Jaspers 
Correspondence 1926-1969, eds. Lotte Kohler and Hans Saner, trans. Robert and Rita Kimber 
(New York: Harcourt, 1992), 241 & 244. The question of Strauss’s stance towards religious belief 
cannot be easily resolved. For an illuminating and subtle treatment, see Leora Batnitzky, Strauss 
and Levinas: Philosophy and the Politics of Revelation (Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
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and hence no need to acknowledge a Straussian life-giving tension—
between such philosophizing and living the life of a traditional practising 
Roman Catholic, or Jew, or Muslim, or Confucian, so long as such 
practices do not obstruct the work of philosophical enquiry, or present a 
too precisely dispositive account of human eudaimonia and the human 
good.83 

To conclude: treating Strauss and MacIntyre as engaged in a dialogue, 
questioning as well as reinforcing one another, may even cause their work 
to be better and stronger than if we regard either as standing alone against 
mainstream modern Western philosophy—especially since both of them 
are committed to a kind of philosophizing that is zetetic rather than 
dispositive, in which there can be ‘no last word’. For both, asking the right 
orienting questions, ones obscured by the dogmas and alternatives of 
modern moral philosophy, matters considerably more than giving 
seemingly dispositive answers to ethical and political questions, given that 
both philosophers are committed to the view that the choices we make 
about how our lives can best flourish our lives must be guided by 
particular context as well as by practical theory. Like Plato’s Socrates in 
Republic VII, both MacIntyre and Strauss are committed to the view that 
the work of teaching is not a matter of transmitting knowledge from one 
mind to another but like turning the soul towards the things that are, 
trying to move students towards a deeper and truer set of opinions and 
questions about human life, and trying always to do so in a way that leads 
not to discipleship but towards further and better prohairetic enquiry.

 
83 A tension that, in contrast to MacIntyre’s Aristotelianism, sometimes seems as much indebted 
to Nietzsche as to Plato or Aristotle.  
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Whose Aristotelianism? MacIntyre, NeoAristotelianism, and Morality 
 

Jonathan J. Sanford* 
University of Dallas 

 
Abstract. MacIntyre explores in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity the 
relation between desire, objects and reasons, the character of practical 
reasoners, the virtues, and the relation between goods and the final end in 
order to argue for a particular conception of a well-lived life, one that is, 
broadly speaking, grounded in Aristotelianism. But there are varieties of 
approaches that invoke the authority of Aristotle, and there are often 
substantial differences between them. What constitutes Aristotelianism of 
the sort that supports MacIntyre’s conclusions? If MacIntyre is right in his 
cultural diagnosis, any purported NeoAristotelianism in the thrall of what 
MacIntyre names ‘Morality’ represents not a new branch jutting out from 
the Aristotelian trunk, but rather a severed limb grafted onto an altogether 
different tree. In this article I explore ten criteria by means of which one can 
determine to which tree a given version of NeoAristotelianism belongs. 
 
A central drama in MacIntyre’s reflections on practical rationality in Ethics 
in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical Reasoning, 
and Narrative concerns the possibility of conversion in one’s course of life. 
Two modes of practical rationality are explored as the poles between 
which one’s way of living might shift. One is the dominant, rational-
maximizing-of-preference one that gives expression to the reigning ethics 
of modernity which MacIntyre identifies as Morality; and the other is 
focused on a consideration of goods, their rank-order, and the common 
good.1 The latter he identifies as NeoAristotelian, and it is the latter that 
entails reflection on character and the virtues interwoven with a narrative 
view of life.2 MacIntyre’s readers, to the extent that we are at least partially 
under the sway of Morality, are in different ways adherents of both these 
modes of practical rationality. Some of us are more firmly settled in the 
dominant mode, others identify as Aristotelians of one stripe or another 

 
* Provost Professor of Philosophy, University of Dallas. With special thanks to the participants, 
and especially the organizers, of ‘Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: Debating MacIntyre and 
His Rivals’, June 2017, St. John’s College, University of Oxford. 
1 See Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge University Press, 2016), 64-65, for a specification of 
Morality. 
2 Or, in some places, as Thomistic Aristotelianism. Ibid., 166. 
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but may be lacking in conviction or the persuasive powers needed to 
convince others. All are in some measure, perhaps just implicitly, 
participants in the Aristotelian mode insofar as it represents the 
philosophical actualization of our natural inheritance. We learn from 
MacIntyre that we are often confused, but not irredeemably so. What 
sustains MacIntyre’s case in favor of the NeoAristotelian mode of practical 
rationality is the hope that the dominant and perverse mode of rationality, 
and the shallow view of human life and purpose entailed by it, can be 
rooted out and replaced with an account of thinking and acting that befits 
our nature. The four lives MacIntyre reflects upon in his last chapter give 
substance to that hope. 

MacIntyre’s appeal to the Aristotelian in each of us proceeds in stages, 
each with greater levels of sophistication. He needs to show that desire is 
properly gauged by goods, rather than preferences, and that goods are 
subject to rank ordering by correct reasoning; and that for reasoning to be 
correct one needs the virtues as well as an account of the overarching good 
of life that is not in competition with any particular goods. MacIntyre is 
most detailed with respect to the basic features of the Aristotelianism he 
defends in his extended response to Bernard Williams in the fourth 
chapter.3 These efforts lead him to summarize the main argument of his 
book in this way:  

 
It is that agents do well only if and when they act to satisfy 
only those desires whose objects they have good reason to 
desire, that only agents who are sound and effective 
practical reasoners so act, that such agents must be disposed 
to act as the virtues require, and that such agents will be 
directed in their actions toward the achievement of their 
final end.4 

 
These four claims—about the relation between desire, objects and reasons; 
about the character of practical reasoners; about the virtues; and about the 
relation between goods and the final end—are interdependent and, taken 
as a whole, constitutive of the basic requirements of a life well-lived. 
MacIntyre argues that these claims are grounded by NeoAristotelianism. 
What I hope to provide in what follows is some detail regarding what 
constitutes Aristotelianism of the sort that supports MacIntyre’s 
conclusion, as well as some means by which to distinguish between 

 
3 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 220-231. 
4 Ibid., 243. 
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Aristotelianisms that are and those that are not up to that task. If 
MacIntyre is right in his cultural diagnosis, any purported 
NeoAristotelianism in the thrall of Morality represents not a new branch 
jutting out from the Aristotelian trunk, but rather a severed limb grafted 
onto a different tree. The criteria I provide below can be thought of as 
touchpoints to determine to which tree a given approach to moral 
philosophy, whether it calls itself Aristotelian or not, belongs.  

One area in contemporary moral philosophy that is generally regarded 
as an Aristotelian revival, and so chocked full of Aristotelians, is virtue 
ethics. Upon closer inspection, such a reputation is undeserved.5 Though 
there are a number of things written about contemporary virtue ethics that 
lead one to think it to be a revival of Aristotle’s ethics, a reading of the 
texts that constitute the movement make it clear that, whether considered 
on the level of the movement itself or with respect to some of its more 
Aristotelian leaning authors, it is not.6 Rather, it is in large part another 
instance of what Anscombe characterizes as ‘modern moral 
philosophy,’ 7and what MacIntyre calls Morality. 8  These claims about 
contemporary virtue ethics may seem surprising given some narratives 
regarding the movement, and one would need to interpret with care the 
works of leaders in that movement to justify them. That interpretative and 
argumentative work can be found in the first half of my Before Virtue: 
Assessing Contemporary Virtue Ethics.9 The focus for this short piece 

 
5 Rosalind Hursthouse is arguably the most prominent of the contemporary mainstream virtue 
ethicists. Here is how she describes the Aristotelianism of her approach: ‘The particular version 
of virtue ethics I detail and discuss in this book is of a more general kind known as “neo-
Aristotelian”.’ The general kind is “neo” for at least the reason I noted above, that its proponents 
allow themselves to regard Aristotle as just plain wrong on slaves and women, and also because 
we do not restrict ourselves to Aristotle’s list of virtues. (Charity or benevolence, for example, is 
not an Aristotelian virtue, but all virtue ethicists assume it is on the list now.) It is ‘Aristotelian’ 
in so far as it aims to stick pretty close to his ethical writings wherever else it can’, Rosalind 
Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 8. An Aristotelian 
interpretation of Hursthouse’s book reveals it to be a more significant departure from Aristotle’s 
ethical writings than the quotation above suggests. 
6 See Sarah Conly, ‘Flourishing and the Failure of the Ethics of Virtue’, Midwest Studies in 
Philosophy 13 (1998), 83-96; Martha Nussbaum, ‘Virtue Ethics: A Misleading Category?’ 
Journal of Ethics 3 (1999), 163-201; and David Solomon, ‘Virtue Ethics: Radical or Routine?’ 
in Intellectual Virtue: Perspectives from Ethics and Epistemology, eds. Michael Depaul and Linda 
Zagzebski (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), 57-80. 
7 G.E.M. Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, Philosophy 33 (1958), 1-19. On the irony of 
virtue ethics’ developmental diversion from Anscombe, see Christopher Miles Coope, ‘Modern 
Virtue Ethics’, in Values and Virtues: Aristotelianism in Contemporary Ethics, ed. Timothy 
Chappell (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), 20-52. 
8 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 64-69. 
9 Jonathan Sanford, Before Virtue: Assessing Contemporary Virtue Ethics, (Washington, DC: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2015). 
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must remain on what constitutes Aristotelianism, but it will be instructive 
to consider examples from the literature of mainstream contemporary 
virtue ethics to emphasize the significance of clarifying what is meant by 
Aristotelianism. Does it make sense to distinguish between being more or 
less sufficiently Aristotelian? What is it to be sufficiently Aristotelian?10 
How does one measure such a thing, who is the arbiter for such a 
judgment, and why does this matter for contemporary debates in moral 
philosophy? One way to articulate what constitutes a particular school of 
philosophy is to identify and explain its basic principles. These can then 
be used as standards for evaluation when reflecting on other approaches to 
philosophy. Such a method does not yield a comprehensive account of the 
school of thought—in this case of Aristotelianism. Nonetheless, this 
method can be a significant contribution to a comprehensive account in 
addition to being an effective guide for sorting different approaches to 
philosophy, particularly those approaches that are more rather than less 
similar to each other.  

There are at least ten features of Aristotelian ethics, and in the case of 
each the failure to embrace it in some serious manner, though a manner 
that varies significantly from one adherent to the next,11 is tantamount to 
putting oneself at odds with Aristotelianism.12 The principles I will briefly 
explore in what follows are these:  

 
(1) Aristotelian ethics does not recognize a special sphere of 

human action as moral;  
(2) Aristotelian ethics sees happiness as our ultimate end and 

insists that it is the activity of virtue;  

 
10 MacIntyre’s own profession of Aristotelianism, and particularly Thomistic Aristotelianism, has 
been questioned on a number of occasions. See again Nussbaum, ‘Virtue Ethics: A Misleading 
Category?’ where she classes MacIntyre together with Bernard Williams as a Humean non-admirer 
of Aristotle; as well as Martha Nussbaum, ‘Non-Relative Virtues: Aristotelian Approach’, 
Midwest Studies in Philosophy 13 (1998), 32-53, where she characterizes MacIntyre as non-
Aristotelian because of his purported ethical relativism. See also John Haldane, ‘MacIntyre’s 
Thomist Revival: What Next?’, in After MacIntyre: Critical Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair 
MacIntyre, eds. by John Horton and Susan Mendus (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1994), 91-107. 
11 In the case of each of these ten principles there are, naturally, significant debates about what 
exactly Aristotle means in the relevant texts. I certainly do not take myself as settling anything 
about those debates here. My articulations of these principles are general enough, I hope, as to 
sidestep the very important debates that arise when one starts moving through the weeds. 
12 I articulate these principles, in a different order, with more detail, and with some different 
arguments in Jonathan Sanford, Before Virtue: Assessing Contemporary Virtue Ethics 
(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2015), 151-180. 
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(3) Aristotelian ethics insists that practical wisdom is a virtue and 
is necessary for directing the virtuous to right action;  

(4) Aristotelian ethics insists it is impossible, with the exception of 
technê, to exercise a virtue wrongly;  

(5) Aristotelian ethics is non-consequentialist (in the Anscombean 
sense) precisely because it recognizes there to be exceptionless 
norms;  

(6) Aristotelian ethics cannot regard a ‘selfless’ and generic 
benevolence as a virtue;  

(7) Aristotelian ethics recognizes that to be human is to be 
communal;  

(8) Aristotelian ethics regards justice as a virtue that is intelligible 
and indispensable;  

(9) Aristotelian ethics makes friendship thematically central;  
(10) Aristotelian ethics insists upon the paramount importance of 

the virtue of contemplative wisdom and its best activity as 
tantamount to our highest fulfilment. 
 

 
There may be more principles than these that are necessary, but I do think 
that, taken together, this list of principles of Aristotelian ethics is sufficient 
for establishing an approach to moral philosophy as Aristotelian in just 
that way as to be able to provide the philosophical underpinnings to the 
four-part conclusion regarding desire, objects of desire, good practical 
reasons, the virtues, and the end of life that MacIntyre defends in Ethics 
in the Conflicts of Modernity.  

Is an Aristotelian in the areas of ethics and politics necessarily an 
Aristotelian in areas of natural philosophy, epistemology and ontology?13 
I think there is no way to hold what an Aristotelian needs to about desire 
and our final good, or about our political nature and the ways in which 
the virtue of justice perfects us, without adhering to identifiably 
Aristotelian principles in natural philosophy—such as that we have a telos 
which is an expression of a common human ergon; or, in epistemology, 

 
13 Famously, MacIntyre in After Virtue rejects what he characterizes as Aristotle’s ‘metaphysical 
biology’. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 2nd edn. (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1984), 196-197. Biology is second rather than first philosophy, and therefore not 
metaphysical according to the Aristotelian division of the sciences, so it is not clear what exactly 
MacIntyre may have meant by this phrase. What is clear is that MacIntyre corrects his earlier 
interpretation and shows the indispensability of many of Aristotle’s natural philosophical 
principles for ethical reflection in Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues, Paul Carus Lecture Series 20 (Chicago, Ill.: Open Court, 1999).  
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such as that our senses are actualized by their objects and knowing is a 
matter of becoming what one knows according to the mode of the knower; 
or, in ontology, such as that being is not univocal so that our existing as 
human is one thing and actualizing or failing to actualize our potential 
another. These are principles without which one cannot make sufficient 
sense of Aristotelian ethics. But defending them as such is unnecessary for 
making a number of claims, not about Aristotelianism as a whole, but 
rather about Aristotelian ethics. Finally, in articulating the following 
criteria as constituting a sort of standard by means of which to ascertain 
whether an approach really is Aristotelian, or, let us say, Aristotelian in a 
sufficiently thick manner, it is not enough simply to point to the 
importance of these criteria in Aristotle’s own ethical writings, but one 
needs to make some case for why a contemporary Aristotelian ought to 
want to see this or that principle as an active feature of his or her approach 
to moral philosophy. 

Each of the principles of Aristotelian ethics articulated below are 
thrown in finer relief when compared against certain features of Morality, 
and perhaps this is nowhere else more clearly the case than in this first 
principle: (1) Aristotelian ethics does not recognize a special sphere of 
human action as moral.14  For Aristotle, as for Plato, and as for later 
Aristotelians such as Aquinas, ethics is concerned with the whole of human 
life, not some particular sphere of special occasion. Rather, whenever we 
deliberate—and we deliberate about everything we choose, and every 
human action is an expression of choice—we are in the realm of the 
ethical. The ethical, in other words, reaches just as far as practical 
rationality does; it is, in fact, identical to it. Aristotle remarks, ‘Hence 
choice is either desiderative thought or intellectual desire, and such an 
origin (archê) of action is man’.15 The prescription of some special sphere 
for properly moral thinking, set apart from the rest of one’s considerations, 
is a chief symptom of modern moral philosophy, and one finds it 
entrenched not just in deontological and utilitarian modes of moral 
discourse, but in the virtue ethical as well. This is evidenced in the work 

 
14 MacIntyre lists six characteristics of Morality within Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. In 
sum, they are: 1. Secularity, with no appeal to the divine; 2. universally binding precepts; 3. 
precepts whose function is to constrain individuals in such a way as to make it seem that following 
Morality is often contrary to one’s own interests and desires; 4. highly abstract formulations and 
an extremely thin conception of human beings as mere rational agents with general rights and 
duties; 5. a conceit that Morality is superior to all moralities; 6. a tendency to think one is in some 
dilemma or other and to focus on dilemmas as the touchstones of moral reflection. MacIntyre, 
Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 115-116. 
15 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VI 2, 1139b4-5. 
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of such figures as Rosalind Hursthouse, Karen Stohr and Michael Slote,16 
who position virtue ethics as providing a more successful framework than 
its utilitarian or deontological rivals for answering the central questions of 
modern moral philosophy.17 By playing by Morality’s terms in taking its 
central preoccupations to be one’s own, the game is already lost.18 What is 
better is simply not to play that game at all. What one loses when 
narrowing ethical reflection to a particular sphere within one’s whole life 
is the disposition to see one’s life as a unified whole in which every feature 
of it is part and parcel to the overarching effort to live well. 

MacIntyre pursues a rich account of happiness in Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity, providing an extensive defense of this next 
criterion: (2) Aristotelian ethics sees happiness as our ultimate end and 
insists that it is the activity of virtue. MacIntyre reveals several of the 
central inadequacies of the preference-satisfaction model of happiness that 
fail to account for whether satisfaction with certain desires and their 
objects are in fact good. 19  There is a notion of happiness, of our 
overarching good, that does not compete with other goods we seek. 
Happiness understood as our overarching good is that which Aristotle, in 
his two main ethical works, seeks to define. Aristotle deploys an account 
of the virtues, an account that is drawn from his immediate culture, and so 
is in its general features ready to hand, in order to pursue that definition. 
Happiness is defined in terms of the virtues, not vice versa. In contrast, the 
common approach in the contemporary mainstream literature of virtue 
ethics is to seek to define what the virtues are on the basis of a given 
account of happiness. 20  There is also a tendency in that literature to 
emphasize ‘being’ as opposed to ‘doing’, such that the goal of one’s life is 
the construction and maintenance of a good character. 21  Of course, 
Aristotelian ethics provides a focus on the development of one’s character, 

 
16 See David Copp and David Sobel, ‘Morality and Virtue: An Assessment of Some Recent Work 
in Virtue Ethics’, Ethics 114 (204), 514-54. 
17 Consider Rosalind Hursthouse and Glen Pettigrove, ‘Virtue Ethics’, Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Winter 2018), ed. Edward Zalta, which is framed in just this manner. 
18 David Solomon is especially instructive on this point: ‘Virtue Ethics: Radical or Routine?’ in 
Intellectual Virtue: Perspectives from Ethics and Epistemology, eds. Michael DePaul and Linda 
Zagzebski (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003), 57-80. 
19 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 196-202. 
20 Peter Simpson presses this case in ‘Contemporary Virtue Ethics and Aristotle’, Review of 
Metaphysics 45 (1992), 503-24. 
21  See, for instance, Daniel Statman’s introduction to Virtue Ethics: A Critical Reader 
(Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 1997), 7: ‘Only since the 1980s has the meaning 
of VE become more or less fixed. It now refers to a rather new (or renewed) approach to ethics, 
according to which the basic judgments in ethics are judgments about character’. 
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but it is in the service of a fully flourishing life that is necessarily a fully 
active and actualized life: 

 
With those who identify happiness with excellence or some 
one excellence our account is in harmony; for to excellence 
belongs activity in accordance with excellence. But it makes, 
perhaps, no small difference whether we place the chief 
good in possession or in use, in state, or in activity. For the 
state may exist without producing any good result, as in a 
man who is asleep or in some other way quite inactive, but 
the activity cannot; for one who has the activity will of 
necessity be acting, and acting well. And as in the Olympic 
Games it is not the most beautiful and the strongest that 
are crowned but those who compete (for it is some of these 
that are victorious), so those who act rightly win the noble 
and good things in life.22  

 
It is virtuous activity, not possession of things or the satisfaction of other 
preferences, that is constitutive of happiness. Many contemporary virtue 
ethicists are rightly careful to distinguish the Aristotelian account of 
happiness from the utilitarian one that is dominant in our culture. 23 
Aristotle’s emphasis on happiness as the activity, as opposed to the 
possession, of virtue is not as widely appreciated.24   

I have often noticed undergraduate students who, when reading the 
Nicomachean Ethics for the first time, are surprised to hear of a class of 
virtues proper to the intellect. In contemporary English, to speak of ‘the 
virtues’ is often to imply only the moral virtues. ‘Knowledge’ we tend to 
think of in terms of being in possession of some sort of information or 
other, rather than as being a good habit of the mind. But of course, 
knowledge, understanding, wisdom, crafts and prudence really are 
perfections of a person. And yet, and perhaps not surprisingly given the 

 
22 Nicomachean Ethics I 8, 1098b30-1099a5. 
23 Hursthouse marks the difference as that between an objective Aristotelian notion and other 
approaches with a subjective stress on contentment. Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics, 10. It is 
notable that Hursthouse characterizes her position on happiness as a version of enlightened self-
interest. Ibid., 190-191. See also Julia Annas, ‘Virtue and Eudaimonism,’ Social Philosophy and 
Policy 15 (1998), 37-55, for an extended reflection on differences between various accounts of 
happiness. 
24 See Eugene Garver’s reflections on act, potency, happiness and other key terms of what he 
describes as the ethical dimensions of Aristotle’s metaphysics. Eugene Garver, Confronting 
Aristotle’s Ethics: Ancient and Modern Morality (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2006), 164-188. 
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dominance of the knowledge-as-information model, there are Aristotelian 
inspired moral philosophers who ignore the intellectual virtues, and others 
who fail to recognize the central role that one of those virtues, phronêsis 
(alternatively called prudence or practical wisdom), necessarily plays in 
living well.25  Nevertheless, (3) Aristotelian ethics insists that practical 
wisdom is a virtue and is necessary for directing the virtuous to right 
action. Much of MacIntyre’s work in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity 
and elsewhere has sought to explore the workings and refinements of 
practical rationality with the effect of clarifying just what is entailed by the 
virtue of practical wisdom. Daniel Russell has similarly done much to 
emphasize the significance of prudence and to explain it and its relation to 
the other virtues in his manuscript, Practical Intelligence and the Virtues.26 
In doing so, he notes the ways in which his own approach differs from the 
trend in the contemporary mainstream literature of virtue ethics—such as 
in thinkers as diverse as Christine Swanton, Robert M. Adams, Michael 
Slote and Julia Driver—to fail to recognize the indispensable significance 
of practical wisdom.27 Some seek to replace it with rules, others with 
exemplars, and still others with intuitions. Still others see it as needed only 
on occasion, in those special circumstances of life when specifically moral 
choices are in the balance. But there are no practical circumstances where 
prudence is not required. 

One consequence of this indifference to the signal importance of 
phronêsis is to fail to appreciate a fourth criterion: (4) Aristotelian ethics 
insists it is impossible, with the exception of technê, to exercise a virtue 
wrongly. Virtues, Aristotle argues, make us good, and are actions done 
well.28 The moral virtues, perfective of our passions as well as our actions, 
are mutually dependent on phronêsis, such that one cannot be practically 
wise without the moral virtues and one cannot be morally virtuous without 
phronêsis.29 Aristotle, and indeed Aquinas’s, clarity on the point that there 

 
25 See Gerasimos X. Santas, ‘Does Aristotle Have a Virtue Ethics?’ Philosophical Inquiry 15 
(1993), 1-32. 
26 Daniel Russell, Practical Intelligence and the Virtues (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
27 Russell writes: ‘My view therefore stands in stark contrast to the trend toward increasing 
indifference to the notion of phronesis in recent thought about the virtues of character. Some 
virtue theorists argue that phronesis is important for some virtues, but certainly not all (Swanton, 
2003); others that while phronesis is part of the virtues, this requirement is soft enough that even 
the “kindheartedness” of an “imperceptive” person, fragmentary and deficient in phronesis, still 
counts as a virtue (Adams, 187); others that phronesis and even deliberation are unnecessary if 
one’s motives are virtuous in a “balanced” way (Slote, 2001); and yet others that the virtues 
require no particular underlying psychological attributes at all, much less phronesis (Driver 
2001)’. Ibid., xi. 
28 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II 6, 1106a15-23. 
29 Ibid., VI 13, 1144b30-1145a2. 
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is no way to misuse a virtue is a large part of the reason that they made no 
provision for what Hursthouse has described, with great subtlety and 
precision, as tragic dilemmas, in which a virtuous agent cannot but do what 
would typically be regarded as vicious and ignoble.30 Though there are 
difficult choices to make, and situations that might be described as tragic, 
as an Aristotelian, one ought to argue that there are no tragic dilemmas in 
the strict sense. This is so because there is no virtuous way to commit 
adultery, or to murder, or to steal, nor is one ever forced to commit a 
shameless act.31 Nevertheless, in some circles in which Aristotelianism is 
said to be revived, it has become commonplace to speak of virtues being 
‘used’ on occasion for bad ends. Gabrielle Taylor, for instance, argues in 
Deadly Vices, that one can be wickedly courageous, prudent, patient and 
self-controlled.32 But in fact, what an Aristotelian ought to argue is that 
what looks like wicked prudence is cleverness, and what looks like wicked 
courage is one of the five varieties of pseudo courage that Aristotle 
examines in the third book of the Nicomachean Ethics. 33  It is not 
altogether clear why such a core principle in Aristotelian ethics came to be 
abandoned in some varieties of NeoAristotelianism, but it is clear that it 
has been. It is also clear that thinking one can act virtuously for bad ends 
is related to thinking that there are occasions when it is right to do what 
is always regarded as wrong. That is to say, we find in some strands of 
contemporary Aristotelianism an embrace of just that consequentialism 
that Anscombe identifies, names and dismisses in ‘Modern Moral 
Philosophy’. 

Given the abandonment of moral absolutes in some of the 
contemporary mainstream literature of virtue ethics, it is a great irony that 
the contemporary philosopher most often heralded for reviving an 
Aristotelian approach to ethics that comes to call itself virtue ethics, coins 
the term ‘consequentialist’ in her fierce attack on all approaches that fail 
to recognize that there are certain courses of action that must never be 
entertained. In point of fact, Elizabeth Anscombe does both of these 
things in the same article, the landmark ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’.34 In 
this essay, Anscombe notices very little difference between the many 
varieties of modern moral philosophy, for all are willing to abandon, under 
certain conditions, what every ethic worthy of that name considers 

 
30 Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics, 74. 
31 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics II 6, 1107a9-26. 
32 Gabrielle Taylor, Deadly Vices (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), see esp. 126. 
33 Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics III 8, 1116a16-1117a27. 
34 Elizabeth Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, Philosophy 33 (1958), 1-19. 
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forbidden; that is, they seek to find exceptions for what used to be 
considered out of bounds by means of some exceptionless norm. She gives 
the example of the judicial execution of an innocent man, but examples 
abound. They abound even in some of the works of those contemporary 
Aristotelian ethicists, such as Philippa Foot, who had relatively close 
relationships with Anscombe and was among those who count themselves 
inspired by her. It is, after all, Philippa Foot who gives us the Trolley 
Problem.35 Hursthouse treats the issue of consequentialism with care, and 
aims to correct what she describes as a misperception that virtue ethics 
dispenses with moral absolutes.36 In her treatment of tragic dilemmas in 
On Virtue Ethics, there are, she argues, certain scenarios in which a 
virtuous agent cannot act virtuously. 37  There are, moreover, occasions 
when lying or killing can be what the virtuous agent might need to do, 
depending on the circumstances.38 It is my position that allowing for such 
occasions results in a consequentialism, albeit a subtle one.39 Be that as it 
may, (5) Aristotelian ethics is non-consequentialist (in the Anscombean 
sense) precisely because it recognizes there to be exceptionless norms. This 
is certainly more clearly the case in Thomistic Aristotelianism than in 
Aristotle, but it is clear enough in Aristotle. MacIntyre argues that the 
contemporary obsession with approaching ethics through difficult cases 
and dilemmas is a result of a failure to recognize the significance of a 
narrative account of human life as essential to ethical reflection. In the four 
narratives MacIntyre provides in the last chapter of Ethics in the Conflicts 
of Modernity, one finds the narrative subjects learning from their mistakes 
as an essential element in their progress towards happiness. One must first 
acknowledge a mistake as a mistake, as a failure in prudence and some one 
or more of the other virtues, in order to learn from it and move forward. 
When it comes to serious wrongdoing, such mistakes are known to be 
mistakes because they are in violation of moral absolutes. Exceptionless 

 
35 Originally given in Philippa Foot, ‘The Problem of Abortion and the Doctrine of the Double 
Effect’, Oxford Review, 5 (1967); and then included in Philippa Foot, Virtue and Vices and 
Other Essays in Moral Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978). 
36 See Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics, 83. 
37 Ibid., chapter 3, especially 83-87. 
38 For instances, see Rosalind Hursthouse, ‘Virtue Theory and Abortion’, Philosophy and Public 
Affairs 20 (1991), 223-46 (for a discussion of the circumstances in which Hursthouse argues 
abortion may be justified, see 236-242); also, Rosalind Hursthouse, ‘Discussing Dilemmas’, 
Christian Bioethics 14 (2008), 141-50, where Hursthouse writes, ‘One need not share her 
[Anscombe’s] belief that lying is always a sin, nor her belief that God’s Providence ensures that 
an agent will be confronted with a forced choice between forbidden acts only through previous 
wrongdoing of his own, to accept her point. I do not believe either’. Ibid., 143. 
39 Sanford, Before Virtue, 75-80. 
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norms establish the parameters for one’s life as narrative, much as the rules 
of grammar set conditions for any novel. Consequentialism betrays 
fundamental precepts of the natural law, precepts that we know to be true 
through reflecting on them. One way to appreciate that betrayal is to see 
how it cuts short a life’s narrative by rationalizing fundamental errors as 
unavoidable and justifiable. However, growth in the virtues and towards 
our ultimate good of happiness requires, among other things, honesty 
about our wrongdoing. 

Within Kantian, utilitarian, and contractarian-inspired approaches to 
ethics we expect appeals to general rules for human beings as such, 
abstracted from any particulars, exhortations to do only what is 
universalizable, or for the greatest benefit of the greatest number, or what 
we would choose to do if behind a veil of ignorance. These appeals are 
often appeals to benevolence. Such appeals to benevolence are also 
commonplace among some varieties of NeoAristotelians, such as with 
Rosalind Hursthouse, who when describing her approach to virtue ethics 
as a faithful expansion to Aristotle’s gives an example of one point of such 
expansion in stating that, ‘Charity or benevolence … is not an Aristotelian 
virtue, but all virtue ethicists assume it is on the list now’.40 One wonders, 
naturally, whether all virtue ethicists count benevolence, which she treats 
as synonymous with charity, as a virtue, but we ought also to wonder what 
exactly Hursthouse takes this supposed virtue to be. It is clear from her 
examples, as it is from the examples provided by others working in a 
similar vein,41 that charity or benevolence as it has come to be regarded is 
not only not held by Aristotle to be a virtue, but that an Aristotelian of 
the Thomistic sort would find the contemporary notion incoherent.42 The 
notion as found in Hursthouse or Slote is not grounded on love of God, 
or a God who is love, or even on the perception of individuals as the 
objects of one’s good will and desire for unity. It is rather connected in an 
intimate manner to the emergence of the distinction between altruism and 
selfishness that MacIntyre notes as one of the features of Morality.43 
Benevolence as it is treated in the literature of contemporary virtue ethics 
is a habit or even mere sentiment that wishes good to others,44 sometimes 

 
40 Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics, 8.  
41 Michael Slote writes: ‘I hope to persuade you thereby that basing morality ultimately in a motive 
like caring or (universal) benevolence or even love makes a good deal of sense’. Michael Slote, 
Morals from Motives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), x. 
42 Following Peter Geach’s lead, Coope takes pains to show it in ‘Modern Virtue Ethics’, 33-36. 
43 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 115. 
44 See Slote, Morals from Motives, x. 
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without regard to self and other times along the lines of a rule 
consequentialism.45  

Aquinas, on the other hand, treats charity as a kind of friendship born 
from God’s love for us, a friendship through which we are able to love 
God and then neighbor.46 It is inspired both by Aristotle’s account of 
friendship and by the words of Jesus Christ in which he commands us to 
love our neighbors as ourselves.47 The love Jesus commands is predicated 
upon proper self-love, as is the friendship that Aristotle commends. 
Charity, moreover, is not benevolence insofar as charity always entails a 
desire for union with another. In love, we will another’s good and we will 
union with that other. Love is, therefore, always focused on the other as a 
concrete person. There simply is no such thing as selfless love to be found 
in Aristotle or Aquinas, and for good reason, since, (6) Aristotelian ethics 
cannot regard a ‘selfless’ and generic benevolence as a virtue. The elevation 
of benevolence, and the reduction of charity to benevolence, only make 
sense within the context of tribute paid to the hegemony of Morality. 

Central to the task of After Virtue is the identification of the modern 
invention of the individual as deeply flawed because of its inability to 
account for the sociological and narrative dimensions of human life. 
Dependent Rational Animals adds to the sociological and narrative 
accounting of human life a biological one, a thoroughgoing grounding of 
the human being as a social animal which provides the foundation for 
making sense of those virtues which are distinguished by the 
acknowledgment they imply of our dependency on others and their 
dependency on us. Of course MacIntyre is building on Aristotle and 
Aquinas, both of whom stress the political nature of the human being.48 
Both also recognize that human happiness is most attainable only within 
political orders in which justice is present, and both hold out for special 
admiration, and this is especially so in the case of Aquinas, the virtues of 
acknowledged dependency (such as justice, equity, friendship, and, in the 
case of Aquinas, compassion and charity). But MacIntyre goes beyond 
Aristotle and is clearer than Aquinas on some points in articulating just 
why it is that we can only really be said to flourish when we are in 
possession of and exercise those virtues that are the fruit of our 

 
45 Nicholas Everitt argues that Hursthouse’s account of the virtues, including benevolence, is a 
variety of rule consequentialism in Nicholas Everitt, ‘Some Problems with Virtue Theory,’ 
Philosophy 82 (2007), 275-299. 
46 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae II-II, 23-27. 
47 The Gospel of Matthew 22:39. See also Leviticus 19:18. 
48 Aristotle, Politics I 2, 1253a28-38. 
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acknowledged dependency on others.49 All those versions of Morality, 
including those that take some inspiration from Aristotle, that see the 
human as an individual the successful life of which is to maximize the 
satisfaction of one’s desires, fail to appreciate the significance of why, (7) 
Aristotelian ethics recognizes that to be human is to be communal. The 
communality of our nature is the reason why we flourish only relationally. 
To acknowledge as much does not set us on the course to a vague or 
mystical notion of our interconnectedness, but is rather an 
acknowledgement of our biological reality and continued lived experience. 

In their important survey of recent literature of virtue ethics—
focusing especially on Hursthouse, Foot and Slote—Copp and Sobel 
complain of a general lack of attention to the virtue of justice and the vice 
of injustice.50 How is it that the virtue declared by Aristotle to be so rich 
as to be complete virtue is ignored by his contemporary heirs?51 The simple 
answer is that Morality intervened, with its thin anthropology, its focus on 
rights, and its relegation of justice to the work of institutions. (8) 
Aristotelian ethics regards justice as a virtue that is intelligible and 
indispensable, but the work required to reclaim it as such can seem 
overwhelming. And yet, such work is of a piece with the efforts to revive 
a sufficiently teleologically rich anthropology that makes room for 
grounding justice as a virtue of human beings whose efforts to live well 
with others ought to be characterized by the activities of this virtue. 
MacIntyre’s efforts on this front put him at odds with a majority of the 
contemporary virtue ethicists, for whom justice, if it is to be considered a 
virtue at all, is seen to be dispensable. Hursthouse, for instance, though she 
says she regards justice as a personal virtue, considers the consideration of 
justice a corrupted topic:  

  
I say ‘corrupted’ because it has become all too common to 
allow a vague concept of justice and rights to encompass 
large areas of morality that virtue ethicists believe are better 
dealt with in terms of other, more concrete, virtues. 
According to virtue ethics—and in this book—what is 
wrong with lying, when it is wrong, is not that it is unjust 
… but that is dishonest, and dishonesty is a vice. What is 
wrong with killing, when it is wrong, may be not so much 

 
49 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 125. 
50 David Copp and David Sobel, ‘Morality and Virtue: An Assessment of Some Recent Work in 
Virtue Ethics’, Ethics 114 (2004): 514-54. 
51 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics V 1, 1129b30-1130a11. 
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that that is unjust, violating the right to life, but frequently 
that it is callous and contrary to the virtue of charity.52  

 
Hursthouse is certainly right that justice has become a vague notion 
connected to rights. This is especially evident in the uses and abuses of the 
phrase ‘social justice’ which can mean just about anything, just so long as 
it is anchored in some right or other. But, that does not mean that the 
virtue of justice has lost its meaning or its importance. Losing the meaning 
and importance of justice when we do not see dishonest and murderous 
acts as unjust acts, as Hursthouse suggests we need not, is a great loss 
indeed, for that loss represents the absence of a unifying virtue to make 
sense of our common life.  

Because human nature is communal, justice, which is that virtue which 
is always another’s good, is the crown of virtues. Friendship, which is a 
still further perfection of justice and a singularly rich fulfilment of our 
nature, is essential to the happy life. Aristotle devotes one-fifth of the 
Nicomachean Ethics to friendship because he considers it an incalculable 
good the lack of which no one, unless dispossessed of their senses, would 
choose. Friendship makes life worth living, it fosters the cultivation and 
exercise of the virtues, and, in its best form, enables contemplation.53 For 
these reasons, (9) Aristotelian ethics makes friendship thematically central. 
Contemporary virtue ethicists generally note the importance of friendship, 
but very few have developed thematic treatments of friendship, with a few 
notable exceptions in the works of Julia Annas and Talbot Brewer.54 For 
many mainstream Aristotelian-inspired virtue ethicists, significant 
obstacles are to be found should they endeavor to make friendship 
thematically central because of that movement’s adherence to Morality. 
Some of those obstacles are what many contemporary moral thinkers, 
virtue ethical and otherwise, condemn as elitist, since friendship of the 
fullest sort is rare because it requires virtue, and virtue is rare; as out of 
step with the times, since a philosophical account of friendship requires a 
rich account of practical rationality and the purpose of life which is at 
odds with the dominant one aligned with Morality; as contrary to the 
exalted good of freedom, since a full account of friendship entails a socially 

 
52 Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics, 6. 
53 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics IX 9, 1169b31-1170a3. 
54 Julia Annas, ‘Self-Love in Aristotle’, Southern Journal of Philosophy, supplement 27 (1988), 
1-18; Julia Annas, ‘Plato and Aristotle on Friendship and Altruism’, Mind 86 (1977): 532-54; 
Talbot Brewer, ‘Virtues We Can Share: Friendship in Aristotle’s Ethical Theory’, Ethics 115 
(2005), 721-58; and Talbot Brewer, The Retrieval of Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009), Chapter 7. 
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dependent view of the human person; and, as either bizarre or quaint, since 
true friendship presages and facilitates contemplation as our highest 
activity. No one within or outside the virtue ethical movement doubts that 
friendship is important. However, the absence of robust philosophical 
treatments of friendship has left the term open to mean nearly anything, 
including electronically mediated connections to persons with whom one 
has never had a personal conversation. 

The tendency of friendships of the best sort to foster contemplation 
brings us to the last of the criteria necessary for a sufficiently Aristotelian 
ethics, namely: (10) Aristotelian ethics insists upon the paramount 
importance of the virtue of contemplative wisdom and its best activity as 
tantamount to our highest fulfilment. There are three stages to the claims 
that Aristotle makes about contemplation in Nicomachean Ethics. First, 
in his discussion of the three lives, he holds out the theoretical life as the 
best—or at least, as the way of life to which he offers no objections.55 
Second, his readers begin to learn more about what this entails when at the 
conclusion of Book VI Aristotle ranks contemplative wisdom as superior 
to any other intellectual virtue because its activity is the very being of our 
happiness.56 Third, we learn at the end of chapter seven of Book X that 
cultivating the activity of contemplation is a divinizing work, and we are 
exhorted to achieve that work without regard to the naysayers who 
complain that we are thereby neglecting our practical lives.57 God’s activity, 
indeed his very life, Aristotle tells us in both his ethics and his 
Metaphysics, is contemplation, and insofar as the activity of 
contemplation consumes us, we will be imitating God. 58  If we read 
Aristotle’s Eudemian Ethics as compatible with his Nicomachean Ethics, 
we can add to these a fourth stage, for Aristotle recommends at the 
conclusion of that work that we think of God above all else precisely 
because he is the measure of all our actions and activities:  

 
What choice, then, or possession of the natural goods—
whether bodily goods, wealth, friends, or other things—
will most produce the contemplation of god, that choice or 
possession is best; this is the noblest standard, but any that 
through deficiency or excess hinders one from the 
contemplation and service of god is bad; this a man 

 
55 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics I 5, 1096a4-5. 
56 Ibid., VI 13, 1145a7-11. 
57 Ibid., X 7, 1177b30-1178. 
58 Aristotle, Metaphysics XII 9, 1074b15-34. 
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possesses in his soul, and this is the best standard for the 
soul—to perceive the irrational part of the soul, as such, as 
little as possible. So much, then, for the standard of nobility 
and goodness and the object of the absolute goods.59  

 
One might be tempted to dismiss Aristotle’s remarks on contemplation as 
Platonic flights of fancy that he had yet to shake off, but that would 
certainly be a disservice to Aristotle’s ethics. He has good reasons, reasons 
grounded in his anthropology and in his metaphysics, for recognizing 
contemplative activity as constituting our fulfillment. And so do we. Now, 
it is one thing to claim that an Aristotelian must see in contemplative 
activity our highest aspirations, and another to claim that one must think 
there to be a god whose activity is contemplative. I am claiming the former, 
and not the latter in the articulation of this criterion; but I do think the 
former opens into the latter.   

MacIntyre certainly recognizes, and argues for, contemplation as our 
highest activity in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, as he does in other 
works—the most famous formulation of his on this point is that from 
After Virtue: ‘[T]he good life for man is the life spent in seeking for the 
good life for man, and the virtues necessary for the seeking are those which 
will enable us to understand what more and what else the good life for 
man is’.60 MacIntyre’s explicitly Thomistic Aristotelianism in his latest 
work, without leaving behind his earlier emphasis on self-reflection as 
contemplative activity, opens up to the contemplation of God in response 
to the quest for an infinite good.61 MacIntyre contends, however, that a 
consideration of that infinite good, what it is and what it entails, belongs 
to natural theology, and not to politics and ethics. 62  On this rigid 
distinction between natural theology on the one hand and politics and 
ethics on the other, I think that Aristotelians can disagree; and, indeed, I 
do disagree with MacIntyre on this score. 

It is the proper work of natural theology to consider God’s existence 
and nature. However, that proper work, I think, needs to be framed in 

 
59 Aristotle, Eudemian Ethics VII 15, 1249b16-25. 
60 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 219. 
61 ‘But there is no particular finite good the achievement of which perfects and completes one’s 
life. There is always something else and something more to be attained, whatever one’s 
attainments. The perfection and completion of a life consists in an agent’s having persisted in 
moving toward and beyond the best goods of which she or he knows. So there is presupposed 
some further good, an object of desire beyond all particular and finite goods, a good toward which 
desire tends insofar as it remains unsatisfied by even the most desirable of finite goods, as in good 
lives it does’. MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 315. 
62 ‘But here the enquiries of politics and ethics end. Here natural theology begins’. Ibid., 315. 
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ethical and political terms. It is MacIntyre who consistently teaches us that 
no actions or activities fail to be ethical and thereby political. The 
metaphysical consideration of God is an activity, or rather set of activities 
involving many participants, and so at least is ethical in the broad sense of 
a metaphysical activity carried on within an ethical framework. Moreover, 
for Aristotle, the contemplation of God includes thinking about God, 
which is to say that the contemplation of God entails natural theology. 
Insofar as the contemplation of God is the fulfilment of our lives, as 
Aristotle argues it is, and the fulfilment of an activity is not separate from 
that activity but rather its perfection, it would seem that thinking about 
God, which is to say natural theology, is a part of ethics. Natural theology, 
I assert, does not begin where ethics and politics ends, but is rather the 
continuation, and indeed a continuation of the highest order, of the work 
of those disciplines. This conclusion does not entail that natural theology 
and ethics are not distinct disciplines. Nor does it rank one discipline with 
respect to the other. Nor does it entail that a natural theology entails a 
particular political or ethical theology. Rather, as Aristotle says of practical 
wisdom with respect to philosophical wisdom, namely that practical 
wisdom governs philosophical wisdom, so too does ethics govern, in a way, 
natural theology. 63  Natural theology is its own activity, and, rightly 
understood, it does not take orders from ethics and politics with respect 
to how it is to be pursued, but the practical wisdom which is of particular 
importance to ethics and politics does order natural theology to be pursued 
insofar as it is recognized as necessary to our flourishing. It is in just these 
ways that the activity of thinking theologically is encompassed by ethics 
and politics. 

The ten criteria I have identified, though I think helpful for the 
purpose at hand, should not be taken as comprising the whole of what’s 
required in Aristotelian ethics, nor do they, in and of themselves, provide 
the argumentation necessary for making the case that Aristotelian ethics is 
superior to its competitors. Such argumentation would entail, among other 
things, making the case that Aristotelian ethics does a better job than its 
rivals in providing cohesive, comprehensive, and coherent answers to those 
questions presupposed by any ethics about what it is to be the sort of 
beings we are, what the purpose of our lives are, and by what means we 
ought to evaluate the particular habits, actions, and relationships of our 
lives and indeed our lives as a whole. Aristotelian ethics, especially of the 

 
63 ‘[Practical wisdom] is not supreme over wisdom, i.e. over the superior part of us, any more than 
the art of medicine is over health; for it does not use it but provides for its coming into being; it 
issues orders, then, for its sake, but not to it.’ Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics VI 13, 1145a6-8. 
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Thomistic variety, provides a richer account of our nature, its purpose, and 
practical rationality than any of its rivals. One way to attempt to 
summarize the arc of MacIntyre’s myriad contributions to moral 
philosophy is to appreciate the effectiveness of the case he has made for 
just that.
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Abstract. Alasdair MacIntyre has worked for more than six decades to 
shift the focus of moral philosophy from arguments over notions of duty 
and obligation that claim no basis in human desire, to an examination of 
the habits of judgment and action needed to support independent 
practical reasoning in the pursuit of appropriate, truly choice-worthy 
goals. The goal of this essay is to place Ethics in the Conflicts of 
Modernity in the context of MacIntyre’s larger project. The essay has 
three parts. The first part considers the consistency of MacIntyre’s work 
throughout his career. The second part reviews Aquinas’s Aristotelian 
account of human action. The third part argues that practical philosophy 
can be moral philosophy because human action is inherently teleological, 
and this teleology is ultimately natural. I conclude with some observations 
about the role of MacIntyre’s ethics in his revolutionary Aristotelian 
‘Utopianism of the present’. 
 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s moral philosophy is unconventional in two ways. 
Among modern and contemporary philosophers, MacIntyre’s work is 
unconventional because it rejects the standard theories of Kant and Mill 
and looks for a guide to human action in the work of Thomas Aquinas 
and Aristotle. Yet MacIntyre’s work is also unconventional among 
Thomistic philosophers, because MacIntyre rejects the modern 
epistemological projects in Thomism that looked to Thomistic 
metaphysics to find a basis for moral epistemology.1 MacIntyre’s new 
book, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (Ethics, henceforth) presents 
this approach more clearly than some of MacIntyre’s earlier works, but it 
may confound readers who expect a more conventional approach to the 
subject. 

 
* Professor of Philosophy, Saint Meinrad Seminary & School of Theology. I wish to John O’Neill 
for his feedback on an earlier version of this paper.  
1 Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 69. 
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Conventional moral philosophy examines ‘moral reasoning’; 
MacIntyre does not. The phrase ‘moral reasoning’ appears only four times 
in the text of MacIntyre’s After Virtue,2 and then only in criticisms of 
analytic moral philosophy in the first half of the book. The phrase never 
comes up in the second half of the book3, in which MacIntyre talks about 
‘practical reasoning’ 4  and ‘practical intelligence’ 5 , but never ‘moral 
reasoning’. This is because one of the goals of After Virtue is to reject 
the notion of ‘the moral’ that serves as the focus of modern moral 
philosophy.6  

The difference between ‘moral reasoning’ and ‘practical reasoning’ is 
the central theme of Ethics.7 At the beginning of this book, MacIntyre 
‘puts to one side’ the conventional notion that morality is a study of 
universal moral norms and obligations until he is ready to dismiss it in 
§1.10. MacIntyre engages conventional morality—Morality with a big 
‘M’—critically only much later, in chapter three. Ethics is not a guide to 
reasoning about universal moral norms; the starting point of the book is 
a person with desires trying to decide what to do, trying to determine 
which of the things that she apprehends as goods are really choice-worthy. 
MacIntyre’s moral philosophy is a guide to practical reasoning. 

The goal of this essay is to place Ethics in the context of MacIntyre’s 
larger project. The essay has three parts. The first part considers the 
consistency of MacIntyre’s work. The second part reviews Aquinas’s 
Aristotelian account of human action. The third part argues that practical 
philosophy can be moral philosophy because human action is inherently 
teleological, and this teleology is ultimately natural. I will conclude with 
some observations about the role of MacIntyre’s ethics in his 
revolutionary Aristotelian ‘Utopianism of the present’.8 

 
 

 
2 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 2, 20, 
20, and 66. 
3 For the division of After Virtue into the ‘critical argument’ and the ‘constructive argument’, see 
Christopher Stephen Lutz, Reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue (New York: Continuum, 
2012), 1-2. 
4 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 28, 45, 53, 56, 62, 66, 82, 161, 162, 197, 223, and 271. 
5 Ibid., 154, 155, 161, 162, 163, and 241. 
6 Ibid., 38-39. 
7  Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016). 
8 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary: Ethics, Resistance, and 
Utopia’, inVirtue and Politics, eds. Kelvin Knight and Paul Blackledge, (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2011), 11-19, at 16.  
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1. The Consistency of MacIntyre’s Work 
 

In its rejection of ‘Morality’, Ethics bears striking similarities to 
MacIntyre’s 1957 essay, ‘What Morality Is Not’9, in which he rejected 
R. M. Hare’s widely respected contention ‘that it is of the essence of 
moral valuations that they are universalizable and prescriptive’. 10 
MacIntyre contended, on the contrary, that ‘A whole range of cases can 
be envisaged where moral valuations are not universalizable’.11 In the 
concluding section of the essay, MacIntyre argues that Hare’s thesis 
reveals nothing about morality, but only hampers the investigation of 
morality, by imposing an unacknowledged presupposition as a discovered 
fact: 

To assert that universalizability is of the essence of 
moral valuation is not to tell us what ‘morality’ means 
or how moral words are used. It is to prescribe a 
meaning for ‘morality’ … and implicitly it is to 
prescribe a morality.12 

To discover what morality really is, MacIntyre recommends that we 
consider how real people apply knowledge to choices about action. Thus, 
he dismisses modern theories about universalizable maxims and turns his 
attention to novels that illustrate the particular and prudential nature of 
moral judgment through narratives.  
 Ethics follows a similar outline. MacIntyre dismisses conventional 
secular academic moral theory. He proposes an approach he could not 
have defended in 1957: Thomistic Aristotelianism to investigate morality 
in terms of the prudential practical decisions of ordinary people. Finally, 
he exemplifies this kind of practical reasoning through narratives about 
real people and their moral transformations: Soviet journalist and author 
Vasily Grossman, United States Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day 
O’Connor, Trinidadian Marxist journalist and author C. L. R. James, and 
Northern Irish Catholic priest Denis Faul. 
 Given the conversions and transformations that marked MacIntyre’s 
career between that 1957 essay and this 2016 book, their similarities may 

 
9 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘What Morality Is Not’, Philosophy 32 (1957), 325-35. Reprinted in 
Against the Self-Images of the Age: Essays on Ideology and Philosophy (London: Gerald 
Duckworth & Co., 1971; republished, Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1978), 
96-108. 
10 MacIntyre, ‘What Morality Is Not’, 96. 
11 Ibid., 99. 
12 Ibid., 105-106. 
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seem surprising. Yet through all of his changes, MacIntyre’s central 
concern has remained the same. From Marxism: An Interpretation 
(1953)13, through ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’ (1958)14, to After 
Virtue (1981) and its successors, MacIntyre has investigated moral 
philosophy as a study of practical reason and human action. For him it is 
a quest for the prudential, a guide to action that is neither arbitrary nor 
expedient, and that is therefore able to make absolute demands.15 Ethics 
presents the fruit of this study, distilling its results into a new, streamlined 
argument, freed from historical controversies and dramatic flourishes that 
distracted many readers of After Virtue. The result is a remarkably lucid 
introduction to MacIntyre’s moral philosophy, an approach we may call 
his ethics of practical reasoning. That project has been a consistent one. 
 MacIntyre’s first book, Marxism: An Interpretation (1953),16 already 
looks to practice,17 and to narrative,18 rather than to conventional moral 
theories, to seek moral progress in communal political life.19 MacIntyre’s 
1957 essay, ‘What Morality is Not’, parallels certain points in Elizabeth 
Anscombe’s book, Intention,20 a seminal work in action theory, which 
was published the same year. In her book, which MacIntyre references 
early in Ethics, 21  Anscombe shows that the Aristotelian practical 
syllogism is not ‘ordinary reasoning leading to such a conclusion as: “I 
ought to do such and such.”’22 Rather, Aristotle’s practical syllogism was 
merely calculative and supports various non-moral uses of ‘ought’ and 
‘should’.23 She concludes:  

 
13  Alasdair MacIntyre, Marxism: An Interpretation (London: SCM Press, 1953). Marxism, 
henceforth. 
14 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness I’, New Reasoner 7 (Winter 1958-9), 
90-100; and Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness II’, New Reasoner 8 (Spring 
1959), 89-98. Reprinted in The MacIntyre Reader, ed. Kelvin Knight (University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1998), 31-40 and 41-49. Reprinted in Alasdair MacIntyre’s Engagement with Marxism, 
ed. Paul Blackledge and Neil Davidson (Brill, 2005; Chicago: Haymarket, 2009), 45-57 and 57-
68. All page citations follow Knight, The MacIntyre Reader. 
15 See ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’; see also, Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Can Medicine Dispense 
with a Theological Perspective on Human Nature?’ in Knowledge, Value, and Belief, The 
Foundations of Ethics and Its Relationship to Science, vol. II (Hudson, N.Y.: The Hastings 
Center, 1977), 25-43. 
16 Alasdair MacIntyre, Marxism. 
17 Ibid., 17, 61, 111. 
18 Passage from Arthur Koestler, Darkness at Noon, quoted in MacIntyre, Marxism, 115-116. 
19 Ibid., 121-122. 
20  G. E. M. Anscombe, Intention (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1957; 2nd ed. 1963; Harvard 
University Press, 2000). 
21 MacIntyre, Ethics, 5. 
22 Anscombe, Intention, §33. 
23 Ibid., §35. 
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It will have become clear that the practical syllogism as 
such is not an ethical topic. It will be of interest to an 
ethicist, perhaps, if he takes the rather unconvincing 
line that a good man is by definition just one who aims 
wisely at good ends. … It can only come into ethical 
studies if a correct philosophical psychology is 
requisite for a philosophical system of ethics: a view 
which I believe I should maintain if I thought of trying 
to construct such a system; but which I believe is not 
generally current.24  

Accepting the ‘current’ view that ethics studies moral norms, Anscombe 
therefore treats merely calculative practical reasoning as something 
outside of ethics.  
 In 1958, Anscombe took a more firmly critical stance on the 
disconnect between contemporary ethics and philosophical psychology in 
her landmark essay, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’.25 Here she defends the 
thesis ‘that it is not profitable for us at present to do moral philosophy; 
that should be laid aside at any rate until we have an adequate philosophy 
of psychology, in which we are conspicuously lacking’.26 Anscombe finds 
contemporaneous secular theories of duty and obligation incoherent in 
their justification of moral principles, and consequentialist in their 
application of them. She therefore judges that it is time to reconsider the 
entire enterprise.27  
 A year after Anscombe’s ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, MacIntyre also 
questioned the entire enterprise of moral philosophy in ‘Notes from the 
Moral Wilderness’, published in The New Reasoner, a journal of the 
British New Left. ‘Notes’ raises urgent questions about the rational 
justification of the moral condemnation of Stalinism.28 The criminality 
of Stalinism was morally revolting to many people, but the challenge of 
making a rationally justified moral critique of it reveals the deepest 
weaknesses of modern moral philosophy, particularly for Marxists. Marx 
himself had rejected modern liberalism as an invention designed to fence 

 
24 Anscombe, Intention, §41. 
25 G. E. M. Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, Philosophy 33 (1958), 1-19. 
26 Anscombe, ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’, 1. 
27 MacIntyre cited ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’ in his ‘Hume on “Is” and “Ought”’, Philosophical 
Review 68 (1959), 451-468. Reprinted in Against the Self-Images of the Age: Essays on Ideology 
and Philosophy (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1978), 109-124. See note 
20, Philosophical Review, 467, ASIA, 124. 
28 For MacIntyre’s definition of Stalinism, see MacIntyre, e-mail correspondence with C. S. Lutz, 
April 14, 2010, quoted in Lutz, Reading Aladair MacIntyre’s After Virtue, 20.  
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off private interests from community needs.29 To adhere to the tradition 
of dialectical materialism was to deny the plausibility of those theories. 
Thus, the Marxist who complained that a putatively Marxist government 
was morally wrong for violating people’s rights was caught in a self-
contradiction.  
 MacIntyre criticizes adherence to modern morality on two grounds. 
First, from the standpoint of modern liberal individualism, moral 
judgments have no authority: 

Why do the moral standards by which Stalinism is 
found wanting have authority over us? Simply because 
we choose that they should. The individual 
confronting the facts with his values condemns. But he 
can only condemn in the name of his own choice.30 

Secondly, from the standpoint of action theory, adhering to modern 
morality is unintelligible behaviour:  

We make both individual deeds and social practices 
intelligible as human actions by showing how they 
connect with characteristically human desires, needs, 
and the like. Where we cannot do this, we treat the 
unintelligible piece of behaviour as a symptom, a 
survival, or a superstition.31 

Kant, Mill, and their respective traditions, deliberately separate moral 
behaviour respecting rights, duties, and obligations from actions that 
connect with human desires, needs, or the like.32 So MacIntyre complains, 
‘[t]he “ought” of morality is utterly divorced from the “is” of desire’.33 
Obeying morality is supposed to have nothing to do with any benefit that 

 
29  See Karl Marx, ‘On the Jewish Question’, review of Bruno Bauer, The Jewish Question 
(Braunschweig, 1843), www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1844/jewish-question. See also 
Lutz, Reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue, 24. 
30 MacIntyre, ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’, 34. 
31 Ibid., 41. 
32 See Immanuel Kant, Foundations for the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Lewis White Beck, 2nd 
ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1990), 15-17 (399-401), and 59 (442); See also Immanuel Kant, 
Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (New York: MacMillan, 1965), 632-634 
(A800/B828-A803/B831), and 636 (A806/B834; see also John Stuart Mill, Utilitarianism, ed. 
Oskar Piest (Upper Saddle River: Prentice-Hall, 1957), 15, 20-23. See also Lutz, Reading 
Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue, 19-25, 76-87. 
33 MacIntyre, ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’, 41. 
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might come to the agent from doing so. Why do it, then? These theories 
cannot tell us. 
 Conventional moral philosophy cannot justify the moral 
condemnation of Stalinism. But, MacIntyre suggests, if morality could be 
reconnected to desire and to history, interested human agents might 
rediscover moral absolutes.34 He then pursues this enquiry until it bears 
fruit in After Virtue. 35  Since then he has continued to develop this 
approach to moral philosophy in his mature work.  
 The ethics of practical reasoning initially sets aside questions of duty 
and obligation to begin instead by investigating the conditions and habits 
of character needed to support ‘independent practical reasoning’. 36 
Where modern moral philosophy takes freedom37 for granted and seeks 
knowledge of duties, the ethics of practical reasoning seeks to understand 
human action and to overcome the various kinds of unfreedom that can 
hinder us in our choices. It therefore pursues the kinds of freedom38 
characteristic of human flourishing.39  
 In this project, MacIntyre, who had been educated in Greek and Latin 
classical literature, analytic moral philosophy, and Marxist political 
thought, eventually found allies in Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, 40  and 
Aquinas, as well as the tradition they participated in. Like Leon Trotsky, 
whom MacIntyre respected for ‘providing throughout his life a defence 
of human activity, of the powers of conscious and rational human 
effort’,41 these classical and medieval philosophers had discovered that 
cultivating the practices of rational human agency is difficult. The 
Thomistic Aristotelian ethics of practical reasoning that MacIntyre 
defends in Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, Dependent Rational 

 
34 MacIntyre, ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’, part 2, 47. 
35 MacIntyre connected After Virtue to ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’ in the book’s preface. 
See After Virtue, 3rd ed., xvii-xviii. 
36 See Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals (Chicago: Open Court, 1999), 81-98. 
37 By ‘freedom’ I mean the kind of internal moral freedom that is traditionally called ‘freedom of 
indifference'. For treatments of the role of ‘freedom of indifference’ since Ockham, see Thomas 
Osborne, ‘Ockham as a Divine-Command Theorist’, Religious Studies 41 (2005), 1-22; see also 
Servais Pinckaers, OP, The Sources of Christian Ethics, trans. Sr. Mary Thomas Noble, OP, 
(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1995; Les sources de la morale 
chrétienne (University Press Fribourg, 1985, 1990, 1993). 
38 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 112. 
39 Ibid., 28-29. 
40  MacIntyre describes himself as an ‘Augustinian Christian’ in Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose 
Justice? Which Rationality? (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd, 1988), 10. 
41 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Breaking the Chains of Reason’, in Out of Apathy, ed. E. P. Thompson 
(London: Stevens and Sons, 1960), 195-240; reprinted in Alasdair MacIntyre’s Engagement with 
Marxism, eds. Paul Blackledge and Neil Davidson (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2009), 135-166, 
at 166. 
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Animals, and Ethics builds on MacIntyre’s early Marxist work, because it 
studies human action in order to understand the difficulties that may 
hinder human agency and to find ways to overcome them so that its 
adherents may flourish as human beings.42  
 The central questions for MacIntyre’s ethics and politics still reflect 
something he wrote in 1960: 

Because the individual exists in his social relations and 
because the collective is a society of individuals, the 
problem of freedom is not of the individual against 
society but the problem of what kind of a society we 
want and what sort of individuals we want to be.43  

‘The problem of freedom’—the problem of human flourishing—is a 
moral problem to be solved in common with others. Such flourishing 
cannot be individualistic, MacIntyre insists, because common goods 
shape our individual goods and friendships shape our awareness of our 
common and individual goods. 44  In his 2009 interview with Alex 
Voorhoeve, MacIntyre stresses, ‘In sum, our lives are structured by asking 
“What do we want?”, not “What do I want?”’45 The problem of renewing 
human agency was already central to MacIntyre’s first book, Marxism; it 
remains the central problem in Ethics. 
 
 

II. Thomas Aquinas’s Aristotelian Account of Human Action 
 

To understand MacIntyre’s mature Thomistic Aristotelianism, we need 
to understand Aquinas’s account of human action, on which it is built. 
The main texts to examine are Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, and 
Aquinas’s Summa Contra Gentiles and Summa Theologiae. The Summa 
Theologiae is divided into three parts (prima, secunda, and tertia); 
Thomistic philosophers focus on the first two, the first part (prima pars) 
which considers the nature of the created world, including the human 
person, and the two divisions of the second part, (prima-secundae pars 

 
42 See MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 49-50. 
43 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Freedom and Revolution’, Labour Review, (Feb./Mar. 1960), 19-24. 
Reprinted in Alasdair MacIntyre's Engagement with Marxism, eds. Paul Blackledge and Neil 
Davidson (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2009), 123-134, at 129. 
44 See MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 99-118. 
45 ‘The Illusion of Self-Sufficiency', interview by Alex Voorhoeve, in Conversations on Ethics, ed. 
Alex Voorhoeve (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 111-131, at 122. 
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and secunda-secundae pars) which examine the causes of human actions 
and the virtues and vices of human agents, respectively.46 
 At this stage in the argument, we examine human action as Anscombe 
did in Intention, considering ‘practical reasoning’ or ‘practical syllogism’ 
as ‘calculative’ rather than ‘ethical’.47 Immediately we face a stumbling 
block: in his account of human action, Aquinas held that ‘every agent acts 
for a good’48 and that ‘the appetite desires nothing except under the 
rational character of a good’,49 These claims apply to evil actions as well 
as good ones. To see how an evil agent might choose evil ‘under the 
rational character of good’, we need to understand Aquinas’s terms, 
beginning with the word ‘good’. 
 For Aquinas, ‘good’ and ‘evil’ are natural terms corresponding to the 
objects of pursuit and avoidance that Aristotle presents in the 
Nicomachean Ethics: 

There being three objects of choice and three of 
avoidance, the noble, the advantageous, and pleasant 
and their contraries, the base, the injurious, the painful, 
about all of these the good man tends to go right and 
the bad man go wrong, and especially about pleasure; 
for this is common to the animals, and also it 
accompanies all objects of choice; for even the noble 
and the advantageous appear pleasant.50 

Citing Aristotle, Aquinas defines ‘good’ as ‘appetible’: ‘The essence of 
goodness consists in this, that it is in some way desirable’.51 Aquinas 
allows that true goods are perfective of the agent; they promise to bring 
the potentialities of a thing to completion: ‘goodness signifies perfection 
which is desirable’.52 So we may be wrong about goods. Nonetheless, he 
endorses Aristotle’s division of the objects of choice as a division of 
goodness, ‘this division properly concerns goodness as such’.53 In his 
account of human action, as in Anscombe’s, we understand ‘good’ to 

 
46  Those unfamiliar with the Summa Theologiae find the divisions and their abbreviations 
confusing. The prima pars is abbreviated Ia or I; the prima-secundae, Ia-IIae or I-II; the secunda-
secundae, IIa-IIae or II-II; the tertia, III. 
47 Anscombe, Intention, §§33-37. 
48 ‘omne agens agit propter bonum’, Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, III, ch. 3 ¶1. 
49 ‘nihil desiderat appetitus nisi sub ratione boni’, Ibid., ch. 62, ¶ 7. 
50 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, II. 3, 1104b 29-35. 
51 ‘Ratio enim boni in hoc consistit, quod aliquid sit appetibile’, Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologiae, I, 5, a 1, co. 
52 ‘bonum dicit rationem perfecti, quod est appetibile’, Aquinas, ST I, 5, 1, ad 1. 
53 Ibid. I, 5, a 6, co. 
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mean ‘desirable’. MacIntyre has used the term ‘choice-worthy’ to express 
the same notion.54 
 We perform human acts every time we decide to do something. We 
do not decide to digest food or to grow hair, although we do decide when 
to eat and when to cut our hair. Involuntary behaviours or ‘acts of man’ 
can be set aside. The Thomistic account of ‘human acts’ examines only 
our voluntary actions.55 
 Following Aristotle, Aquinas holds that human acts move through a 
process. Aristotle describes this process in Nicomachean Ethics III.4 and 
III.5, distinguishing ‘wish’ directed toward ends from ‘deliberation’ 
concerning means,56 prior to the actions by which we achieve our ends: 
‘The end, then, being what we wish for, the means what we deliberate 
about and choose, actions concerning means must be according to choice 
and voluntary’.57 Aquinas examines this process more closely, beginning 
with the apprehension of goods.  
 We may apprehend goods either by sense or by intellect. We 
apprehend fragrant flowers, delicious foods, comfortable clothing, or a 
warm bed by the sense powers. These are immediately desirable to what 
Aquinas calls the ‘concupiscible appetite’ as ‘suitable’ things. 58  We 
apprehend other things by our interior sense powers, particularly by the 
cogitative power, as ‘hurtful’ things that ‘hinder what is suitable’, such as 
a prowling wolf or a stormy sky.59 The concupiscible appetite inclines us 
to flee from such things; while another sense appetite, the irascible 
appetite, inclines us to ‘resist’ and to fight.60 We apprehend intelligible 
goods through the intellect. These include keeping a healthy diet, 
changing the oil in the car, and maintaining healthy relation in our homes 
and communities. When we apprehend these intelligible things as goods 
we desire them by our rational appetite or will. 
 There are some intellectual goods, however, specifically the knowledge 
and contemplation of God, that are sought by the intellect and known by 
the intellect, but cannot be apprehended by our natural abilities. Even 
Adam in the state of innocence could not know God through God’s 

 
54 Alasdair MacIntyre uses ‘choice worthy’ for ‘good’ in ‘On Having Survived the Academic Moral 
Philosophy of the Twentieth Century’, in What Happened In and To Moral Philosophy in the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Fran O’Rourke (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 
17-34, at 25 and 27. 
55 Aquinas, ST I-II, 1, a 1, co. 
56 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics III.2, 1111b 27-28. 
57 Ibid., III.5, 1113b 3-5. 
58 Aquinas, ST I, 81, a 2, co. 
59 Ibid., I, 78, a 4, co. 
60 Ibid., I, 81, a 2, co. 
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essence or angels through theirs.61 Aquinas argues in the first article of 
the Summa Theologiae that sacred theology learned through revelation is 
necessary for human life precisely to enable us to apprehend the end we 
seek as human beings: 

Firstly, indeed, because man is directed to God as to an 
end that surpasses the grasp of his reason … But the 
end must first be known by men who are to direct their 
thoughts and actions to the end. Hence it was necessary 
for the salvation of man that certain truths which 
exceed human reason should be made known to him 
by divine revelation.62 

Thus, grace and revelation become necessary parts of Aquinas’s 
anthropology and ethics.  
 For Aquinas, the first step in the process leading to action must be the 
apprehension of the end. Thus, Aquinas writes, ‘[v]oluntariness requires 
an act of knowledge in the same way as it requires an act of the will; 
namely, in order that it may be in one’s power to consider, to wish, and 
to act’.63 We may be wrong about goods. Thus, misapprehension of 
goods becomes a problem in the study of practical success and failure. 
 In the second step in the process of rational human action, the will or 
‘rational appetite’, which is directed to the intelligible good, wills the 
good as understood by the practical intellect: 

The goodness of the will depends properly on the 
object. Now the will’s object is proposed to it by 
reason. Because the good understood is the 
proportionate object of the will; while sensitive or 
imaginary good is proportionate not to the will but to 
the sensitive appetite: since the will can tend to the 
universal good, which reason apprehends; whereas the 
sensitive appetite tends only to the particular good, 
apprehended by the sensitive power. Therefore the 
goodness of the will depends on reason, in the same 
way as it depends on the object.64  

 
61 Aquinas, ST I, 94, a 1-2. 
62 Ibid., I, 1, a 1, co. 
63 Ibid., I-II, 6, a 3, ad 3. ‘to consider, to wish, and to act’ translates ‘considerare et velle et agere’. 
64 Ibid., I-II, 19, a 3. 
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Aquinas divides the activity of the will, noting that the rational appetite 
first wills the end and then wills the means. He distinguishes three acts 
of the will regarding the end, ‘volition, enjoyment, and intention’,65 and 
examines each in turn.66 With ‘intention’, the will has settled on doing 
something (various things at once, both short and long term); the next 
step is to do it or to figure out how to do it.67 
 The relation between the sense appetites and the rational appetite 
marks another problem for rational human action. The sense appetites 
cannot overpower the rational appetite: ‘the lower appetite is not 
sufficient to cause movement, unless the higher appetite consents’. 68 
Nonetheless, the sensitive appetites can resist: ‘we experience that the 
irascible and concupiscible powers do resist reason, inasmuch as we sense 
or imagine something pleasant, which reason forbids, or unpleasant, 
which reason commands’.69 The mastery of the lower appetites by reason 
becomes an important problem for moral philosophy. 
 After this consideration of the volition of the end, Aquinas turns to 
volition of the means. Here he distinguishes five acts of the will: choice, 
counsel, consent, use, and command. Two of them, counsel and consent, 
correspond to Aristotle’s deliberation. Counsel is an enquiry concerning 
means:  
 

Counsel properly implies a conference held between several; the 
very word (consilium) denotes this, for it means sitting together 
(considium), from the fact that many sit together to confer with 
one another.70 

 
We do not take counsel about everything, but only ‘about things that 
admit of doubt’.71 Counsel identifies possible means to attain an end; 
consent approves possible means.72 
 The remaining acts of the will (choice, use, and command), move the 
powers of person to do something. Here a description of the process as a 
series of steps may be misleading, since, for example, ‘use’ occurs when 
we use our intellectual powers to make the kind of enquiry involved in 

 
65 Aquinas, ST I-II, 8, prologue. 
66 Ibid., I-II, 8-12. 
67 Ibid., I-II, 12, a 2, 3. 
68 Ibid., I, 81, a 3, co. 
69 Ibid., I, 81, a 3, ad 2. 
70 Ibid., I-II, 14, a 14. 
71 Ibid., I-II, 14, a 3, co. 
72 Ibid., I-II, 15, a 3, co. 
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counsel. The acts identified with volition of means mix together, meaning 
deliberation and action are not discreet ‘steps’. With choice, use, and 
command, the agent chooses the means to employ73 and uses interior 
powers or exterior objects to bring things about.74 In another respect, the 
will commands the act and brings it about.75 
 Bearing in mind the complexity of the subject matter and without 
intending to reduce it to a simple procedure, we can summarize the 
Thomistic account of human action roughly into four phases: (1) the 
human person apprehends a good, (2) intends that good as an end, (3) 
deliberates the means to attain it, and finally, (4) acts to attain the end. A 
trivial example illustrates the process: A person walks into an unfamiliar, 
darkened room and wants to be able to see. So, this person looks for a 
light switch and, finding it, turns on the lights.  
 More complicated examples illustrate the same process: An early 
career scholar realizes the importance of participating in professional 
meetings and decides to submit a paper for an academic conference. The 
scholar takes counsel with senior colleagues, deliberating about what kind 
of presentation to submit and how to secure funding for travel expenses. 
Months later, our scholar boards a plane with a carefully written paper in 
hand. 
 Very complex examples, like career choices, are often shaped events 
and circumstances lying beyond our control. Nonetheless, there are 
moments when we take ownership of the flow of our lives, when a person 
decides to become a teacher or a scholar or a carpenter, when one decides 
to be employed in this place or that. Those moments begin when a person 
recognizes goods to be sought and looks for ways to attain them.  
 For Aquinas, ‘the subject matter of moral philosophy is human 
action’.76 Since human action can go well or badly, one problem for moral 
philosophy is to discover those excellent habits of character, the virtues, 
that will enable a person to subject desires and fears to rational judgment 
with temperance and fortitude, so that the person may follow the good 
of reason prudently, willing just means to attain truly good ends.77 The 
theological virtues, infused by divine grace, likewise perfect the powers 
involved in human action,78 reorienting the person so completely to the 

 
73 Aquinas, ST I-II, 13. 
74 Ibid., I-II, 16. 
75 Ibid., I-II, 17. 
76 Ralph McInerny, Ethica Thomistica (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 1982, revised ed. 1997), 1. 
77 Aquinas, ST I-II, 61, a 2. 
78 Ibid., I-II, 62, a 3. 
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supernatural end that different moral virtues must accompany them.79 
The virtues, both as summarized formally in the prima-secundae pars of 
the Summa Theologiae and as examined substantively in the secunda-
secundae pars, are nothing but the excellences of the human agent in each 
of the steps outlined above. Thomistic moral teaching examines the 
virtues and the vices because failure, often unacknowledged, often 
unintended, can attend every part of human action.80  
 Thomistic moral teaching also recognizes law and the need to obey 
law, but even Aquinas’s treatment of law is rooted in practical reasoning. 
For, the laws that bind human agents are directed to the common good,81 
and thus to the agent’s good. The natural law in us is a participation in 
the divine wisdom that directs us by our inclinations to our proper acts 
and ends, i.e., to our good.82 Aquinas holds that all of the moral precepts 
of the Old Law belong to the natural law,83 directing us to our good, for 
the primary purpose of divine law is to teach human agents to pursue the 
good, their good, effectively:  

it is by law that man is directed how to perform his 
proper acts in view of his last end… . But since man is 
ordained to an end of eternal happiness which is 
inproportionate to man’s natural faculty, as stated 
above (I-II, 5, a 5), therefore it was necessary that, 
besides the natural and the human law, man should be 
directed to his end by a law given by God.84 

The Thomistic moral tradition is a tradition of practical philosophy 
investigating practical reasoning. MacIntyre’s Thomistic work since the 
1980s, when he began to identify himself as an Augustinian Christian85 
and a Thomist86, has brought renewed attention to the role of practical 
reasoning in the ethical work of Aquinas. 
 
 
 
 

 
79 Aquinas, ST, I-II, 63, a 3, 4. 
80 See MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 39-40. 
81 Aquinas, ST I-II, 90, a 3. 
82 Ibid., I-II, 91, a 2; 94. a 2. 
83 Ibid., I-II, 100, a 1. 
84 Ibid., I-II, 91, a 4, co. 
85 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 10. 
86 Ibid., 402-403. 
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III. Moral philosophy must be practical philosophy. 
 

We act for a variety of ends, some more proximate, some more ultimate, 
some more crucial, some merely optional. Attaining our more crucial and 
more ultimate ends often requires us to abandon some of our more 
proximate, merely optional ends. Working diligently toward a variety of 
ends at once demands that we employ means that do not interfere with 
each other. Pursuing conflicting ends or pursuing various ends by 
conflicting means can only lead to practical failure.87 
 We assess our practical failures in terms of the ends of our actions. 
An alcoholic drink or two among friends can be pleasant, but a person 
who needs to drive home after a party, but has gotten intoxicated there 
anyway, fails practically in terms of being able to drive home. Winning 
arguments and prevailing in conflicts with adversaries is sometimes 
appropriate, but a highly talented professional whose bad temper and 
poor judgment prevent him from advancing toward career goals fails, 
practically, in terms of reaching those goals. Cultivating peace and justice 
in society is good and noble, but a political party that tries to impose 
peace and justice at gunpoint would fail, practically, in terms of its 
Utopian goal. People who do these things fail practically, they fail as 
agents, not because someone has declared that one should be able to drive 
a car, or that one has a duty to reach certain career goals, or that political 
parties are duty-bound to promote justice by peaceful and just means, but 
because these agents do not succeed at the things they are trying to do. 
Plato, Aristotle, Augustine, and Aquinas all treated this kind of failed 
agency in their moral works.  
 Studies of Aristotle and Aquinas often begin as Aristotle and Aquinas 
do, by discussing the highest good or ultimate end. For Aristotle it is ‘an 
activity of soul in accordance with perfect virtue’.88 For Aquinas, ‘final 
and perfect happiness can consist in nothing else than the vision of the 
divine essence’.89 But there is a problem with this approach. Not everyone 
apprehends the virtuous life or a life with God as their highest good, as 
the end that should regulate all of their choices. So, there appears to be a 
conflict between these authors and the desires of ordinary people. 90 
Hence there is a temptation, rooted in a preconception that moral 
philosophy is a study of rules and obligations, to identify the highest good 

 
87 See discussions of ‘failure’ in MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 39-41and 191. 
88 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics I.13, 1102a5-6; see also I.7, 098a 17-18. 
89 Aquinas, ST I-II, 3, a 8, co; see also ScG III, ch. 37. 
90 See Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (London, Penguin Books, 1981) Part I, ch. 6, sec. 6-7. 
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as the end that a person is supposed to desire, as the goal that we should 
pursue, as the thing we are supposed to want. This move seems warranted 
in one sense: Aristotle and Aquinas did hold that we would desire these 
ends and measure our actions by their pursuit if we understood things 
properly. But this move opens the Aristotelian tradition to two charges 
of apparent arbitrariness.  
 The first charge follows a mistaken impression that Aristotle and 
Aquinas see the ultimate end as a state of affairs. MacIntyre’s 1977 
rejection of Aristotle’s ultimate end comes to mind: ‘All those remarkable 
virtues are to be practiced, all that judgment and prudence is to be 
exercised so that we may become … upper middle-class Athenian 
gentlemen devoted to metaphysical enquiry’.91 Why should anyone want 
to be an Aristotelian megalopsychos?92 And against Aquinas, why should 
an atheist want to be a Christian saint? These ends appear arbitrary. 
MacIntyre rightly concludes that ‘any attempt to specify the true end for 
man by describing some state of affairs, the achievement of which will 
constitute that end, is bound to fail in a parallel way’.93 This charge of 
arbitrariness is deeply mistaken; for Aristotle and Aquinas saw the 
summum bonum as an activity, but we need not explore MacIntyre’s error 
here.94 
 The second charge has to do with the reason for determining the final 
end at the outset. Since the ultimate end stands as the measure of all 
subordinate ends, it may appear that the ethics of practical reasoning 
cannot determine anything at all until this overarching good has been 
identified. If this were the case, then it would seem necessary to defend 
‘what Sarah Broadie has denounced as “the Grand End view of practical 
wisdom”’, a position that MacIntyre likewise rejected in ‘Rival Aristotles: 
Aristotle against some Modern Aristotelians’.95 

 
91  Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Can Medicine Dispense with a Theological Perspective on Human 
Nature?’ in Knowledge, Value and Belief, eds. H. Tristram Engelhardt Jr. and Daniel Callahan 
(Hastings-on-the-Hudson; Hastings Center, 1977), 25-43. Reprinted in The Roots of Ethics: 
Science, Religion, and Values, eds. Daniel Callahan and Tristram Engelhardt Jr. (New York and 
London: Plenum, 1981), 119-137; 132. 
92 For Aristotle’s treatment of his moral ideal, the megalopsychos (μεγαλόψυχος), see Artistotle, 
Nicomachean Ethics, IV. 3-4. Ross translates ‘megalopsychia’ (μεγαλοψυχία) as ‘pride’ and 
‘megalopsychos’ as ‘the proud man’.  
93 MacIntyre, ‘Can Medicine Dispense with a Theological Perspective on Human Nature’, 132. 
94 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, § 4.7, 201; § 4.11, 227-231. 
95 Sarah Broadie, Ethics with Aristotle (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), 198-202, 
quoted in Alasdair MacIntyre ‘Rival Aristotles: Aristotle against some Modern Aristotelians’ in 
Ethics and Politics: Selected Essays Volume 2 (Cambridge University Press, 2006), 22-40 at 22. 
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 Beginning a philosophical examination of the teleology of human acts 
by trying to determine the ultimate end is a mistake for two reasons, first 
because controversy over the ultimate end becomes an obstacle to 
examining teleology at all, and, second, because answering questions 
about ultimate ends can be deferred while we consider the teleology of 
human acts more proximately. So, MacIntyre agrees with ‘one aspect of 
Broadie’s condemnation of Grand End views’. 

We do not proceed by first acquiring a vision of the 
Grand End and only secondarily deducing from it what 
we ought to do… . And Broadie is clearly in the right 
in rejecting this both as an interpretation of Aristotle’s 
views and as an account of practical experience.96  

We begin instead from the proximate, and later, pursuing the questions 
that flow from our experience, we discover further questions about 
further ends. Hence Ethics begins with questions about proximate desires 
but ends with an invitation to natural theology.97  
 Returning to our three failures – a person too intoxicated to drive 
home, an intemperate professional who cannot advance in his career, and 
a political party whose methods prevent it from realizing its goals – notice 
that in each case, the telos that measures the agent’s choice is merely 
something that the agent wants. Why the agent wants it is a separate 
question. Whether the agent should want it is yet another question. We 
must return to those questions later; but those questions are not our 
starting points. A philosophical examination of the teleology of human 
acts needs to begin with the dumb fact that agents act for ends that they 
want.98 
 Practical questions follow from considerations about those proximate 
ends. What would it take to turn failure into success in each case? 
Sobriety is enough in the first case. The intemperate professional’s success 
in the second case might require thoroughgoing moral reform, in which 
friends and counsellors would play important roles. Re-evaluating 
appropriate means to political goals in the third case is a more difficult 
problem. In each case, though, the desired proximate end is the first 
measure of the agent’s acts. 
 The excellences of human agency, the virtues, are nothing but the 
qualities of mind and character that enable human agents to apprehend 

 
96 MacIntyre, ‘Rival Aristotles’, 25. 
97 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 315; see also 55-56. 
98 Cf. Aquinas, ScG, III ch 3. See also, Aquinas, ST I-II, 1, a 6, co. 
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their ends adequately and to pursue them effectively. In After Virtue 
MacIntyre examines the excellences of human agents teleologically, not 
by asserting the importance of becoming either an Aristotelian 
megalopsychos or a Christian saint, but by considering what it takes to 
live as an excellent human agent.  
 In After Virtue, MacIntyre’s exposition of the qualities of excellent 
agents moves through three levels: First, seeking excellence in practices 
requires certain virtues.99 But an excellent practitioner may nonetheless 
live the rest of his life badly,100  so the initial definition of virtue is 
incomplete.101 Moving beyond excellence in practices, in the second level, 
seeking excellence in our whole lives requires additional virtues.102 But 
again, it is possible to conceive of excellence in one’s life in an 
impoverished, individualist way that ignores one’s debts to, and 
responsibilities for, one’s community.103 Thus, thirdly, a richer sense of 
moral excellence must also involve repaying those debts to one’s 
community and encouraging that community to improve, even if doing 
so entails challenging the community to right historical wrongs.104 
 MacIntyre does not venture to define the ultimate telos of human 
action in After Virtue, except in the form of ‘a provisional conclusion’ 
that presents it as an activity: ‘the good life for man is the life spent in 
seeking the good life for man, and the virtues necessary for the seeking 
are those which will enable us to understand what more and what else the 
good life for man is’.105 In keeping with an insight from Karl Marx’s third 
thesis on Feuerbach,106 the argument begins from the known – from what 
we already want and what we are already trying to achieve – to chart a 
provisional course into the unknown toward what we want to achieve 
beyond our current horizons. It is possible to have a philosophical 
discussion of our ends, so understood, even if we find it impossible to 
define our ultimate ends completely. Ends comes first in our practical 
deliberations. But a thorough definition of the ultimate end need not 
come first in our investigation of human acts.107 

 
99 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 187-199. 
100 See Ralph McInerny’s fictional example of Thaddeus Skillen in McInerny, Ethica Thomistica, 
3-4. 
101 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 199-203. 
102 Ibid., 204-219. 
103 Ibid., 220-222.  
104 Ibid., 222-225; see also MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, § 4.3, 182-183. 
105 Ibid., 219. 
106 Mentioned in MacIntyre, After Virtue, 84-85. 
107 See MacIntyre, ‘Rival Aristotles’, 25. 
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 In Ethics MacIntyre once again demands a practical approach to 
teleological ethics. In §1.8, ‘The NeoAristotelian conception of the 
human agent’,108 MacIntyre discusses the moral formation required for a 
human agent to flourish. Beginning in our own experiences of the 
requirements of ordinary life, the demands of our family lives, and the 
requirements of practices in which we try to do well, we learn what to 
want and what to pursue, and what habits to strengthen if we want to 
succeed in these things.109 In the course of things we discover, to some 
extent, that moral growth and development, however we might 
understand that, is indispensable to our success, even if we fail to develop 
‘good judgment and rightly directed desire’ in some areas of our lives.110 
If things go well, we will acknowledge the roles of our communities and 
friends in our lives, in helping us to recognize and pursue goods, 
particularly common goods.  
 Eventually, MacIntyre argues, we may look for the kind of end that 
might give order to all of our other choices about goods, and here he lists 
the final ends of Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, Boethius, and Aquinas.111 But 
MacIntyre does not propose any Grand End here. Instead, he makes a 
procedural point about the philosophical pursuit of the final end: 

But we make a mistake, if we try to characterize the life 
of practice in theoretical terms before we have 
described it in its own terms. What needs to be 
considered first is the place that the conception of a 
final end, of an ultimate human good, has in the life of 
a practice. For it is only in making practical judgments 
and choices, through the exercise of the virtues, that 
each of us discovers in our lives a certain kind of 
directedness toward a final end that is our own, toward 
perfecting and completing the lives that are our own, 
by living out what in terms of our particular abilities 
and circumstances we judge to be the best lives for 
us.112 

To discover the final end is to discover it through our own desires. 

 
108 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 49-59. 
109 Ibid., 49-50. 
110 Ibid., 51. 
111 Ibid., 53. 
112 Ibid. 
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 MacIntyre’s position is consistent with Aquinas’s, although it may 
appear to be at odds with some of Aquinas’s interpreters. It is always a 
mistake to reduce the telos – even the true telos, even the summum 
bonum and finis ultimis of scholastic thought – to the thing we are 
supposed to want. Certainly, because our teleological acts are ordered to 
ends, and because some ends are only means to higher ends, it makes sense 
to ask about higher and higher ends, and it makes sense to ask what the 
highest end might be. It even makes sense to say that we should want the 
summum bonum as adequately defined. But if we think of the ultimate 
end only as the thing we are supposed to pursue, and not as the thing that 
we already want, if we think of the discovery of the highest good as the 
imposition of a kind of moral imperative rather than as the illumination 
of a mystery about our desire for the good, then we risk separating 
morality from desire in a way that would be quite foreign to Aristotelian 
and Thomistic moral agency, and quite foreign to MacIntyre’s work.113 
Although, it could be quite consistent with modern moral philosophy, or 
the voluntarist moral theologies that preceded it.  
 The highest good, what Aristotle calls eudaimonia and Aquinas calls 
beatitudo, both translated conventionally, although poorly, as ‘happiness’, 
is not an imposed moral imperative. 114 For, it is already the object of our 
desire. MacIntyre writes: ‘As both Aristotle and Aquinas point out, this 
is a state in which every rational agent desires to be. So our end state is to 
be one in which desire is finally and justifiably satisfied’.115 A brief review 
of Aquinas’s treatment of the highest good supports MacIntyre’s 
interpretation. 
 Aquinas gave two long arguments, one in the Summa Contra Gentiles, 
the other in the Summa Theologiae,116 like Aristotle’s argument in the 
Nicomachean Ethics, 117  sifting through different kinds of goods to 
determine what the final end and highest good must be. In these 
arguments, there is no question of reducing the finis ultimis or summum 
bonum, to the thing that we are supposed to want. The purpose of these 
arguments is to identify the goal that will bring human desire to rest.  
 Thus, the beatific vision is not just ‘what one should want’; on 
Aquinas’s analysis, it is the thing that we already do want,118 whether we 

 
113 See MacIntyre, ‘Notes from the Moral Wilderness’; Lutz, Reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s After 
Virtue, 75-106. 
114 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 54. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Aquinas, ScG, III, chs. 26-33; Aquinas, ST I-II, 1-6; 2, a 8. 
117 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I. 
118 Aquinas, ST I, 82, a 1. 
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apprehend it as such or not.119 For the Thomistic Aristotelian, anyone 
who cannot apprehend the beatific vision as the ultimate end will find 
questions about the ultimate end frustrating. Such an agent suffers 
frustration inasmuch as he does not succeed in doing what he is trying to 
do, namely, to discover what will truly satisfy his most human desire in 
order to pursue it effectively. Such an agent fails in the same way that 
Plato’s orators and despots fail, as ‘they do nothing that they wish to do, 
practically speaking, though they do whatever they think to be best’.120  
 The clarity that MacIntyre brings to the role of desire in teleological 
ethics has been one of the great strengths of his work since the 1950s. It 
is the entire purpose of Ethics. The modern separation of moral 
philosophy, understood as a study of duties and obligations, from the 
study of human action, understood as a psychological examination of 
human choices, doomed modern moral philosophy to incoherence, 
reducing the demands of morality to unintelligible taboos.121MacIntyre’s 
Thomistic Aristotelianism, contrariwise, reconnects practical philosophy 
and moral philosophy, showing how attention to the conditions and 
habits required for human flourishing may enable moral agents to 
rediscover, renew, and redevelop the moral virtues. 
 
 

IV. Desire and agency: from ethics to politics 
 

The importance of desire and agency in MacIntyre’s ethics flows into his 
political thought, because ‘for Aristotle and for Aristotelians, ethics is 
part of politics’.122 In ethics we ask how we might become the kind of 
agents who have the practical wisdom to recognize what is truly good and 
best for us to do and who have the moral freedom to act on our best 
judgment. In politics we ask how we might form the kind of community 
that shares the practical wisdom to recognize our common goods,123 and 
that enjoys civic friendship sufficient to bind ourselves together to 
advance and defend those goods. 
 MacIntyre illustrates the connection between virtuous agency and 
productive local politics with two examples in Ethics §4.3. In the first, 

 
119 Ibid., I, 82, a 2. 
120 Plato, Gorgias 466d-e. 
121 For comprehensive list of 'taboo' references in MacIntyre’s work, see Christopher Stephen 
Lutz, Tradition in the Ethics of Alasdair MacIntyre: Relativism, Thomism, and Philosophy 
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2004, 2009), 195, note 46.  
122 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 178. 
123 MacIntyre treats common goods in ibid., § 4.2, 168-176. 
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the fishing crews in the Danish community of Thorupstrand formed a 
‘cooperative company that purchased a common pool of [fishing] quotas’ 
so that the local fishing crews could maintain their way of life in 
competition with big commercial fishing operations.124 Creative political 
agency enabled the fishermen of Thorupstrand to defend well established 
common goods.  
 The second example of the interplay between ethics and politics 
begins with the founding of a school in the impoverished slum of Monte 
Azul in Sao Paulo, Brazil in 1975. Over time, that school developed into 
a highly effective centre for cooperative political activity. In Monte Azul, 
members of poor families that had been politically passive, voiceless, and 
forgotten learned to work cooperatively to discover and pursue common 
goods:  

Particular working groups and more general groups 
have met regularly for deliberative discussion on how 
to define and achieve the common goods with which 
they are concerned, on how to obtain the resources 
needed for their struggles, and how to mobilize 
political support… And that achievement of common 
goods has enabled numerous individuals to identify 
and achieve individual goods.125 

In Monte Azul, advancement in human agency at an individual level led 
to advancements in political agency in the community, which led to 
further achievements for individual agents. At Monte Azul, as at 
Thorupstrand, ethical achievement was the means to political 
achievement and vice versa. MacIntyre’s Thomistic Aristotelian ethics 
and politics help to map a way toward more ideal social conditions. In 
this sense, his Thomistic Aristotelianism has a qualifiedly Utopian 
character.  
 To paraphrase MacIntyre’s early reading of Marx’s Theses on 
Feuerbach, the truths about politics that can change the world can be 
discovered only in practice. In Aristotelian terms, the goal of political life 
is the activity of political life; and as one learns to play the harp well or 
badly by playing the harp well or badly, so we learn, or mislearn, the 
practices of political life. 126  In his 2007 London paper, ‘How 
Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary’, MacIntyre spoke of his 

 
124 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 178. 
125 Ibid., 181. 
126 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, II.1. 
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political method as ‘Utopianism of the present’ and what he described 
there was a political discipline that refuses to separate the goal of political 
life from the method of political life, that refuses any ‘sacrifice of the 
present to some imaginary glorious future’.127 It is a discipline to be lived 
in communities struggling by means of shared practical reasoning to 
become schools of the virtues.  
 Modern, secular, individualist, liberal, civil society – a society that 
theorizes its genesis in the choices of individuals to join it – is hard 
pressed to serve as such a school. It is for this reason that those who seek 
a better way of life must seek communities that acknowledge relationships 
and goods that do not depend upon arbitrary choices, where community 
members, bound by personal and civic friendship can hold one another 
to account. Only such communities can help to form virtuous citizens 
and statesmen, who may in turn transform civil society according to ideals 
that no one has yet imagined. Ethics presents these lessons, once again, 
with clarity.

 
127 MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism Can Become Revolutionary’, 16-17. 
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Towards a Historicist Thomism: MacIntyre’s Tradition-Based 
Rationality and Its Criterion of Truth and Falsehood 

Bruce McCuskey* 
 
Abstract. This essay examines the development of MacIntyre’s notion of 
tradition-based rationality and his attempt to be simultaneously a 
Thomist and a Historicist. It begins with exegesis of MacIntyre’s writings 
that shows how there is an implicit understanding that temporal 
progression will resolve debates over truth claims. From there I 
demonstrate the potential problems that this poses if MacIntyre’s account 
of tradition is to be an account of rationality as such. I develop an account 
of the central criterion of truth and falsity in MacIntyre’s account of 
Tradition-Based Rationality. This criterion is an embodied, distended 
law of non-contradiction. I demonstrate that it is possible to develop this 
criterion in a Thomistic vein through exegesis of Aquinas’s Disputed 
Questions on Truth. I conclude by offering examples of this criterion at 
work in MacIntyre’s writings and some comments on its relevance for 
practical politics in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. 

 
 

I. 
 

The two basic questions driving this investigation are: (1) How can 
MacIntyre’s tradition-based rationality enable the development of more 
complex notions of truth? and (2) How can MacIntyre be both a 
Thomist and a Historicist while avoiding relativism? Answering those 
questions will require a re-examination of MacIntyre’s extensive corpus. 
In answering those questions, however, I intend to show that MacIntyre 
has made an important contribution to historicist notions of rationality. 

The place to begin is at the end of MacIntyre’s three-stage account 
of the development of a tradition of enquiry. The first stage of enquiry is 
that prior to an epistemological crisis, in which practices, texts, and beliefs 
are held relatively uncritically by adherents of a tradition, or at least the 
questions posed by those adherents do not put the tradition itself into 
question. The second stage of tradition-based enquiry occurs when the 
tradition as a whole is put into question, engendering an epistemological 
crisis. Finally, in the third stage, a tradition has passed through an 
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epistemological crisis where its beliefs prior to the epistemological crisis 
have undergone extensive reformulation. Here, MacIntyre outlines what 
is in effect the criterion of truth for tradition-based rationality, stating 
that ‘Between those older beliefs and the world as they now understand 
it there is a radical discrepancy to be perceived’. 1  This ‘lack of 
correspondence’ between the picture of the world given by the tradition 
prior to the epistemological crisis and that picture given after the 
epistemological crisis leads to the earlier picture of the world being called 
false.2 He asserts that this is the original form of the correspondence 
theory of truth, ‘in which it is applied retrospectively in the form of a 
correspondence theory of falsity’.3 

Note that in this account of tradition-based rationality, what 
distinguishes true from false is the passage of time. The production of 
incompatible pictures of the world forces the decision in favor of one 
being true and the other being false. Interestingly, however, one could 
adequately describe the process then in terms of ‘earlier’ and ‘later’, or, 
better yet, ‘before’ and ‘after’, substituting ‘earlier’ or ‘before’ for ‘false’ 
and ‘later’ or ‘after’ for ‘true’. Therefore, while a discrepancy has emerged 
in the course of argument, what compels one to decide in favour of one 
picture or the other seems to be the proximity of that picture’s emergence 
to where one is on the line of temporal progression. MacIntyre would 
here likely argue that this does not fully describe how one decides between 
two different pictures of the world given by different stages of the 
tradition. Rather, it is a matter of whether or not one of the pictures 
furnishes answers to the conundrums raised in the course of the 
epistemological crisis. Nevertheless, MacIntyre himself has admitted that 
it is often difficult to recognize genuine epistemological crises in the life 
of a tradition. Thus, it could and perhaps should always be an open 
question if the possible incoherencies diagnosed at the outset of what 
seems to be an epistemological crisis are actual incoherencies. 
Consequently, the question of what one might call MacIntyre’s faith in 
the power of time to bring all things to light remains.  

This issue has deep roots in MacIntyre’s thought, dating back to 
‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of 
Science’. 4 There he develops an account of discrepancies across time 

 
1Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (London: Gerald Duckworth & Co. Ltd, 
1988), 356.  
2 Ibid.  
3 Ibid. 
4 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science’ 
The Monist 60 (1977), 453-472. 
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markedly similar to the model that he gives in Whose Justice? Which 
Rationality?. His conclusion in that article, that ‘scientific reason turns 
out to be subordinate to, and intelligible only in terms of, historical 
reason’, combined with his critique of Kuhn, clarifies the problem. 5 
MacIntyre’s critique of Kuhn turns on the latter’s view that moving from 
scientific paradigm to another requires something akin to an evangelical 
conversion experience, which, for MacIntyre and others effectively 
negates the rationality of scientific development. Kuhn falls prey to this 
problem because, in his account of moving from one paradigm to another, 
he neglects to explain how the new scientific paradigm initially begins. 
MacIntyre maintains that what must have happened in such cases is that 
some of those educated into that first tradition must have recognized the 
‘gap between [the original tradition’s] epistemological ideals and its actual 
practices’.6 The scientific revolutionary, like Galileo, who is MacIntyre 
and Kuhn’s example of the constituter of a new paradigm, then comes to 
conceive of not just a new way of understanding nature but of a new way 
of understanding the older science’s understanding of nature. MacIntyre 
clarifies this point in a revealing passage:  

 
It is because only from the standpoint of the new science 
that the inadequacy of the old science be characterized 
that the new science is taken to be more adequate than 
the old. It is from the standpoint of the new science that 
the continuities of narrative history can be re-
established.7 

 
A similar dynamic is in play to the one that will be developed at 

length in Whose Justice? Which Rationality?. Discrepancies that emerge 
in the course of time reveal older beliefs to be inadequate compared to 
newer beliefs. Once again this process could be re-described by replacing 
‘inadequate’ with ‘earlier’ or ‘before’ and ‘adequate’ with ‘later’ or ‘after’. 
Someone may contend that here MacIntyre is not discussing criteria of 
truth and falsity but rather the establishment of narrative continuity and 
that, while the two concepts are closely related, they are not reducible to 
one another. To make this distinction would, however, neglect the 
relationship between scientific and historical reason established by the 
argument currently under examination. Furthermore, even if the 

 
5 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Epistemological Crises’, 465.  
6 Ibid., 468.  
7 Ibid., emphasis added. 
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establishment of narrative continuity is in question, that will simply push 
the problem back one step further. Establishing narrative continuity will 
require identifying markers, nodes, or poles within the narrative that can 
be used to understand its progression and development. Yet identifying 
such markers within a narrative, even a philosophical one, will raise the 
question of what counts as an acceptable marker. This is a question that 
must and will be answered later in this paper, but it has now become clear 
that greater clarity about the meaning of MacIntyre’s terminology is 
needed.  

Before proceeding further, it is necessary to unpack the terms 
‘scientific reason’ and ‘historical reason’ introduced by MacIntyre in 
‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and Philosophy of Science’. 
Doing so will elucidate MacIntyre’s implicit reliance on temporality. I 
contend that for MacIntyre, scientific reason can be distinguished by its 
concentration on a narrow, specific question or set of questions relating 
to a particular circumstance. It is pre-eminently concerned not with 
particulars, but with a particular. Moreover, scientific reason does not 
look backwards in time to the development of its own mode of enquiry 
or the perspective from which it conducts its investigation, nor does it try 
to relate its enquiry critically to the rest of the tradition of which it is a 
part. One interesting entailment of this view is that it does not apply only 
to the process of scientific experimentation, though experiments provide 
a good example of this kind of reasoning. An equally useful and equally 
appropriate example could be Descartes’s act of doubting to reach the 
Cogito in the Meditations, since it is an explicitly atemporal act of 
enquiry that seeks to resolve a specific question. The inherent flaw in the 
Cartesian tradition then is that it seeks to use an act of scientific reasoning 
to do what requires the exercise of historical reason.8 

Historical reason, by contrast, is explicitly concerned with 
temporality and temporal progression, principally because historical 
reason is roughly equivalent to narrative for MacIntyre. One exercises 
historical reason by telling or retelling a narrative while paying close 
attention to the context in which scientific reason takes place, how one 
came to reason scientifically about a given question, and how specific acts 
of scientific reasoning relate to one another. This kind of reasoning is 
required because of the contingent particularity of all situations. 
Therefore, MacIntyre’s treatment of the debate surrounding Kuhn’s work 
rests on two implicit moves. On the one hand, he accepts Kuhn’s critique 

 
8 MacIntyre, ‘Epistemological Crises’, 461-463. 
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of Popper’s idea that scientific experimentation is a constant process of 
revising the entire body of scientific knowledge. This he does not via 
appeal to Kuhn himself, though, but by noting that Descartes could never 
truly doubt everything. A set of background assumptions must always 
remain in place against which one can meaningfully raise doubts. On the 
other hand, MacIntyre’s conception of historical reason as the meta-level 
process by which a science/tradition of enquiry critiques itself implicitly 
rejects Kuhn’s notion of scientific tradition as wisdom received without 
reflection. What therefore has been shown here is that narrative 
continuity and criteria of propositional truth and falsehood are not two 
entirely separate entities, but rather two levels of rationality, one more 
narrative than the other. Thus, the process of discrepancies emerging 
between earlier and later pictures of reality is part of the deep structure 
of MacIntyre’s thought, driving both his accounts of truth and falsity and 
his accounts of narrative continuity.  

In ‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy 
of Science’; After Virtue; and Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 
MacIntyre concentrates on the sociological and linguistic orders; the 
order of ontology does not receive detailed treatment. I contend, though, 
that concerns with ontology would inevitably arise, as they do in 
MacIntyre’s later works. This is foreshadowed in his essay ‘Colors, 
Cultures, and Practices’. 9  Commenting on Wittgenstein’s Private-
Language Argument, he notes that actual language users correct their 
judgements with reference both to standard objects and to reassuring 
interlocutors, and that these two resources are never used in isolation 
from one another:  

 
It is only because and insofar as we suppose that other 
members of our community have continued to use the 
same words of the same objects that we are able to appeal 
to their use to confirm or correct our own. And of course 
it is only because and insofar as we are assured that those 
objects have continued to possess the properties which 
make it correct to use those same words of them that we 
are able so to stand to appeal. In our normal procedures 

 
9 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Colors, Cultures, and Practices’, in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, eds. 
Peter A. French, Theodore E. Uehling Jr., and Howard K. Wettstein (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1992) 1-23, 17. 
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the appeal to reassuring interlocutors and the appeal to 
standard objects stand or fall together.10 
 

In other words, the social and ontological orders are never 
independent of one another. Concern for one will inevitably involve the 
other. MacIntyre develops this insight later in the essay when reflecting 
on how developments in the practice of painting can force color 
vocabularies to develop. He notes that identity or near-identity between 
standards rooted in the large similarities of practice in different cultural 
orders and traditions furnish those practices with a ‘certain real, if limited, 
independence of their own social and cultural order’.11 Prior to making 
this statement he affirmed that the conception of practice with which he 
is working is that developed in After Virtue. What he either leaves unsaid 
or fails to note is the extent to which his account of the development of 
the practice of painting qualifies or corrects his account of practices and 
virtues given in After Virtue. In After Virtue MacIntyre had avoided the 
biological aspects of Aristotle’s account of the virtues. He instead 
characterized his account as ‘socially teleological’.12 While MacIntyre had 
engaged with Wittgenstein throughout his early works, including After 
Virtue, the thinking on display in ‘Colors, Cultures, and Practices’ 
precludes an account of the virtues that is strictly social. Here he has 
explicitly acknowledged that the ontological order can put pressure on 
the social. 

Cognizance of this aspect of his account of the virtues reveals the 
flaw in John Haldane’s critique of MacIntyre. Haldane worries that 
MacIntyre, in trying to steer a middle course between the outright 
relativism of the Nietzschean genealogist and the overconfident universal 
rationality of the encyclopaedist, ultimately fails to sustain a conception 
of truth as ‘tradition-transcendent, which is what metaphysical realism 
requires’. 13  Attention to his interpretation of Wittgenstein offers an 
effective response to Haldane’s worry. Strikingly, MacIntyre reads 
Wittgenstein as a kind of realist, since he believes that a Wittgensteinian 
account of practices requires that they be granted a degree of transcultural 
independence. Thus, he is willing to grant that certain practices can come 
upon truths independent of the culture/tradition within which those 

 
10 MacIntyre, ‘Colors, Cultures, and Practices’, 12-13.  
11 Ibid., 24.  
12 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1981), 197.  
13 John Haldane, ‘MacIntyre’s Thomist Revival: What’s Next?’ in After MacIntyre: Critical 
Perspectives on the Work of Alasdair MacIntyre (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 1994), 105.  
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practices are initially at home, as did Turner in his discovery of the 
multitude of shades of black in Japanese painting. This realism, however, 
is not an unqualified metaphysical realism Haldane seeks in his critique 
of MacIntyre. Turner could not and did not immediately see the variety 
of blacks utilized in Japanese painting. Rather, a process of training was 
required, whereby Turner was inducted into a set of practices analogous 
to those he had already mastered yet more extensive. Crucial to this 
process was the learning of new sets of names; in other words, an aspect 
of the social order revealed previously present yet previously hidden 
aspects of the order of ontology. Hence, MacIntyre has developed an 
account of metaphysical realism here that is compatible with Thomism 
yet tries to extricate its adherents from simply reverting back to fruitless 
debates between realists and idealists/non-realists.  

Understanding why Haldane’s worries about MacIntyre’s 
metaphysical realism are unfounded also helps bring my own concerns 
into sharper focus. The worry should not be whether or not MacIntyre 
is guilty of relativism. Through this exegesis of Witttgenstein, MacIntyre 
has his own qualified version of realism. Rather, the worry is that 
MacIntyre’s metaphysical realism derives its substance from aspects of 
reality, specifically temporal progression, that cannot provide the needed 
resources to sustain the full breadth of human rational activity. When 
MacIntyre does offer an account of how the virtues and practical 
rationality are grounded in metaphysical biology in Dependent Rational 
Animals, just such problematic criteria appear.  

In Dependent Rational Animals, when discussing the links between 
human rationality and animal rationality, MacIntyre boldly opens his 
account with the statement, ‘we do not need language to mark the most 
elementary distinction between truth and falsity’.14 He then proceeds to 
describe a dog who has chased a squirrel into a tree. Standing at the base 
of the tree, Fido, MacIntyre argues, believes that the squirrel is in that 
tree. Then, suddenly, the dog darts from the base of the tree through the 
bushes and into the next yard. Scents received by his nose indicated that 
the squirrel had moved from the tree branches into the neighboring yard. 
MacIntyre maintains that there is an elementary prelinguistic distinction 
between truth and falsehood given to the animal by his sense perceptions. 
To use my description of this process outlined above, earlier in this 
narrative, the dog had a picture of the world in which the squirrel he was 
chasing resides in the tree. Later, however, a new picture emerged in which 

 
14 Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues 
(Chicago: Open Court Press, 1999), 36ff.  
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the squirrel was no longer in the tree. The earlier belief was deemed false 
by new sensory information. MacIntyre claims that human beings, as 
animals, must possess this criterion for truth and falsity. Then he goes 
further, asserting: 

 
 When I call this distinction pre-linguistic, I do not 
mean that it has application in that stage of our lives 
when we have not yet learned to speak. Throughout our 
lives, after we have become able to distinguish true from 
false by a variety of means, we still continue to 
distinguish truth from falsity in this pre-linguistic way 
and, were we not able to do so, it is difficult to 
understand how we would be able to use the words ‘true’ 
and ‘false’ and their cognates as we do.15 
 

At this point the previously implicit role that time plays in 
distinguishing true from false has become explicit, but here the implicit 
problems become explicit. At one point it certainly was true that the 
squirrel was in the tree. Why then does MacIntyre not acknowledge this? 
Time may make truths contingent, but that does not make them utterly 
false. Moreover, MacIntyre notes that we learn to ascribe truth and falsity 
in a variety of other ways. Can this basic, pre-linguistic notion of truth 
account for more complex notions of truth, such as mathematical truth? 
It is also worth noting the deeply embodied nature of this account of pre-
linguistic truth. It effectively relies upon changes in sense perception. 
Similarly, then, is this notion of truth sufficient to undergird discussion 
of criteria of truth for non-embodied realities? These non-embodied 
realities can range from mathematical objects to angels, both of which 
seem to have some real existence for MacIntyre, but not an embodied 
existence. MacIntyre has rightly turned to ontological questions as his 
thought has progressed, but it is worth asking whether his ontological 
answers are sufficiently broad enough to accommodate the concerns of 
the tradition of which he himself is an adherent.  

 
II. 
 

One possible response that MacIntyre could make to this objection can 
be found in his essay, ‘First Principles, Final Ends, and Contemporary 

 
15 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 36ff. 
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Philosophical Issues’. 16  Here MacIntyre has been responding to the 
problems modern analytic philosophers have faced in trying to establish 
epistemological first principles. The inherent underlying problem with 
such attempts is that they attempt to articulate first principles that both 
have immediate justifiable certitude and provide an ultimate warrant for 
all our claims to knowledge. Such first principles thus must be both 
immediately self-evident and have genuinely substantive content. The 
problem, however, is that a single principle cannot satisfy both criteria at 
once. Those which are immediately self-evident have no substantive 
content and those which have substantive content are not immediately 
self-evident. MacIntyre maintains that this conundrum does not exist for 
a Thomist, since Aquinas distinguishes between two different types of 
evident-ness. On the one hand, there are propositions that are evident to 
any competent language user, such as ‘Every whole is greater than its part’. 
On the other hand, there are propositions that are evident only within a 
large-scale conceptual framework and to those who have a sufficient 
intellectual grasp of this conceptual framework. 

MacIntyre could, therefore, possibly respond to the objection that I 
have raised about moving from an animalistic criterion of truth to more 
complex ones by referencing this distinction between two different kinds 
of evident-ness. In Dependent Rational Animals he noted that we go on 
to use other criteria for truth and falsehood beyond the basic animalistic 
criterion. Thus, one could argue that the animalistic criterion simply 
corresponds to the first kind of evident-ness and the more complex 
criteria of truth correspond to the second kind of evident-ness. This 
would seemingly allow for there to be two separate ways for 
distinguishing truth and falsehood, one deeply and explicitly rooted in 
our biology, the other related more specifically to theoretical enquiry.  

The problem with this possible response is that Aquinas’s distinction 
between two kinds of evident-ness is one more of degree than of kind. 
The first kind of evident-ness specifies that the proposition will be 
evident to any competent language user. Within this definition, what 
qualifies someone as competent and what counts as a language admit a 
range of meanings. One could specify the language of which one must be 
a user either as the ordinary language or as the grammar of Thomism. 
Thus, the competent user of ordinary language will not necessarily be a 
competent user of the grammar of Thomism. The competent user both 

 
16 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘First Principles, Final Ends, and Contemporary Philosophical Issues’, in 
The Tasks of Philosophy: Selected Essays, Volume I (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 146-154. 
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of ordinary language and of the grammar of Thomism may know both 
ordinary language and the grammar of Thomism, but merely be a 
competent user of the grammar of Thomism and not someone with a 
truly deep grasp of the entirety of the theoretical framework of Thomism.  

A more powerful counter-objection comes from a closer analysis of 
the relationship between the two kinds of evident-ness. Again, the first 
kind of evident-ness are those whose terms ‘are recognized by all’, while 
the second kind are evident only to ‘the wise, who understand the terms 
of the proposition which they signify’.17 The latter kind of evident-ness 
depends on the former. Above I stated that one can be both a user of 
ordinary language and a participant in the discourse characteristic of a 
detailed theoretical framework. This point should in fact be reformulated 
to state that any participant in the discourse characteristic of a detailed 
theoretical framework must be a competent user of ordinary language. To 
be inducted into a detailed theoretical framework, one with its own 
grammar, some competent user(s) of that framework must introduce one 
to its basic concepts, its lexicon and syntax. For this to happen, the 
lexicon and syntax must be communicated to one in a comprehensible 
manner. Ordinarily this will take the form of teaching the detailed 
theoretical framework within and through the medium of ordinary 
language. If one uses ordinary language to communicate this theoretical 
framework then the grammar of ordinary language, its lexicon and syntax, 
must be compatible with the distinctive grammar of that framework. 
Consequently, any detailed theoretical framework depends on the broader 
field of ordinary language use, including those concepts of which one 
must have at least an implicit understanding if one is going to use ordinary 
language. Those concepts fundamental to the detailed theoretical 
framework may not be reducible to the fundamental concepts of ordinary 
language, but they must be at least compatible with and intelligible in 
terms of the fundamental concepts undergirding ordinary language. It is 
worth noting that MacIntyre himself acknowledges as much in his 
critique of Kuhn’s account of ‘conversions’ during scientific revolutions.  

One might critique these counter-objections by claiming that a 
category mistake has been made. Specifically, because in ‘First Principles, 
Final Ends, and Contemporary Philosophical Issues’ MacIntyre treats 
linguistically-constituted notions of truth, one cannot map the 
distinction between two types of evident-ness onto the divide between 
linguistic and pre-linguistic notions of truth. Such a critique would, 

 
17 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II, 94, a 2.  
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however, be establishing a firmer distinction between linguistic and pre-
linguistic criteria of truth than MacIntyre himself in Dependent Rational 
Animals. He contends that were humans unable to distinguish true from 
false in this pre-linguistic way, we would likely be unable to understand 
how and why we use ‘true’, ‘false’, and their cognates as we do.18 For 
MacIntyre, our linguistic criteria of truth are dependent on our pre-
linguistic, animalistic criteria of truth. Thus, it would be a category 
mistake to attempt to separate the various accounts of truth criteria too 
sharply, for one would be creating overly distinct categories when that is 
precisely what MacIntyre wants to avoid. He cannot therefore simply 
treat his animalistic criterion of truth and falsity as separate from more 
complex criteria for truth and falsity. If we choose not to reject those 
elements of his thought explicitly affected by this issue, then we must 
argue that MacIntyre has in fact identified some kind of underlying unity 
between various criteria of truth and falsity. To articulate this underlying 
unity, we must turn to Aquinas.  

In Summa Theologiae I.79, Aquinas argues that the practical and 
speculative intellect are not distinct powers, but are rather both functions 
of a unified intellect.19 If this is the case, then we should in fact expect to 
find something like the similar criteria of truth and falsehood found in 
MacIntyre’s accounts of various types of reasoning, which range from 
animalistic to tradition-based rationality. Therefore, we should identify 
more specifically what unifies MacIntyre’s different accounts. Two 
further insights from Aquinas will aid in this endeavor. In question 79 
Aquinas observes that the unity of the intellect is related to the ultimately 
unified nature of truth and goodness, which ultimately unite the ends 
sought by the practical and speculative intellects.20 If this is the case, 
Aquinas argues, then the forms of reasoning are themselves analogous. 
Hence, the first principle of practical reasoning and the first principle of 
speculative reasoning can be analogously identified. 21  Instead of 
sharpening the divide between MacIntyre’s animal rationality and the 
more complex forms of human rationality, such as tradition-based 
reasoning, the divide should be collapsed. There are not separate spheres 
of reasoning each with utterly distinct criteria of truth and falsehood, but 
an analogous chain of criteria of truth and falsehood.  

 
18 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 36.  
19 Aquinas, ST I, 79, a 11.  
20 Ibid., 1, 79, a 11, ad 2. 
21 Ibid., I-II, 90, a 2. 
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Here I should respond to a possible Thomistic objection that might 
pose problems not only for my own interpretation and extension of 
MacIntyre’s thought, but possibly for most or all accounts of MacIntyre’s 
attempt to recover human animality in discussions of the virtues and 
practical reasoning. In ST 1,78,4, Aquinas discusses the interior 
estimative power found in perfect animals that, in humans, takes the pre-
intellectual form of what Thomas called ‘the cogitative’. This is 
something shared between human beings and ‘higher’ animals. The unity 
of the practical and the speculative intellect is grounded in an intellectual 
power possessed, not by dogs or dolphins, but by humans exclusively. 
The unity, in humans, turns out to be the extrinsic influence of the 
intellect on the sensitive powers of the human animal, and not a unified 
object. For evidence of this distinction appearing in MacIntyre’s thought, 
one could point to his engagement with Bernard Williams’s critiques of 
Aristotle in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. Williams rejected the 
notion that rationality makes human beings distinct, noting that other 
human capacities, such as that of falling helplessly in love, seem just as 
distinctive. 22  In response MacIntyre argues that human affective 
capacities receive their distinctive shape precisely because humans can 
educate and reshape those affective capacities through reflection. Thus, 
the conclusion of this objection might go, the reflective capacity of 
human beings identified by MacIntyre flows from this cognitive capacity 
possessed only by humans, thereby requiring a distinctive criteria of truth 
and falsity.  

While I accept the more detailed Thomistic anthropology, I do not 
think that this objection has much force. Humans may possess a cognitive 
capacity not possessed by animals and the unity of the human intellect 
may lie in ‘immaterial reason’, but I find no reason to think that locating 
unity in such a manner would deny, either for Thomas or for MacIntyre, 
the animality of human rationality. In ST 77,4 Aquinas notes that the 
powers of the soul might be understood as unified and dependent on one 
another in two ways. First, their unity and dependency on one or the other 
power might be understood according to nature, in which the higher, 
rational nature is first in priority. Second, they might be understood in 
terms of generation in time, in which case their dependency will rely on 
the vegetative powers of the soul. In De Anima Aristotle notes that, when 
understood according to the latter mode, ‘for both in figures and in things 
which possess soul, the earlier type always exists potentially in that which 

 
22 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity: An Essay on Desire, Practical 
Reasoning, and Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 224-225.  
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follows … for without the nutritive faculty the sensitive faculty does not 
exist’.23 The point is that the unity of the human intellect, even if it is 
unified by a cognitive capacity possessed only by humans, must include 
the animal rationality possessed by lower souls. The fact that the unity of 
human rational faculties is not rooted in a unified substance does not alter 
the fact that some performative unity must remain. The best picture of 
the soul is the body, as Wittgenstein noted.24 The argument turns on 
there being an analogously unified chain of rational operations, many of 
which must still be grounded, on my interpretation of MacIntyre, in 
metaphysical biology.  

If, however, this relationship is analogous, then there must be 
something common between the different terms of the analogy. As I 
noted in my exegesis of MacIntyre’s writings, this appears to be a 
discrepancy across time, which establishes the truth or falsity of a 
judgement, proposition, or holistic picture of the world. An initial 
objection here might be that, while I have shown that MacIntyre has a 
Thomistic basis for identifying a unified, if analogous, set of criteria of 
truth, the criteria that he has delineated still does not account for how 
the more complex versions of truth arise from the animalistic criterion of 
truth. How then does one move from a dog discarding one notion of 
where a certain squirrel is located for another to Wiles’s solution to 
Fermat’s Last Theorem? 

Due to the ultimate unity of the true and the good, and the unity of 
the intellect, one can assert an analogous relationship between the first 
principle of practical reason, to seek the good and shun evil, and the law 
of non-contradiction in logic, that contradictory statements cannot 
simultaneously be true. What I propose then, is that we should 
understand the unifying mechanism of MacIntyre’s various criteria of 
truth as analogous forms of the law of non-contradiction. The animalistic 
criterion of truth and those criteria similar to it should be understood as 
embodied, distended forms of the law of non-contradiction. The first 
principle of practical reason itself can be interpreted as a form of the law 
of non-contradiction, considering that one cannot both seek the good 
and seek evil simultaneously. Before rereading MacIntyre’s work in light 
of this contention, it is necessary first to examine Aristotle’s formulation 
of the law of non-contradiction, MacIntyre’s account of how principium 
functions in Aquinas, and D’Andrea’s response to worries about how 

 
23 Aristotle, De Anima, II. 3, 414b14-17.  
24 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker, 
and Joachim Schulte (Oxford: Blackwell, 2009), PPF IV §26. 
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MacIntyre’s historicism is compatible with his Thomism. The first two 
tasks will provide warrants for interpreting MacIntyre this way, while the 
third task will clarify what is different about my solution to this issue.  

In the Metaphysics, Aristotle offers three separate versions of the Law 
of Non-Contradiction. At the outset of his discussion of the matter, he 
notes that the axioms of logic, mathematics, and substance pertain to one 
science, that of the philosopher.25 This is because they are the axioms of 
being qua being. Thus, these most basic axioms should hold true for both 
the physical and the non-physical (e.g. numbers), for both the practical 
and the speculative. Aristotle offers three versions of the law of non-
contradiction: the ontological, the psychological, and the logical.26 The 
ontological version states that it is impossible for the same attribute at 
once to belong and not to belong to the same thing and in the same 
relation. The psychological version maintains that it is impossible for a 
person to suppose at the same time that the same thing both is and is not. 
The logical version maintains that contradictory statements cannot be 
both true and not true at the same time. Thus, Aristotle himself 
acknowledges that this most basic and most certain of logical laws is 
analogical in nature. MacIntyre’s insight is to ground this law of logic in 
our animal biology and, ultimately, in history.  

In ‘First Principles, Final Ends, and Contemporary Philosophical 
Issues’ MacIntyre makes statements that point vaguely in this direction. 
He notes that for Aquinas Principium, especially when used in the sense 
of a First Principle, has a double meaning. Aquinas sometimes ‘uses 
“principium” of an axiom furnishing a syllogism with a premise and 
speaks of a principle composed of a subject and predicate … but also 
uses “principium” in speaking of that to which principles refer, referring 
to the elements to which composite bodies can be resolved’. 27  This 
discussion makes a point similar to his argument in ‘Colors, Cultures, and 
Practices’ regarding the intertwining of the social and ontological orders. 
When applied to first principles, the upshot is that first principles are not 
for Aquinas something abstract, but something rooted in the familiar, 
everyday world of the rational agent. They can be formulated as 
statements, but those statements are inextricably bound up with material 
objects. In other words, logical first principles must be evident in our 
biological nature and our historical/temporally distended development. 
This view is latent in MacIntyre’s essay on First Principles. In later 

 
25 Aristotle, Metaphysics, IV.3, 1005a20. 
26 Ibid., 1005b13-24. 
27 MacIntyre, ‘First Principles and Final Ends’, 144.  
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sections of the essay, MacIntyre mentions in passing, but does not 
develop in detail, the importance of rhetorical tropes in undergirding 
dialectic in Aristotle’s Topics.28 Had he done so, this point about First 
Principles would have become more apparent.  

I am not the first to identify the law of non-contradiction as central 
for simultaneously sustaining MacIntyre’s historicism and Thomism. 
D’Andrea also notes understanding Aquinas’s interpretation of Aristotle 
on the principle of non-contradiction offers resources for MacIntyre to 
respond to critiques such as those levelled by Janet Coleman to the effect 
that MacIntyre cannot be both a Historicist and Thomistic Aristotelian.29 
What he finds important about this logical law for MacIntyre’s project, 
however, is not what I find important about it, at least for my present 
purposes. He rightly observes that Aquinas allows for the possibility that 
although this First Principle is embedded in all thought humans can fail 
to formulate it explicitly. Thus, the process of trial and error that leads 
to the successful formulation of such first principles can lead to the telling 
of a history. Nevertheless, D’Andrea fails to recognize that the fact that 
this First Principle is embedded in all human thought for Aquinas re-
emerges in MacIntyre’s narratives, where it is instantiated first in our 
animal biology and second in the history of the lives of moral agents. He 
does not discern the connection between practices being ‘spontaneous 
social constellations’ and their role in grounding rationality.30 If they are 
to fulfill the latter task, then practices themselves must embody certain 
logical laws. Thus, MacIntyre’s defeat of relativism is not distinct from 
his historicism, as D’Andrea thinks. His historicism enables his defeat of 
relativism. 

To understand better how MacIntyre achieves this, consider two 
often overlooked, yet crucial, statements in his presentation of tradition-
based rationality in Whose Justice? Which Rationality?. At the outset of 
his presentation, MacIntyre notes that all of the traditions that he has 
surveyed accept the basic laws of logic. 31  Later, he notes that the 
arguments formulated and conducted during a tradition’s epistemological 
crisis will involve the development of new rituals, social customs, and 
forms of clothing.32 I have found no commentator on MacIntyre who 

 
28 MacIntyre, ‘First Principles and Final Ends’, 160-165.  
29 Thomas D. D’Andrea, Tradition, Rationality, and Virtue: The Thought of Alasdair MacIntyre, 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), 410-414.  
30 Ibid., 409. 
31 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 351. 
32 Ibid., 355.  
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gives much thought to the connection between these two observations.33 
If we are to grasp how MacIntyre’s account of traditions of enquiry 
enables the full functioning of human rationality, from the cobbler to the 
quantum chemist, then we must discern the connection between these 
two statements. Presumably, all of the traditions surveyed by MacIntyre 
needed to accept logic prior to their formalization of logic. Otherwise the 
Homeric tradition could never have provided the cultural leaven from 
which the Platonic-Aristotelian tradition developed. How, though, could 
they have done this? The only sufficient answer is that logic, or logical 
structures, must have been embedded in their rituals, customs, forms of 
clothing, etc. Thus, MacIntyre’s historicism itself defeats the charge of 
relativism precisely because for him the contingent beginnings of a 
tradition are themselves logical, or at least rational, all the way down. On 
this account, temporal progression is partially constitutive of rationality. 

With this in mind, let us resume investigating how MacIntyre roots 
the law of non-contradiction in our history and biology. He identifies the 
law of non-contradiction in our animal biology through his account of 
how human animal nature provides the matter within and upon which 
the virtues cultivate and are cultivated so as to achieve true human 
flourishing. Because we cannot engage in logical thinking but as embodied 
biological agents, the law of non-contradiction must find some expression 
within our biologically-conditioned actions. Here, MacIntyre’s 
discussion of dolphin intelligence in Dependent Rational Animals 
becomes helpful. He argues that to identify practical reasoning in animals, 
which although referring here primarily to non-human animals does not 
preclude the following criterion’s application to humans, three conditions 
must be satisfied: (1) a set of goods at which they aim; (2) a set of 
judgements about which actions are likely to be effective at achieving 
these goods; (3) set of counterfactual conditions to connect (1) and (2).34  

These three conditions are met in the process by which dolphins 
adapt to changing hunting conditions. Marine biologists, MacIntyre 
notes, have documented numerous cases in which dolphins have begun a 
hunt with one strategy before retooling or even abandoning it in favor of 
a different strategy. Such instances exemplify the embodied, distended 
law of non-contradiction at work in animal practical rationality. A given 
dolphin pod has adopted one strategy for completing a hunt successfully, 

 
33  D’Andrea comes the closest in comparing MacIntyre’s presentation of tradition-based 
rationality to an Aristotelian epagoge but fails to see the significance of the fact that each tradition 
MacIntyre surveys accepts the laws of logic. D’Andrea, Tradition, Rationality, and Virtue, 329. 
34 MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, 25. 
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yet in the course of that hunt it becomes clear that the current strategy 
will not result in the successful completion of that hunt. In the very least, 
the ontological law of non-contradiction is at work, as manifested in the 
dolphin pod’s actions. Given recent work in animal cognition, it is also 
at least possible that the psychological law of non-contradiction is at 
work, which would result in the following description of their 
behaviour.35 The dolphins cannot simultaneously believe that the good 
they are seeking is food and continue hunting in the manner in which 
they currently hunt; otherwise there would be a contradiction between 
their practical reasoning and their actions. Some kind of counterfactual 
reasoning is demonstrably occurring in these instances because researchers 
have also documented instances of dolphin pods at play wherein a single 
hunting strategy is pursued without regard to its effectiveness in snaring 
fish. Thus, under the terms given by MacIntyre, the dolphins are capable 
of differentiating what their aims are in a given situation, namely hunting 
to eat, from what their aims are in another situation, namely hunting as 
play. Thus, in this account of biologically-grounded animal reasoning, 
the set of counterfactuals constitutes the manifestation of the law of non-
contradiction.  

 
 

III. 
 

To understand how MacIntyre develops a historicist account of the law 
of non-contradiction, I believe that it is necessary to depart from 
MacIntyre’s own justifications for melding Thomism and Historicism, 
though not to reject them. In some of his writings, MacIntyre has 
indicated that he finds support for a historicist reading of Aquinas in the 
fact that the practice of scholastic disputation always left room for further 
debate on the matter and the revision of earlier answers.36 Elsewhere, he 
has pointed to the fact that Aquinas notes in his Commentary on the 
Metaphysics of Aristotle that the philosopher is a lover of stories to make 
this point, and D’Andrea has to a certain extent tried to elucidate this 

 
35 While I am convinced that the psychological law of non-contradiction is at work in instances 
such as the dolphin pod’s shift of hunting strategies, I refrain from making that argument at 
greater length because of spatial constraints. Some recent philosophical work on this matter, which 
summarizes work on dolphin cognition done after Dependent Rational Animals, is Kristin 
Andrews, The Animal Mind: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Animal Cognition (London: 
Routledge, 2015), especially 99-108.  
36 Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry: Encyclopedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 1990), 113-124, 129-137. 
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point. 37  Both of MacIntyre’s Thomistic references, and D’Andrea’s 
attempt at explication, remain underdeveloped. I assert that there is a 
deeper, explicitly Thomistic, justification for historicism. This 
justification arises from certain answers given to the articles of the first 
question of Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate.  

In Question 1, article 3 it is asked whether or not truth is found only 
in the intellect ‘joining and separating’.38 The point in dispute is whether 
or not truth consists merely in the correct formulation of essential 
definitions/quiddities. Aquinas replies that truth is found in the joining 
and separating of judgements with apprehensions rather than in the 
formulation of definitions. Judgements, then, are what one calls true and 
false and a judgement is said to be true when it conforms to the external 
reality of the thing about which an apprehension has been formed. The 
intellect judges when it asserts that something is or is not the case. With 
respect to things external to the intellect, the truth may be predicated of 
them insofar as they are conformed with the divine intellect or, as far as 
is possible for their own nature, they are conformed to the human 
intellect. The problem with the essential definitions/quiddities is that 
they do not furnish the mind with anything distinctly its own as do 
judgements.  

When the issue of whether or not some truths besides the First Truth 
are eternal is raised, Aquinas responds by distinguishing between two 
different ways by which things can receive the name true.39 First, they can 
receive it extrinsically, which occurs via their relationship to the divine 
intellect; this kind of truth is eternal according to Aquinas. Secondly, they 
can receive the designation of true intrinsically; this is the inherent truth 
of created things and their truth in the human intellect. This truth, 
whether it is that of things or that of propositions, is explicitly not eternal 
according to Aquinas. Our intellect can multiply this kind of truth either 
by knowing a multiplicity of things or by the multiplicity of the ways of 
knowing. 

The next article focuses on whether created truth is mutable or 
immutable.40 In his reply to this question, Aquinas distinguishes between 
two ways in which a thing is said to be changed. First, it can be said to 
have changed when its body is changeable. Since truth consists in a form, 

 
37 MacIntyre, ‘First Principles and Final Ends’, 168; D’Andrea, Tradition, Rationality, and Virtue, 
412. 
38 Thomas Aquinas, Quaestiones Disputatae de Veritate, Q.1, a 3. 
39 Ibid., Q.1, a 5. 
40 Ibid., Q.1, a 6.  
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it cannot be changeable in this way. Second, a thing is said to be changed 
when something else is said to be changed according to it, as when we say 
that a color is changed because the color of a body has changed. In this 
sense truth might be called changeable. We can only examine this with 
respect to that which is inhering within a thing, not with respect to that 
which is merely extrinsically related to a thing. Within these limits, then, 
there are two ways whereby inhering forms are said to be changed with 
respect to a single subject. After a change, a special form does not retain 
its selfsame form either according to its act of existence or according to 
its intelligible character. Regarding general forms, however, after a change 
they retain the same intelligible character but not the same act of existing. 
Thus, if we take the truth inherent in things, then truth is said to be 
changed inasmuch as some things are said to be changed with respect to 
the truth.  

Initially the upshot of this argument might seem merely to affirm that 
we can say that it was true to say, ‘John was very pale’ until he stayed out 
in the July sun too long, at which point it became true to say, ‘John is 
red’. Physical realities change; so what is the point? Remember, though, 
that the truth for Aquinas is constituted in the act of joining and 
separating judgements with apprehensions. Apprehensions of what? Most 
often, these will be apprehensions of physical realities, and they will 
always be apprehensions of contextualized realities. Also bear in mind 
what was discussed earlier regarding Aquinas on the unity of the intellect: 
the division between the practical and the speculative intellect does not 
negate the overall unity of the intellect, especially when speculation occurs 
concerning conclusions of the practical syllogisms, i.e., actions. We 
should consequently be hesitant to believe that judgements of the 
speculative intellect will be secured against the changes in the act of 
existence of various general forms. Therefore, the joining and separating 
of speculative intellectual judgements with apprehensions will be 
conditioned by the act of existing those general forms may have taken at 
a given point in time. Nevertheless, this does not mean that those 
speculative judgements will be held captive to the conditions in which 
they were made to the extent that speculative judgements separated from 
one another by time and space cannot be grouped together in legitimate 
and meaningful sets, for Aquinas affirms that their intelligible character 
remains the same. The task that is then enjoined upon someone who 
would seek to understand whether or not a series of speculative 
judgements are consistent with each other is to determine whether or not 
the various acts of existence with which they are joined in apprehension 
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are manifestations of the same intelligible character. What should now be 
apparent, then, is that this will be an exercise in ascertaining narrative 
unity across time and space, i.e., across history.41 The question to be 
answered in such a philosophical narrative is whether or not the members 
of a given set of speculative judgements contradict one another in their 
identification of the intelligible character of a general form. Thus, 
Aquinas’s position on truth requires for certain kinds of enquiry a 
historicizing narrative seeking to satisfy the law of non-contradiction.  

This analogical spectrum of cases in which the law of non-
contradiction manifests itself can also easily account for reasoning about 
abstract objects. Among the possible abstract and nonmaterial objects 
about which one might reason, mathematical objects initially appear the 
most vexing. Nevertheless, mathematical truths can easily be placed at one 
end of this spectrum of the law of non-contradiction, and perhaps not as 
far removed from the realm of animal rationality as we might think. The 
basic mathematical operators, including +, -, and =, are in a fundamental 
sense used to express equivalence. Whether it is simple addition or 
differential calculus, math problems seek some form of A=A. One knows 
that the wrong answer has been provided if one reaches the end with an 
expression of some form of A≠A. There is no more basic expression of 
the law of non-contradiction than this. Thus, if one understands 
MacIntyre’s various criteria of truth and falsehood as a set of analogous 
manifestations of the law of non-contradiction, then he can move 
seamlessly from animal rationality to mathematical truth.  

One might here object that while these human acts of reasoning about 
abstract objects occurs within time, those abstract objects about which 
humans reason, e.g. numbers, are not time-bound, nor then is the 
structure of our reasoning about them. Thus, there is no need for 
MacIntyre’s criteria of truth and falsity to account for such acts of 
reasoning, since such acts need not be evaluated within an account of 
rationality rooted in our biology and history. Such a claim, however, 
misunderstands the Thomistic notion of truth with which MacIntyre and 
I are working. Truth is for Aquinas something ascribed to judgements 
that are correctly joined to specific quiddities. While a quiddity is 

 
41 I am here deliberately refraining from offering a definition of narrative. Moreover, I believe that 
I am following MacIntyre’s own reasoning on this point. For example, even in MacIntyre’s section 
entitled ‘Narratives’ in chapter four of Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity he offers no definition 
of narrative. Moreover, he is willing to use narrative to describe an activity or family of activities 
that encompasses both discussing the lives of individuals, specific conversations, and the 
development of philosophical arguments. See MacIntyre, After Virtue, 204ff., and MacIntyre, 
Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 8. 
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expected to capture the nature of a thing, the quiddity itself is a linguistic 
formulation, and the judgement is a human mental act. Judgements then 
are in humans an exercise of the intellectual power of the soul. Yet this 
exercise of the intellectual power of the soul is coextensive with thought, 
and consequently requires language, something MacIntyre himself would 
not deny. Both quiddities and judgements are therefore formally 
conditioned by linguistic formulations. Such linguistic formulations are 
determined in part by the histories that our words have, and in the 
evaluation of those formulations we must pay attention to those histories 
to grasp sufficiently what has been articulated, even in reasoning about 
abstract objects. 

A few examples from MacIntyre’s writings, ranging from the 
animalistic to the tradition-level, will now suffice. The dog who displays 
the pre-linguistic notion of truth and falsity in Dependent Rational 
Animals exhibits a very basic understanding of the law of non-
contradiction. Fido understands that the squirrel cannot both be in the 
tree and not in the tree.42 Thus, when comparing the two pictures of the 
world, he recognizes that one of them must be discarded—the one based 
on older sensory information. Thus, the discrepancy across time is in fact 
a distended, embodied instance of the law of non-contradiction. In 
Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, we find that these embodied 
instances of the law of non-contradiction can cause epistemological 
crises.43 Greek society in the heroic age believed that which of two men 
was more virtuous could be decided based on which one triumphed in 
the agon. The time came, however, when the man who clearly better 
exemplified the heroic virtues did not triumph in the agon. Thus, the 
embodied, distended law of non-contradiction comes into play once 
again. Previously, Archaic Greeks possessed a method by which a man’s 
virtue could be accurately measured and gave expression to their society’s 
constitutive virtues. Now, however, a discrepancy between the ability of 
the method to measure those virtues and the extent to which certain men 
clearly possessed those virtues became manifest. Thus, the contest and the 
catalogue of virtues could not be simultaneously accepted. One or the 
other had to go.  

 
42 This is clearly another area where the terminology used to describe animal rationality might 
raise objections in some quarters. Fido acts according to the law, the objection would go, but that 
does not mean that he understands it. Here I must defer to Wittgenstein and say that the grammar 
of the word ‘know’ is closely related to the grammar of the word ‘can’. See Wittgenstein, 
Philosophical Investigations, §150.  
43 MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 19-29. 
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This notion of an embodied, distended law of non-contradiction can 
also be put to work explaining the more complex instances of MacIntyre’s 
tradition-based rationality. For example, as was discussed above, Galileo 
resolved the epistemological crisis facing early modern astronomy by 
constructing a new narrative of the history of astronomy that included a 
new account of what appeal to facts and observation had to be. In so 
doing, he presented a new picture of the world, next to which older 
astronomical models could not be held simultaneously. One of the 
models had to be rejected, and that which failed to provide as 
comprehensive an explanation on the basis of this new account of what 
constituted appeal to the facts was discarded in time.  

This example also illustrates that this notion of an embodied, 
distended law of non-contradiction can undergird both demonstration 
and dialectic, crucially distinctive forms of reasoning within MacIntyre’s 
Thomistic account of enquiry.44 The former can roughly be understood 
as reasoning from within a particular science within a particular tradition 
because it is apodictic and necessary in its conclusions, the latter as 
reasoning either from a given tradition’s architectonic position both 
about how that tradition might organize itself internally and how it will 
define itself in relation to other traditions by classifying those traditions 
in certain ways. The role that the law of non-contradiction plays in 
demonstration is obvious enough. Regarding dialectic, however, I 
maintain that the dialectic of tradition, in seeking to understand its own 
progression across time and why exactly it is the tradition that it is and 
not another tradition, makes use of the embodied, distended law of non-
contradiction in the following way. By examining the extent to which 
different formulations of a tradition’s basic tenets are capable of being 
harmonized and assimilated, i.e., to what extent different formulations of 
a given tradition contradict each other, adherents of that tradition can 
determine the extent to which their tradition is coherent. By classifying 
other traditions in terms of the extent to which their basic tenets 
contradict the basic tenets of one’s own, one can understand how one’s 
tradition stands in relation to others.  

The desire for coherency, or the avoidance of contradiction, outlined 
above also has bearing on practical reason. MacIntyre himself notes that 
Shakespeare wrote Hamlet as a contemporary of Galileo, and that both 
Hamlet and early modern astronomy suffered from too many mutually 
exclusive possible schema with which to interpret the world.45 There we 

 
44 MacIntyre, ‘First Principles and Final Ends’, 160-164. 
45 MacIntyre, ‘Epistemological Crises and Dramatic Narrative’, 456.  
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see the extent to which the first principle of practical reason and the law 
of non-contradiction at work in the natural sciences are manifestations of 
an underlying unity. The need for coherency in an agent’s life mirrors the 
need for coherency in the schema that one uses to understand the natural 
world. Furthermore, this coherency is also at work in MacIntyre’s stress 
on the need for our lives to exhibit narrative unity if we and our projects 
are to succeed.  

Concern for the possibility of narrative unity in modern life, 
considered both as a whole and in individual cases of practical 
deliberation occupies much of Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity. 
Engagement with this text will also clarify the extent to which the 
coherency aspect of the criterion of truth that I have outlined also requires 
the presence of a correspondence aspect. 46  What MacIntyre calls 
Morality both is the product of and further cultivates a set of socio-
economic relations in which we are all Hamlet. The need for coherency, 
for the avoidance of contradiction, drives MacIntyre’s focus on 
modernity’s compartmentalization of life. From the perspective of the 
NeoAristotelian, inhabitants of late modernity cannot but ‘lead divided 
lives, at one time understanding themselves in one way, at one time in 
another’. 47  Because of this compartmentalization, inhabitants of 
modernity are often deficient in ‘sociological self-knowledge’.48  

Two salient features of Morality generate the kind of problematic 
embodied, distended contradictions identified above. First, Morality’s 
ultimately false claim to be universally translatable across cultures 
cultivates a false confidence that leads an agent to move with the same set 
of abstract principles from one particular, historically conditioned 
context to another. Through this process a previously coherent moral 
framework falters because that to which the coherent framework must 
correspond, ‘the roles and relationships within which one is involved’, are 
either no longer in existence or not present in a given domain.49 This 
analysis has roots in MacIntyre’s earlier work, but the discussions of 
economic shifts in chapter two of Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity 
illustrate how modern social relations frustrate attempts to live a life that 
is truly coherent.  

 
46  For MacIntyre’s argument that tradition-based rationality requires a hybrid of these two 
theories of truth, see Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 351-356.  
47 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 190.  
48 Ibid., 212-213.  
49 Ibid. 
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The drastic differences between Aquinas’s understanding of 
acquisitiveness and that of Hume and Smith discussed by MacIntyre have 
the upshot that from the perspective of the modern liberal tradition 
Aquinas’s picture of the moral life no longer looks like an appeal to 
nature.50 By failing to correspond to a set of social relations producing a 
picture of the natural human life, a lived example of Aquinas’s portrait of 
human flourishing no longer seems coherent, thereby depriving those who 
seek to live by it the kind of coherency prized by agents who seek to be 
at home in the modern liberal capitalist order. The coherency prized by 
the theoretical proponents of this order—MacIntyre’s examples include 
Stuart Hampshire, Isaiah Berlin, and Williams—paradoxically avoids 
total coherency. 51  Precisely because it recognizes the socio-culturally-
conditioned nature of enquiry MacIntyre’s Historicist Thomism 
recognizes that it must preserve and cultivate certain social relations if 
coherent lives are to be lived.  

MacIntyre illustrates this through the biographical exemplars in the 
book’s final chapter. His narration of Sandra Day O’Connor’s life turns 
on the degree to which her commitment to the project of liberal 
democracy deprived her of the sociological self-knowledge necessary to 
recognize the incoherencies in her pragmatic jurisprudence.52 In contrast, 
the most successful of the four exemplars, Denis Faul, evidences a 
sophisticated coherency, one that sought to balance effectively his 
commitment to a united Ireland with his theological commitments to 
prohibitions against political violence. Faul’s desire, even if an implicit 
one, to live a coherently narratable life led him to be branded as beyond 
the pale of acceptability by a modern liberal state, the United Kingdom, 
but also allowed him to recognize what social relations were necessary if 
the coherency of Irish Catholic life was to be sustained in the future, 
specifically parochial education.53  

If this discussion has seemed to wander far from the original topic 
then here the discussion comes full circle. The second salient 
characteristic of Morality that exemplifies where it fails to meet the 
criteria of truth that I have outlined above is its focus on problem cases.54 
‘Modern Morality’ focuses on such problem cases precisely because it 
tramples upon the criterion of truth that I have characterized as an 

 
50 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 88-93.  
51 Ibid., 222-223. 
52 Ibid., 270-273.  
53 Ibid., 302-303 and 308-309.  
54 Ibid., 116.  
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embodied, distended law of non-contradiction. It seeks to cultivate 
incoherent lives exemplified by Ó Cadhain in Cré na Cille, a narrative in 
which literally disembodied distension without teleological resolution 
leads to increasing incoherence.55 MacIntyre’s Thomistic Aristotelianism 
focuses less on such problem cases precisely because it seeks to narrate a 
coherent life corresponding to a set of social relations that make it 
possible for such coherence to be enacted by embodied, distended agents. 
The Divine Comedy and Denis Faul’s life present, respectfully, the ideal 
version of this and demonstrate the possibility of living lives in modernity 
in accordance with this criterion of truth.56 

The notion of an embodied, distended law of non-contradiction at 
the heart of MacIntyre’s accounts of rational justification allows us to 
take MacIntyre’s work in moral philosophy and his work in the 
philosophy of the social sciences as part of a truly unified whole. 
Furthermore, it connects the insights of his 1990 Aquinas Lecture to his 
historicism. First principles cannot in fact be made definitively evident at 
the outset of tradition-based enquiry but become evident once one has 
progressed sufficiently towards the telos of one’s enquiry. 57  In 
historicized philosophical narratives of traditions, they become evident 
once a tradition has proven either the strength or the weakness of its 
resources either by responding adequately and coherently to an 
epistemological crisis or by revealing its inherent contradictions through 
a muddled response to an epistemological crisis, respectively. By 
successfully developing a Thomist ontology of the virtues that 
nevertheless relies on history and biology, MacIntyre has perhaps 
developed a distinctive brand of Thomism: Historicist Thomism. 

 
55 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 234-236. 
56 For MacIntyre’s use of Dante, see Three Rival Versions, 142-145. 
57 MacIntyre, ‘First Principles and Final Ends’, 158. 
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Abstract. In this paper I will summarize the criticism of transcendental 
NeoThomism in Alasdair MacIntyre’s works; offer points of agreement 
where MacIntyre’s Thomistic-Aristotelian arguments and ideas get very 
close to some of the transcendental NeoThomists’; look for the possible 
roots of these commonalities in Aquinas’s works; and show more at 
length what we could gain theory-wise from contrasting some of their 
views by initiating an argument on the question of fallibility and 
infallibility. 
 
In the present paper I would like to suggest an armistice between two 
strands of Thomism: transcendental NeoThomism and MacIntyrean 
Thomistic Aristotelianism. A dialogue should be initiated between these 
two schools to overcome some past criticism that was the result of 
superficial understanding. In fact, some of my points below tackle the 
issue of how rational dialogue is central to both schools—to evade such 
a dialogue between them would, therefore, not only be a great missed 
opportunity but would also go against their own principles. Beyond 
merely comparing these schools, I also wish to show that their points are 
worth considering, and that attempts at reconciling them may bring us 
important insights in general. 
 After offering a short summary of MacIntyre’s and Rahner’s views on 
what does not pass as true Thomism, I will introduce the method that is 
used both by MacIntyre and the transcendental Thomists. I will show 
how they use this method with regard to various topics, and at the end of 
this paper, I will endeavour to resolve an important issue about this 
method by offering a solution to a problem raised by MacIntyre’s ideas. 
 
 
 

 
*Graduate Student, Doctoral School of Political Theory, Pázmány Péter Catholic University. 
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I. Whose Thomism? Which Aquinas? 
 
Most of the time, Alasdair MacIntyre’s attitude towards transcendental 
NeoThomism seems to be sheer hostility. In his book, Three Rival 
Versions of Moral Enquiry¸ there is a chapter that tackles the problem 
of what he calls ‘too many Thomisms’.1 Here, he argues that after Aeterni 
Patris, many philosophers and theologians became self-styled Thomists 
without a proper knowledge of Aquinas. When decent scholarship on 
Aquinas started, he suggests, it was already too late. Thomism had 
become quite a diverse movement, with many rather deeply incompatible 
theories held by its various representatives. These representatives engaged 
the problems of contemporary philosophers and tried to solve them from 
the angle of Thomism. By so doing, MacIntyre argues, they invoked 
standards alien to Aquinas. Thus their enterprise was doomed to fail. As 
the author tells us, these Thomists did not convince contemporary 
philosophers, and they only generated more disagreements. 
 In the chapter where MacIntyre recounts these intellectual incidents, 
transcendental NeoThomists are rarely mentioned. Joseph Maréchal is 
mentioned once, as just another figure multiplying controversies.2 Karl 
Rahner is mentioned only in passing, as MacIntyre notes that some 
philosophers compared him to Antonio Rosmini.3 It seems to be the case 
that throughout MacIntyre’s narrative about the history of 19th and 20th 
century Thomism, Rosmini himself symbolizes the transcendental school 
of Rahner as well. Yet Rosmini is only a character here who embodies a 
dilemma of modern-day Thomism: either becoming acceptable to many 
contemporary philosophers but ceasing to be Catholic, or to remain 
Catholic but to lose the sympathies of the non-Catholic contemporaries.4 
 Some years after Three Rival Versions, MacIntyre has published a 
short, obscure ‘advice for Thomists’ in the newsletter of The Maritain 

 
1 Alasdair MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry. Encyclopaedia, Genealogy, and 
Tradition (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990), 58-81. 
2 Ibid., 74. Compare John Haldane’s take on Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry where he 
agrees with MacIntyre that transcendental Thomists were unfaithful to Aquinas’s philosophy. 
(Given the fact that MacIntyre notes the influence of Heidegger on Rahner, Haldane’s remarks 
on the relationship between Aquinas and Heidegger are also relevant.) See John Haldane, 
‘MacIntyre’s Thomistic Revival: What Next?’, in After MacIntyre. Critical Perspectives on the 
Work of Alasdair MacIntyre, ed. Susan Mendus and John Horton (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1994), 100-102. 
3 MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 71. 
4 Ibid., MacIntyre goes on to say that ‘in this respect Rosmini was the forerunner of much of the 
Catholic modernism of the early twentieth century and of most of fashionable Catholic thought 
since Vatican II’. This is the reason why Rosmini seems to stand here for Rahner, amongst others. 
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Society. 5  It is here that we find his most explicit judgement on 
transcendental NeoThomism so far. In his 1990 Aquinas Lecture he 
already emphasized that Aquinas did not engage in epistemology,6 and 
here he accuses some Thomists of accepting the epistemological starting 
point of Kant—this is how, he says, ‘that unfortunate hybrid, 
transcendental Thomism’ was born.7 
 The least hostile treatment of transcendental Thomists is featured in 
his Selective History of the Catholic Philosophical Tradition, titled God, 
Philosophy, Universities. Though Maréchal is the only transcendental 
Thomist mentioned here, his project is at least briefly introduced without 
any criticism. However, the final note by MacIntyre is still that Maréchal 
only added to the disagreement of Thomists when he approached and 
answered Kantian problems from a Thomist’s point of view. ‘Kantians, 
however, remained unconvinced and so too did many Thomists’—as 
MacIntyre summarizes the result of Maréchal’s endeavour.8 
 Romanus Cessario, who has written A Short History of Thomism on 
MacIntyrean premises, 9  repeats word for word some thoughts of 
MacIntyre regarding the transcendental branch of Thomism from The 
Maritain Notebooks in the beginning of his work.10 At the end, when he 
returns to these issues he claims that Thomism is made unstable if some 
self-proclaimed Thomists forget that ‘some starting points in philosophy 
and theology are incompatible with those of Aquinas’, and goes as far as 
to lament – perhaps regretfully – that ‘no official body enjoys the 
authority to excommunicate someone from the company of Thomists’.11 
It seems that in the eyes of MacIntyreans, transcendental NeoThomists 
are partly responsible for the problem of ‘too many Thomisms’. 

Just like MacInyre, transcendental Thomists also sometimes codify 
the standards of being a ‘real’ Thomist. Rahner does this in his piece ‘On 
Recognizing the Importance of Thomas Aquinas’. The main sine qua non 
that he identifies here is the thesis that theology (or philosophy) can never 

 
5 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Thomism and Philosophical Debate’, The Maritain Notebook 3:2 (1995), 
1-2. The paper was published in the column titled Advice for Thomists. 
6 ‘For if the Thomist is faithful to the intentions of Aristotle and Aquinas, he or she will not be 
engaged, except perhaps incidentally, in an epistemological enterprise’. Alasdair MacIntyre, The 
MacIntyre Reader, ed. Kelvin Knight (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1998), 175. 
7 MacIntyre, ‘Thomism and Philosophical Debate’, 2. 
8  Alasdair MacIntyre, God, Philosophy, Universities. A Selective History of the Catholic 
Philosophical Tradition (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 2008), 154. 
9 See Romanus Cessario, A Short History of Thomism (Washington: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 2005 1-2. 
10 Ibid., 18. 
11 Ibid., 96. 
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fully uncover the mystery that is God, the ineffable reality, since – 
measured against these – theology is in fact ‘all straw’. According to 
Rahner, the label for the thought of those who do not bring this lesson 
home from Aquinas ‘may be Thomism’ from ‘an historical point of view’, 
but theirs will never be the kind of theology that is ‘Thomas-inspired’.12 

Apart from this, he only mentions ‘certain simple lessons’ that 
theologians could learn from Aquinas: e.g. ‘to listen to, and to take 
seriously, the views of others, … to recognize … that one can only 
exercise self-criticism, and so be truly modern and avoid merely following 
the fashions of yesterday with the rest, by bearing in mind the ideas of 
earlier ages’.13 

On most of these points Rahner and MacIntyre could agree, as it 
were (with the exception of course regarding the term ‘modern’ in the 
passage quoted above). Rahner praises Aquinas among other things for 
not succumbing to intellectual fashions and for always being open to what 
thinkers of fashion ignore and in general for paying attention to those 
things that seem irrelevant at the moment.14 MacIntyre also commands 
Thomists to always look for all of the strongest arguments made so far – 
to be capable of entering dialogue and debate with these arguments – and 
to be open to criticism. In The Maritain Notebooks, when he criticizes 
the transcendental Thomists, he adds that ‘if … Thomists … refuse to 
open themselves up to attentive points of view, they will find that they 
have become the victims of an ossified and dogmatic Thomism. Thomists 
should of course be dogmatic about dogma, but not about anything 
else’.15 In his eyes, the proponents of the transcendental school were too 
quick to open up to modern philosophies; nevertheless, the ideal of an 
open mind is in fact shared by both him and transcendental Thomists 
like Rahner. 

As this openness to dialogue and to self-criticism is cherished by 
both, it would be an error on the side of the latter to continue to ignore 
the strongest points of transcendental NeoThomism. Especially since 
there seem to be instructive points of agreement between them, which are 
invisible if we rely on superficial accounts of these Thomisms. In what 
follows, I set out to uncover further commonalities between 
transcendental Thomism and MacIntyrean thought. Sometimes the 

 
12 Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations (London – New York: Darton, Longman & Todd-
Seabury, 1975), XIII: Theology, Anthropology, Christology, 10. 
13 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XIII: 8. 
14 Ibid. 
15 MacIntyre, ‘Thomism and Philosophical Debate’, 2. 
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common points appear to be more than similarities, other times the 
differences between the two schools seem to be such that a fruitful 
dialogue could result from comparing them. In this paper, my main 
example for the latter is a question of epistemology (faillibility and 
apodicticity) which I will tackle in the last section. Throughout my 
discussion, I will treat Rahner as the paradigmatic transcendental 
Thomist,16 as he seems to be both the most well-known member of this 
school and its central figure, and I will mention others (such as Maréchal, 
Coreth, Donceel and Weissmahr) only in passing.17 

 
 

II. The retorsive method 
 
As noted above, MacIntyre advises philosophers to look for all the 
‘strongest arguments that have been advanced’ for or against particular 
theses. 18  What would be the strongest arguments of transcendental 
Thomists? In their eyes, the answer would point to the so-called 
transcendental arguments they use. Indeed, this type of argument is so 
central for the movement that this constitutes the main reason for the 
name of their movement.19 

 
16 Sources that point to similarities between Rahner and MacIntyre are almost non-existent. An 
interesting exception is Hauerwas’s War and the American Difference. Nevertheless, he does not 
compare the two in epistemological or metaphysical respects. Rather, he uses them to provide 
answers to the challenges that globalization constitutes for the Church. However, even he notes 
that ‘Rahner and MacIntyre are strange bedfellows’. Stanley Hauerwas, War and the American 
Difference: Theological Reflections on Violence and National Identity (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2011), 137. 
17 One could, as is often done, reasonably treat Bernard Lonergan as a transcendental Thomist. 
However, dialogue between Lonerganian and MacIntyrean thought has already been initiated by 
quite a few others. Also, Lonergan is not mentioned at the places where MacIntyre criticizes Neo-
Thomists. It seems more reasonable to base my comparison on someone whose philosophical 
inadequacy is at least hinted at by MacIntyre, and Rahner is both mentioned by MacIntyre and is 
actually a closer follower of Maréchal – whom MacIntyre talks about mainly as a transcendental 
Thomist – than Lonergan. For these reasons, I restrict myself to comparing mainly Rahner and 
MacIntryean Thomism. For comparisons of MacIntyre and Lonergan that are relevant to the 
questions tackled in the present paper, see, among orhers, Michael P. Maxwell, Jr., ‘A Dialectical 
Encounter Between MacIntyre and Lonergan on the Thomistic Understanding of Rationality’, 
International Philosophical Quarterly 33:4 (1993), 385-399; David Burrell, ‘Autonomous 
Reason versus Tradition-Directed Inquiry: Mulla Sadra, Lonergan, MacIntyre, and Taylor’, 
Lonergan Workshop Volume 21 (2008), 33-41. 
18 MacIntyre, ‘Thomism and Philosophical Debate’, 1. See Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Moral Pluralism 
without Moral Relativism’, in The Proceedings of the Twentieth World Congress of Philosophy, 
ed. Klaus Brinkmann (Bowling Green: Philosophy Documentation Center, 1999), I: 4. 
19 Of course, transcendental argumentation is not the only method NeoThomists employ, and 
those who use these points or similar ones do not belong, just because of this, to the school of 
transcendental Thomism. Therefore, as it should be clear, I am not saying that MacIntyre is a 
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There are various ways these Thomists use this kind of argument 
and they offer somewhat different interpretations of their method. 
Nevertheless, what could be stated in general is that these arguments are 
designed so that they bring forward our implicitly accepted 
presuppositions, which are often characterized as undeniable. One way to 
characterize transcendental arguments is to break them down to two 
premises.20 The first of their premises calls our attention to something 
(x) that we observe, that we experience, and claims that this phenomenon 
happens or that it exists. The second premise then is a conditional. It 
claims that in order for this phenomenon to be observed, something else 
(y) has to take place or exist as well. So the argument concludes that y 
takes place as well. A more general account of these arguments would be 
to say that they focus on the necessary conditions that enable something 
to take place.21 One type of this argument focuses on our utterances, 
typically noting some feature of our claims. For instance, it may state in 
its first premise that someone claims p, and in its second premise that in 
order for that claim to make sense or to be true, it has to imply or 
presuppose non-p. So the argument concludes that stating p is self-
undermining as it also implies non-p; therefore, as p cannot be stated in 
a meaningful and consistent way, non-p must be true. 

This kind of transcendental argument is often dialectical in nature; 
that is, many instances of it are directed against some sceptical claim. Béla 
Weissmahr, who was called one of the masters of speculative 
argumentation by Emerich Coreth, characterizes this type of 
transcendental method – which he most often calls the retorsive argument 

 
transcendental philosopher. However, using transcendental arguments is a key feature of this 
school. Donceel, in characterizing transcendental NeoThomism, lists as one of their five central 
tenets, and the main methodological one, the view that transcendental argumentation (‘retorsion’) 
is a valid way of reasoning. See Joseph Donceel, ‘Transcendental Thomism’, The Monist 58:1 
(1974), 81-83. 
20  Cf. Ralph Walker, ‘Transcendental Arguments Against Physicalism’, in Objections to 
Physicalism, ed. Howard Robinson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), 61-62. 
21 In a paper on rights, MacIntyre defined this kind of argument the following way: ‘By a 
transcendental argument I mean an argument which provides cogent grounds for some particular 
answer to a question of the form: “What has to be the case for it to be possible for us to judge 
that p?”, where p is some statement that we do indeed judge to be true’. He suggests about such 
arguments that ‘what always follows from a valid transcendental argument is a disjunctive 
conclusion of the form: Either such-and-such is the case or our judgements that p are not after all 
well-founded’. However, he seems to be disregarding the possibility that he later considers in his 
arguments for natural law: that some judgements of p are inescapably made. After all, in the paper 
just cited he only talks about ‘judgements highly characteristic of the United States and similar 
legal systems and particularly of opinions in constitutional cases in such systems’—which are, of 
course, highly contingent. See Alasdair MacIntyre, Are There Any Natural Rights? (Brunswick: 
Bowdoin College, 1983), 18-19. 
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– in the following way. In using the retorsive method, he says, ‘we turn 
the argument [or thesis] of our interlocutor against her’ or against the 
argument itself.22 This way, the retorsive method can show that ‘the 
person making a claim, regardless of her will, approves of what she would 
like to deny—by the very act of making her claim’.23 
Can MacIntyre disregard arguments of this kind? One could say that he 
shouldn’t disregard them either because they are de facto of the strongest 
kind, or, at least they think so. But the main reason why MacIntyre should 
not disregard their arguments is that he too uses them. While 
transcendental Thomists employ them most often to establish speculative 
metaphysical theses,24 MacIntyre turns to them typically in moral matters. 
But transcendental Thomists also use retorsive arguments sometimes to 
arrive at moral theses and MacIntyre also uses them on occasion in the 
domain of metaphysics.25 I will give examples below for both kind of 
transcendental arguments. More specifically, my examples will be limited 
to retorsive arguments, as MacIntyre seems to use mainly this kind of 
transcendental argumentation. But first, let me note shortly that the 
reliance on these arguments on the part of MacIntyre seems to signify a 
new phase in his intellectual journey. 
In an earlier stage of his project, MacIntyre criticized Kantian or 
transcendental arguments at various places. For example, in the postscript 
of After Virtue, he stated that to refute relativism completely would 
‘involve the successful resuscitation of the Kantian transcendental 
project’, for which he has no interest.26 As I will show below, he later 
actually used arguments that are akin to the Kantian transcendental type. 
He sometimes connects these later arguments to natural law as 
understood by Aquinas. It might be the case that in this regard, i.e., in 
turning to transcendental or retorsive arguments, Aquinas’s influence on 
him increased since the beginning of the 1990’s.27  

 
22 Béla Weissmahr, A szellem valósága (Budapest: Kairosz, 2009), 51. Cf. Béla Weissmahr, Die 
Wirklichkeit des Geistes (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 2006), 41. 
23 Weissmahr, A szellem valósága, 52, emphasis added. Cf. Weissmahr, Die Wirklichkeit, 42. 
24 The transcendental school’s characteristic metaphysical stance is one reason why not everyone 
who uses transcendental arguments should count as a transcendental NeoThomist at the same 
time. 
25 E.g. MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 46. 
26 MacIntyre, Alasdair, After Virtue: a Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn. (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 277. 
27 I conceive this as a strand in MacIntyre’s ouvre, which is not necessarily present in all of his 
works even since 1990. Most notably, it is not present in his latest book, Ethics in the Conflicts 
of Modernity. Some views expressed in that book seem to be either congruent or at least consistent 
with arguments that belong to this strand, while others are more or less incompatible with it. 
Given that there are both similitudes and differences, reviewing these might be useful to see how 
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Nevertheless, as far as I know, Aquinas himself doesn’t use retorsive 
arguments in his ethics, not even to establish his account of natural law 
as MacIntyre does. Though Aquinas uses this kind of argument in 
metaphysical and what we may call – despite MacIntyre’s and others’ 
criticism of the concept – epistemological contexts. Weissmahr, while 
enumerating notable examples where the most important philosophers 
employed transcendental arguments, points to two different places where 
he spotted such arguments in Aquinas. The first one is from Summa 
contra Gentiles: 

Many propositions … are of such nature that he who 
denies them must posit them; for example, whoever 
denies that truth exists posits the existence of truth, for 
the denial which he puts forward he posits as true. The 
same is true of one who denies the principle that 
contradictories are not simultaneous; for, by denying 
this, he asserts that the negation which he posits is true 
and that the opposite affirmation is false, and thus that 
both are not true of the same thing.28 

 
The other one is from Summa Theologiae: 

the existence of truth is self-evident. For whoever 
denies the existence of truth grants that truth does not 
exist: and, if truth does not exist, then the proposition 
‘Truth does not exist’ is true: and if there is anything 
true, there must be truth.29 

 

 
arguments of this more transcendental strand could reinforce certain ideas of that book, and also 
to see in which aspects MacIntyre has diverted from lines of arguments that he initiated earlier. 
In what follows, I will note a few (dis)similarities in footnotes below; however, a full comparison 
would deserve its own paper. 
28 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, II. 33. 
29 Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I. 2 a 1 obi 3. This argument is explained by Maréchal 
the following way: ‘The relation of truth is inherent to objective thought, for, if denied, it surges 
again from the very negation. When you say there is no truth, you affirm implicitly that to your 
present negative statement there corresponds a certain objective disharmony which you admit 
between thought in general and outside reality. In other words, you admit the existence of a 
relation of truth in the very act by means of which you claim to deny any relation of this kind… 
. Even when we try to deny as thoroughly, nay as wildly as possible … , negation is shored by 
affirmation.’ Joseph Maréchal, A Maréchal Reader, ed. Joseph Donceel (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1970), 90-91. 
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Though Weissmahr does not quote the paragraph before the one 
above, it is also relevant. It reads: 

those things are said to be self-evident which are 
known as soon as the terms are known, which the 
Philosopher (1 Poster. iii) says is true of the first 
principles of demonstration.30 

 
Now these paragraphs are quite peculiar because they come from the 

‘Objections’, that is, the arguments of which Aquinas disproves. But while 
he rejects the conclusions of the arguments in which these parts are 
embedded, he does not deny the truth of what these parts of the 
objections have to say. That is, he leaves the premises quoted above intact. 
Indeed, when he answers the objections, he seems to acknowledge the 
truth of the parts quoted by Weissmahr. As for the objections in Summa 
Theologiae he says ‘in contrary’ that nobody ‘can mentally admit the 
opposite of what is self-evident; as the Philosopher … states concerning 
the first principles of demonstration’ and he adds that the terms of ‘the 
first principles of demonstration … are common things that no one is 
ignorant of’.31 

However, the most notable use of retorsive argumentation by 
Aquinas is to be found in his Commentary on Metaphysics where he 
comments on Aristotle’s way of introducing the principle of non-
contradiction. Regarding this principle, he says that (a) ‘no one can make 
a mistake or be in error regarding it’; (b) that it is ‘self-evident’ (per se 
nota); and (c) that it ‘is naturally known and not acquired’. Since he holds 
that only the single principle that is the firmest and the best-known 
satisfies all of these requirements, he might imply that there is no other 
thing about which (a), (b) and (c) are all true. Nevertheless, he surely 
thinks that all other first principles satisfy (b) and (c)—and perhaps one 
could argue that all ‘prima principia’ satisfy these three conditions. 32 Let 
us now turn to principles and theses that Thomists set out to establish in 
the same way as Aristotle and Aquinas establish the principle of non-
contradiction. 

 
 

 
30 Aquinas, ST I, 2, a 1, obi 2. 
31 Ibid., I, 2, a 1, co. 
32 He explicitly says this regarding condition (c): ‘first principles become known through the 
natural light of the agent intellect’. Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, 
trans. by John P. Rowan (Notre Dame, Indiana: Dumb Ox Books, 1995), 599. 
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III. Objective truth as a good 
 
As we have seen above, there are places in Aquinas where he uses 
transcendental arguments regarding the existence of truth. In fact both 
MacIntyre and Weissmahr used the same method to argue against 
relativism, for objective truth and for truth as a good. 

In one of his reflections on Fides et Ratio, MacIntyre uses two 
arguments against Stephen Stich that seem to be transcendental. Here, I 
am going to summarize briefly only one of them. Stich suggests that 
abolishing any talk about truth would be more useful than to keep 
resorting to our ‘truth-talk’. MacIntyre in his objection says that by 
stating this ‘Stich himself presupposes a commitment to’ truth and 
therefore cannot escape relying on truth. His own suggestion expresses a 
commitment against itself.33 Quite obviously, MacIntyre’s argument fits 
the definition of the retorsive method given by Weissmahr. 

And why does Stich’s suggestion imply a commitment to truth? 
Elsewhere, MacIntyre directs us to the papers of Peter Geach on assertion 
and he explains that ‘we are entitled to ascribe claims to truth to the 
protagonists of rival moral standpoints … just because their assertions of 
their various and incompatible points of view are assertions’.34 Instead of 
invoking here Geach’s argument, let me summarize Weissmahr’s 
reasoning that leads to the same conclusion. Every judgement, he notes, 
implies its truth by its act itself. If it is stated seriously and honestly, by 
its very act of asserting it tells us about it being true and its claim to truth 
indirectly and in a non-propositional way. If we do not make this claim 
to truth, we do not assert anything. 

Similarly, MacIntyre holds that just like ‘we cannot but presuppose 
– even when we fail to recognize that we presuppose – a realistic account 
of truth of the kind classically formulated by Aquinas’,35 ‘we cannot but 
take truth to be a good’. 36  He basically explains that by claiming 

 
33 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 204. 
34 MacIntyre, The MacIntyre Reader, 212. Here, he argues that ‘Geach’s thesis remains the best 
account of assertion that we possess’ and defends his position against Blackburn and Dummett. 
This thesis, as he notes, implies that emotivism is misguided and he derives a realistic conception 
of truth from this. Though he admits even here that his points need development, in his most 
recent writings, including Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, he suggests that the disagreement 
between versions of emotivism and his Aristotelianism cannot be resolved by philosophical 
argument. Thus, he has departed from his earlier claims, which seems to be a major change in his 
position. Compare Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2016), 1-69. 
35 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 214. 
36 Ibid., 198. 
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something to be objectively true, which is inescapable when we 
communicate, we offer points for the consideration of our interlocutors, 
in light of which they could revise or strengthen those points that they 
(implicitly or explicitly) acknowledge as true (or false). As making this 
invitation is inescapable, it necessarily presupposes that truth is 
something that the other naturally seeks. As MacIntyre himself puts it, 
‘this invitation presupposes that truth is a good, independently of one’s 
own particular moral standpoint, not a good the acknowledgement of 
which can be independent of all or any standpoints, but a good that is 
already implicitly acknowledged within… any standpoint’.37 

Essentially the same concept of truth as a good leads Weissmahr to 
the refutation of relativism about values. He tells us that what a relativist 
of this kind says amounts to the following: ‘all judgements are subjective, 
that is, they are arbitrary’. Now, he argues, this ‘statement leads to 
contradiction insofar as someone who says it expresses at the same time 
that her statement is better than its opposite’.38 This idea is quite rough, 
and is actually better stated by MacIntyre who acknowledges – of course, 
independently of Weissmahr – that the concept of truth as a good can be 
employed against moral relativism: the ‘relativists, if they are to give good 
reason for taking the claim that relativism is true seriously, must also 
recognize truth as a good, whatever one’s standpoint, and to the extent 
that they do so they abandon relativism’.39 

Of course, the concept of truth as a good comes from Aquinas. In 
Summa Theologiae he writes that ‘the true is a kind of good’.40 He adds 
that this kind of good is ‘of the intellect’. Again, this quote is from the 
objections he answers, but he allows in his reply at least that ‘the true is a 
kind of good’.41 As far as I know, Aquinas does not use this notion for 
any further purpose, let alone the purpose of refuting views linked to 
relativism. Unlike him, MacIntyre explicitly uses the concept of truth to 
establish several moral norms, Weissmahr goes as far as to claim an 
ultimate identity of truth and good, and Rahner, who also acknowledges 
the ‘value of truth’,42 goes perhaps the furthest by saying that ‘every true 

 
37 MacIntyre, ‘Moral Pluralism’, 4. 
38  Weissmahr Béla, Az emberi lét értelme (Budapest: Akadémiai, 2012), 104. Weissmahr 
articulates the same argument better against nihilism in Weissmahr, Az emberi lét értelme, 26. 
39 MacIntyre, ‘Moral Pluralism’, 6. 
40 Aquinas, ST I, 16, a 4, obi 1. 
41 Ibid., I, 16, a 4, ad.1. 
42 Karl Rahner, Theological Investigations (London – New York: Darton, Longman & Todd-
Seabury, 1971), VII: Further Theology of the Spiritual Life 1, 231. 
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item of knowledge is … always and ipso facto an existential factor in the 
life of man’.43 

It would be interesting to compare Rahner’s and MacIntyre’s 
account of the goodness of truth. Both of them seem to assign value to 
all truths, but MacIntyre may at least say that the value of some truths to 
us can be much smaller or even insignificant. This is so because he thinks 
that there is a difference between ‘those true beliefs and judgements that 
constitute understanding’ and those that do not.44 This view is capable of 
accommodating the intuition that some truths, like the truth about – let’s 
say – the number of leaves in Australia, are irrelevant for us. Rahner is 
much more radical in this question, as he holds that all truths add to our 
‘communication with reality’45 and help us in opening ourselves up to the 
world.46 Therefore, he believes that all truths require a high degree of 
respect. Among other things, this too can be a factor explaining their 
disagreement regarding the question of truthfulness. While according to 
MacIntyre (who in this question knowingly diverges from Aquinas) it is 
sometimes permissible or even a duty to lie, Rahner holds (in accordance 
with Aquinas) that lying is always and absolutely prohibited.47 

However, in another question, MacIntyre seems to be closer to a 
common interpretation of Aquinas. For he understands truth as 
correspondence and takes Aquinas to be doing the same, while Rahner 
gives an apparently more controversial analysis both of truth and of 
Aquinas on truth. Truth, according to this less popular understanding, is 
more than mere correspondence; it is identity. And in the centre of all 
particular truths there is a single truth that is ‘self-authenticating’. 48 
Rahner is radical in this question as well, and this is the reason behind 
him denying the permissibility of lying. He seems to believe that holding 
truth to be mere correspondence is quite a grave mistake, because that 
cannot explain the value of truth as something that always deserves 
reverence—since the identity that is truth is ultimately rooted in God ‘the 
unique truth of truths’.49 Although MacIntyre also notes that, according 
to Aquinas, it ‘is from God as truth, veritas, that all other “truths” and 
“trues” flow’.50 However, MacIntyre does not take that as seriously or as 

 
43 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XIII, 30. 
44 Alasdair MacIntyre, The Tasks of Philosophy (Cambridge University Press, 2006), 205. 
45 Rahner, Theological Investigations, VII, 232. 
46 Ibid., VII: 234. 
47 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, ix. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
50 MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 122. 
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central to his concept of truth as Rahner does, noting the importance of 
this only in a short passage that talks about Aquinas’s view, ‘integral to 
which is a recognition of God as the truth and of all truth as from God, 
so that the progress through truths to the truth is itself one part of the 
ascent of mind and heart to God’.51 
 
 

IV. Overcoming limitations 
 
I have already noted that the main reason for the name of the 
transcendental Thomist movement is their method. Another such reason 
could be that they reserve a central place for self-transcendence in their 
philosophy. And of course, they employ the transcendental method to 
show the significance of self-transcendence. Both Rahner and Weissmahr 
interpreted the history of the universe and evolution as a progress in self-
transcendence. As I have shown above, Rahner holds truth to be a good 
because it opens us up and helps us to go beyond our boundaries. Where 
he talks about why dialogue should be respectful he also quotes Pascal, 
according to whom ‘man … infinitely transcends man’.52 

The transcendental Thomists’ understanding of this self-
transcendence is characteristically metaphysical most of the time, meaning 
that humans ought to transcend that which is objectified in them and aim 
at becoming more than their actual selves. But not only that, as this self-
transcendence has an epistemological aspect as well since not only 
ourselves, but a certain belief of ours may be a ‘conviction objectified in 
propositions’. By this, Rahner most probably means that we are liable to 
hold on to the phrasing of our views, instead of their essence. As this shall 
become clearer below, the phrasing always has its limits. 

At one point, Rahner shows that even if our means to express 
ourselves is limited and relative, our knowledge transcends our frames of 
reference; he writes that 
 

someone who says that every language is related to a finite 
system of reference and is valid only within this system, 
communicates with [the] other person by this statement, 
especially if it is heard by the other and is accepted by him 
(and this is the intention of this statement); he 
communicates with the other in the permanent openness of 

 
51 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 212. 
52 Rahner, Theological Investigations,VI, 43. 



Paár  RETORTING ARGUMENTS 
 

154 
 

what is unspeakable and hence present, in whose presence 
he achieves the knowledge of the invincible finiteness of his 
system of reference and of his language and by which – 
without destroying this finiteness – he has nevertheless 
already crossed over it.53 

 
The gist of this thought is characteristic of transcendental Thomism: 

that we can reach something infinite, unconditional and ultimate. This 
seems to be so, according to these Thomists, even if we only have finite, 
conditioned and contingent expressions – which are, as we shall see, 
historically shaped – as the former grounds the latter. 

It is lesser known, that MacIntyre, too, thinks that going beyond our 
limitations is essential. He does not, however, understand this in the sense 
of metaphysical self-transcendence. Since he is often taken to be a 
traditionalist, it is not very widely recognized that he encourages his 
readers to recognize the limitations of their traditions. He too takes it 
that our aim of truth is such that it should open us up so that we become 
attentive towards criticism, recognizing the limitations of our standpoints 
or traditions, and trying to overcome them. In his paper ‘Moral 
Relativism, Truth, and Justification’, he notes that in order for a tradition 
to be successful, just like the natural law tradition, it has to meet ‘the 
challenge of transcending the limitations hitherto imposed upon it by its 
own standards of rational justification’.54 

He even suggests here that ‘where there is no possibility of thus 
transcending such limitations, there is no application for the notion of 
truth.’ 55  That is, the idea of truth is intimately connected to the 
transcendence of limitations hitherto present in our thinking, including 
the limitations of our conception of justification. While what we rightly 
take to be justified is constrained by this conception, there is an ideal that 
our ways of justification are supposed to aspire. Or, at least this is what 
MacIntyre seems to express when he says that ‘the claim to truth 
universally or almost universally advanced – implicitly or explicitly – by 
the protagonists of … standpoints, … involves appeal to rational 
justification as such, that is, to some mode of justification which 
transcends the limitations of particular standpoints’.56 

 
53 Rahner, Theological Investigations, VI, 83. 
54 MacIntyre, The MacIntyre Reader, 217. 
55 Ibid., 207. 
56 MacIntyre, The MacIntyre Reader, 205. MacIntyre also explicitly says that a ‘non-relativist 
conception of rational justification’ is implied by this. However, the idea of ‘justification as such’ 
seems to be contradicted by his definition that he recently provided: ‘All justification is 
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At the same time he identifies three requirements for traditions of 
enquiry that need to be met in order to succeed in this, the third of which 
is the exercise of ‘philosophical and moral imagination’ to understand, on 
the one hand, our tradition from without and, on the other hand, others’ 
traditions from within. This exercise might reveal what it was that so far 
limited our standpoint so that it was only a perspectival truth that it could 
reach. So by seeing this we have already left behind our past standpoint 
and come over to the one of the contending tradition. Just as Hegel once 
said: recognizing the ‘very fact that something is determined as a 
limitation implies that the limitation is already transcended’. MacIntyre 
does not refer to Hegel here, but his point is at least similar. This 
Hegelian observation is quite important to transcendental Thomists; they 
use it to devise retorsive arguments. For example, they believe that 
claiming that ‘our knowledge is always relative and therefore limited by 
our initial starting point’ is contradictory: it too aims at transcending its 
relativity. 

Now how should we recognize our limitations in order to transcend 
our theoretical boundaries? How can we understand ourselves from the 
outside and others from the inside? Of course the eminent way to achieve 
this is through dialogue. 

 
 

V. The centrality of dialogue 
 
To the thought of John Paul II according to which the belief in universal 
truth is the precondition of honest dialogue, Weissmahr, in his reflection 
on Fides et Ratio, adds that in a pluralistic social situation the search for 
truth is not only a precondition, but also, ‘must be the common 
commitment’.57 This search is conducted by means of dialogue, which in 

 
justification to some particular individual or set of individuals. To justify some claim … is to 
show to someone that their present beliefs, attitudes, and commitments are such and their capacity 
to recognize certain truths is such that on reflection they cannot, without … inconsistency, reject 
that claim. To which the response may be that there are surely some claims that are justified as 
such, no matter to whom they are addressed, claims, for example, that certain theorems in 
mathematics are provable. The standards of proof in mathematics do indeed hold for any and 
every rational agent. But with moral and political claims it is quite otherwise’. If all justification 
is justification to some particular individuals, then it seems to be relative. Perhaps only moral and 
political justification is like that, however, as he also talks about truth in those realms, according 
to the earlier paper, this would imply a reference to justification as such too. However, the 
definition of justification quoted here is rather vague, terms like ‘showing’, ‘capacity to recognize 
certain truths’ and ‘on reflection’ are left to interpretation. Examining this tension would deserve 
a longer discussion. See MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 204-205. 
57 Weissmahr, Az emberi lét értelme, 278. 
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turn requires tolerance—at least according to Rahner who holds that 
‘Dialogue and tolerance characterize a humane society’.58 This might be 
self-explanatory, at least in a pluralistic setting, where dialogue ‘becomes 
the only possible mode of co-existence’.59 Rahner’s own motivation of 
this claim is that worldviews are not such that we can withdraw them in 
a way that they have nothing to do with others. Our worldviews do 
concern other people, so the views confront each other, and thus the need 
to discuss them comes about.  

However, apart from the contingent reason of living in a pluralistic 
society, there are two universal reasons why dialogue seems central to 
human life. One is that it is an excellent way to learn about our errors. 
The other one is that it is necessary insofar as thinking and aiming at 
truth is necessary for us. 

‘“In important matters we deliberate with others,” wrote Aristotle, 
“not relying on ourselves for certitude” (Nicomachean Ethics III 
1112b10-11).’ This quote in MacIntyre speaks for the first point. He 
also says that practical reason demands us to deliberate in cases where we 
meet disagreement.60 Rahner acknowledges as well that since we are ‘liable 
to error’,61 and that ‘it is just as possible for one’s fellow to have hit upon 
the truth as for one’s self’,62 we must pay attention to our critics. 

The second reason behind the centrality of dialogue is that truth is 
always our aim and our claims presuppose this aim, so we also commit 
ourselves pragmatically to justifying that we indeed are not in error. This 
is believed by MacIntyre according to whom – as I am going to clarify 
below – any statement of ours implies that it is able to withstand the best 
counterarguments against it.63 

Another way to argue for this point can be taken from Emerich 
Coreth. He says that some metaphysicians have used dialogue as their 
starting point, yet his starting point, namely questioning, is superior as 
even dialogue could be questioned—and so only the question remains as 
the firm ground of metaphysics. Even if we question questioning, we 
could not overcome it, it seems to be unavoidable. This argument can 
show that questioning is a necessary feature of our thinking and existence. 
However, in a way, this is true of dialogue as well since questions basically 
arise from dialogic contexts. Coreth himself admits that questioning is 

 
58 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XXII, 16. 
59 Ibid., XXII, 36. 
60 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 76. 
61 Rahner, Theological Investigations, VII, 245. 
62 Ibid., VII, 9. 
63 MacIntyre, ’Moral Pluralism’, 4-5. 
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rooted in dialogue and refers to Brunner who emphasized that ‘question 
itself is a form of dialogue’.64 In noting that we must go further than 
stopping at dialogue as the basis of our metaphysics, Coreth formulates 
his point the following way: ‘we should inquire whether the dialogue is 
the correct starting point’. From this, it must be obvious that he identifies 
questioning with enquiry. Now it seems that enquiry indeed should 
include dialogue; it is one form of it. Coreth also says that to stop 
questioning is to stop thinking. But as that is impossible and since 
questioning is rooted in dialogue, there are no alternatives for us. To put 
Coreth’s point concisely: dialogue is necessarily the only possible mode 
of existence in general. 

  
 

VI. Natural law and the inescapable presuppositions of dialogue 
 
MacIntyre interprets the first precepts of natural law as the rules of the 
ethics of enquiry and dialogue. These rules are the ones that we need to 
observe in order to continue successful enquiries and dialogues in our 
quest for truth. In other words, the primary precepts of natural law are 
inescapably presupposed in the way a rational conversation is conducted. 
In this respect, MacIntyre seems to develop Aquinas’s concept of the 
natural law beyond the medieval account. Though not as thoroughly, 
Rahner has also tackled the implications of dialogues. Therefore, it 
should be worthwhile to look at both of these attempts at showing what 
an ethics of dialogue amounts to. 

MacIntyre thinks that it can be shown that every representative of 
all possible standpoints is committed to these precepts, with an argument 
that we can call transcendental. This amounts to the claim that since we 
are necessarily committed to seeking truth, by that commitment we are 
necessarily committed to enquiry too—and in turn to everything that is 
generally needed for successful enquiry (which implies learning and 
dialogue as well). As MacIntyre puts it, ‘the recognition of truth as a good 
involves according authority to the virtues and rules that constitute the 
ethics of enquiry’.65 

It is here that his idioms come closest to that of the transcendental 
movement: he talks about ‘inescapable presuppositions’ and ‘necessary 
commitments’ that cannot be demonstrated inferentially. These 
considerations are present most eminently in his papers like ‘How can we 

 
64 Emerich Coreth, Metaphysics (New York: Herder and Herder, 1968), 47. 
65 MacIntyre, ‘Moral Pluralism’, 6. 
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learn what Veritatis Splendor has to teach?’, ‘Moral Pluralism without 
Moral Relativism’, ‘Natural law as subversive: The case of Aquinas’ and 
‘Aquinas and the extent of moral disagreement’. 66  I do not want to 
enumerate here all the passages where expressions like the ones above or 
ideas denoted by them are invoked in MacIntyre’s texts, so let me offer 
only one characteristic place where he argues the following way:  
 

Just because even in situations in which there is serious, even 
skeptical enquiry about the precepts of the natural law, 
willing conformity to those precepts is a precondition of 
rational and serious enquiry, it turns out that we cannot but 
presuppose allegiance to them in our activities. We know 
them, at least primarily, not as conclusions but as 
presuppositions of our activities, just insofar as those 
activities are or aspire to rationality. As Aquinas says, the 
generalizations apprehended by synderesis are known prior 
to any particular practical inferences.67 
 

According to MacIntyre, the ‘ethics of conversation’,68 for short, 
demand one to pay unqualified respect towards her interlocutor. 69 
(‘Goodwill’ as Rahner says ‘is the necessary presupposition of 
dialogue’.) 70  Now failure to show respect by following at least the 
minimal requirements of such virtues as truthfulness, courage, endurance, 
patience, considerateness and generosity 71  easily leads to the halt of 
rational enquiry by making our interlocutor frightened of victimization, 
punishment or ridicule, and thus not showing respect amounts to our 
‘self-expulsion from the discussion’.72 

 
66 Most notably, this kind of argument is almost absent from his latest book, Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity. That said, he still presents a similar argument there: ‘Without 
unconditional obedience to [certain] precepts there cannot be shared rational deliberation, and 
without shared rational deliberation there cannot be rational agents. So some of what Aquinas 
called the precepts of the natural law, that law whose authority we recognize in virtue of our 
nature as rational agents, are needed to structure the relationships of those who pursue their 
individual and common goods in the company of others’(pp. 56-57). This suggests that he still 
endorses the arguments that I am summarizing here. 
67 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 48 
68 Ibid., 205. 
69 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Can We Learn What Veritatis Splendor Has to Teach?’, The 
Thomist 58:2 (1994), 173. 
70 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XXII, 22. 
71 Cf. MacIntyre, ‘How Can We Learn’, 184. 
72 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 216. 
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I would like to note here that the same notion of ‘self-expulsion’ is 
often employed by Weissmahr, who uses this about the necessary 
presupposition of objective truth, epistemic optimism, existence of the 
other person and so on—the denial of which theses amounts to 
abandonment of rational discussion.73 

Rahner, in a similar manner to MacIntyre, talks about what is 
‘inescapable’ according to him: reflection. 74  And he thinks that a 
‘common truth’ is ‘implied in the existence of language’,75 and not only 
language, as he thinks that an ‘unadministered … capital of common 
convictions is invested in every dialogue’—one of which is the existence 
of this common truth.76 

Moreover, just like MacIntyre, Rahner provides a list of what is 
needed from those who seek to converse with each other: ‘in true dialogue 
one is patient, kind, never jealous, never boastful or overbearing, never 
deceitful, never seeking one’s own’, and so on.77 Also, just as MacIntyre 
thinks that physical threat should be absent from rational dialogue, 
Rahner believes participants in a dialogue ‘must from the very start 
renounce any use of force in its various explicit or anonymous forms in 
society’. By ‘force’, he means those attempts that try ‘to influence a view 
and the internal or external attitudes of men without appealing in this to 
the individual insight and free consent of the other’.78 

At this point, however, Rahner admits that intricate questions arise 
regarding the permissibility of using force in some cases. These cases 
include ‘the safeguarding … of a necessary public order’—as some groups 
may appeal to tolerance even to make people accept their activities that 
disrupt society. These problems obviously extend to the domain of 
politics. So, let us tackle that as well, by comparing, if only very briefly, 
some political views of MacIntyre and Rahner. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
73 This move is present in Aristotle’s argument for the principle of non-contradiction, and 
Aquinas also employs a similar one in a passage that may be said to employ a retorsive argument: 
Aquinas, De unitate intellectus, II. 79. 
74 Rahner, Theological Investigations, VI, 83. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ibid., VI, 83. 
77 Ibid., VI, 42. 
78 Ibid., VI, 33-34. 
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VII. Politics and dialogue 
 
According to MacIntyre’s ‘politics of ethics’,79 the political order, too, has 
to be arranged so that dialogues of a rational kind should be sustainable: 
the members of a flourishing community ‘recognize that obedience to 
those standards that Aquinas identified as the precepts of the natural law 
is necessary, if they are to learn from and with each other what their 
individual and common goods are’.80 This means that the search for truth 
as a good and the ethics of conversation and discourse should be realized 
on the level of society as well. That is, the transcendental arguments for 
these concepts are relevant even in the domain of politics. 

It would be natural to think that as respect is demanded by these 
precepts towards our partners in discussions, tolerance is also demanded 
by them. And this is right. Nevertheless, MacIntyre argues that 
intolerance too is needed in order to sustain successful dialogue. His main 
reason for saying this is that rational dialogue is actually fragile and needs 
to be secured by intolerance towards certain views. Views that are 
harmful, threatening and make others frightened, that is, which clearly go 
against the ethics of dialogue as I have discussed it above. 81 But the views 
that should not be tolerated according to MacIntyre also include those 
that come from actors who probably want to manipulate the participants 
of a dialogue in order to further their own interests.82 On the exact 
balance between tolerance and intolerance, however, MacIntyre 
consciously remains silent.83  

Rahner seems to afford a bigger role to tolerance and believes that it 
‘has to do with the innermost nature of the human person as a free 
individual’ 84 Tolerance is actually ‘the respect we pay’ towards such 
persons.85 However, it is recognized by him too that ‘there can be no 
tolerance without some intolerance’.86 As we can suspect, on the exact 
balance he too remains silent, and consciously so.87 

Surprisingly, their main example for a view that should not be 
tolerated is almost the same. Rahner says that ‘the Nazi regime, for 

 
79 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, xi. Cf. Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 57, 108. 
80 MacIntyre, The MacIntyre Reader, 247. 
81 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 216. 
82 Ibid., 215. 
83 Ibid., 222. 
84 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XXII, 23. 
85 Ibid., XXII, 22. 
86 Ibid., XXII, 24. 
87 Ibid., XXII, 25. 
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instance, did things and imposed burdens that are to be rejected out of 
hand, that are no fitting topic for tolerant dialogue among people who 
consider each other equally intelligent and humane’.88 While MacIntyre 
holds ‘the facts about the Holocaust to be a paradigm case of historical 
facts the denial of which … is an opinion that ought not to be tolerated 
in any local community, that to tolerate it is a form of vice’.89 

In Rahner’s and MacIntyre’s accounts of tolerance the notion of 
common good has a role as well, a role that sometimes necessarily 
conflicts with tolerance. Though the picture of weighing is itself 
criticized by MacIntyre, we can safely interpret the main difference of 
these two authors in how they weigh tolerance against the common good. 
Rahner believes the former to be more important, while MacIntyre thinks 
that the latter should be held more significant.  

 
 

VI. Historicity and tradition 
 
MacIntyre is well known for being a historicist philosopher. In fact, he 
stresses the historicity of our concepts and ways of life so much that some 
even interpreted him as a relativist. Yet he does not go so far as to become 
relativistically historicist, and I need nothing else here to prove this than 
to refer to all the different quotes by him above, where he expressed his 
commitment to the possibility of finding objective truth. Nevertheless, 
insofar as he can be identified as a historicist, this could amount to a 
serious difference between his thought and NeoThomists of the 
transcendentalist kind. This received picture is the reason why I turn now 
to the question of historicity briefly, to point out similarities with regard 
to this topic as well. In my view, while historicism is not something that 
is commonly associated with the transcendental school, these 
philosophers sometimes do express historicist concerns.  

Rahner underlined in a separate paper that theology has to be aware 
of its own historicity, 90  and as we have seen above, maintains that 
throughout history, we can gain a better understanding of our concepts. 
He writes that ‘outlooks and world-views are subject to the law of 
history’; that is, ‘they have “a particular point of departure” and “a finite 
inherited vocabulary”’.91 Weissmahr agreed with him on these matters. 

 
88Rahner, Theological Investigations, XXII, 18. 
89 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 220. 
90 Rahner, Theological Investigations, IX, 64-82. 
91 Ibid., VI, 37.  
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He, for example, says on occasion that everything in this world is a result 
of development—everything, therefore, has a history. They have 
expressed similar thoughts even about human nature, according to which 
it can change. What is more important is that Weissmahr emphasized 
many times that our concepts and our verbal grasp of what we know is 
context-dependent and historically conditioned; therefore, the truth of 
our explicit statements always depends on the linguistic and hermeneutic 
context that is never fully explicable.92 

Karen Kilby, a scholar of Rahner, has even interpreted Rahner as a 
nonfoundational pluralist, who ‘thinks that there is an experience which 
underlies all historical conditioning and pluralism, but his thinking this 
is not itself something which escapes historical conditioning and 
pluralism, nor must he himself suppose that it does.’93 While I suspect 
that her interpretation goes a bit too far in claiming that Rahner is a 
nonfoundationalist instead of a moderate foundationalist, it would 
indeed take further analysis to decisively evaluate her understanding of 
Rahner.94 This fact in turn shows that a better understanding of him 
would indeed be in place—and for MacIntyreans in particular, since he 
cannot be that far from MacIntyre himself in the regard that Kilby points 
to in the passage quoted above. Historicity and a common ground that 
underlies all positions seem to be features that are central to the 
epistemology of both transcendental and MacIntyrean Thomistic 
thought. 
 
 

VII. Epistemology 
 
It is probably here that we should return to the question of 
‘epistemology’. As I’ve noted, MacIntyre criticized transcendental 
Thomism for becoming an epistemological project, under the influence 
of Kant. Now what is exactly the problem with their epistemology? In 
other texts, he suggests several features of what he calls ‘epistemology’ to 
be erroneous, but those are not present in all those whom he thinks to be 
pursuing epistemology. However, at the places where he criticizes 
transcendental Thomists, he does not explain the main reason why he 
thinks their epistemology to be erroneous. We could naturally think of 

 
92 Weissmahr, A szellem valósága, 112. Cf. Weissmahr, Die Wirklichkeit des Geistes, 83. 
93 Karen Kilby, Karl Rahner. Theology and Philosophy (New York: Routledge, 2004), 105. 
94 For a start, see Rahner’s thoughts on infallibility below. 
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two things.95 First, it could be the problem that they make quite radical 
knowledge-claims; they claim that certain substantial philosophical truths 
are known basically by everyone. I try to show below that this either 
cannot be the real object of criticism, or that if indeed it is, then 
MacIntyre himself can be found guilty according to his own charge. 
Another aspect that MacIntyre could naturally criticize is the fact that 
transcendental Thomists, like Weissmahr, hold that these pieces of 
knowledge that everyone knows are infallible. The case of this latter 
question is complicated. I thus start with the first, more simple problem. 

Transcendental NeoThomists do indeed make surprising 
knowledge-claims. Weissmahr, for one, believes that every person knows 
the existence of objective truth, moral responsibility, free will, the 
meaning of life, God, etc. Yet even if not for so many things or domains, 
MacIntyre too makes similar knowledge-claims. He thinks that every 
person knows the first precepts of natural law. Here is what he says about 
this: the ‘knowledge that enables us to [say what the natural law is] is 
possessed by any person capable of adequate reasoning and, so far as the 
common principles of the natural law are concerned, by every rational 
being’.96 Agreeing with Suarez whom he holds to be a reliable interpreter 
of Aquinas in this matter, he also holds that a class of first principles is 
‘recognized by the greater number of persons—those, we may suppose, 
with any capacity for inference at all’, and this class includes ‘the precepts 
prohibiting adultery, theft, and like acts’.97 That is, ‘knowledge of the 
natural law’ belongs to anyone ‘in virtue of their human nature’.98 Based 
on these parts, it would be problematic for MacIntyre to criticize 
transcendental Thomists for the fact that they claim that some substantial 
pieces of knowledge are shared by all people alike. 

The second point that MacIntyre could be criticizing is that 
transcendental philosophers reject the idea of fallibilism. MacIntyre, 
building on Peirce and Popper, emphasizes the importance of fallibilism 
at several places. In his reflection on Fides et ratio he claims the following: 
‘Only types of enquiry … which are organized so that they can be 
defeated by falsification of their key theses, can warrant judgements to 
which truth can be ascribed’.99 According to this view, there should be no 
Archimedean, unassailable and invincible points in any philosophy. Most 

 
95 I provide a detailed analysis of MacIntyre’s criticism of epistemology in my unpublished 
manuscript ‘Universal Knowledge in Local Utopias’. 
96 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 48. 
97 Ibid., 58. 
98 Ibid., 49. 
99 Ibid., 163. 
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probably, MacIntyre would even say that the principle of fallibilism is 
itself fallible. He says about Aquinas the following: 

 
He was well aware that it is of the nature of philosophy that 
no conclusion is ever treated as unassailable. ‘Human 
reason,’ he wrote, ‘is very defective in matters concerning 
God. A sign of this is that philosophers in their researches, 
by natural investigation, into human affairs, have fallen into 
many errors and have disagreed amongst themselves’ (IIa-
IIae 2, 4). Continuing disagreement is a permanent 
condition of philosophy.100 

 
In fact, as I have already hinted, MacIntyre seems to believe that a central 
reason why we need to engage in dialogue is our fallibility. 

In a sharp contrast to MacIntyre, Weissmahr strongly criticizes 
fallibilist philosophy. He thinks that it is self-contradictory, and uses 
several transcendental arguments against it. He even thinks that to claim 
that ‘Fallibilism is fallible’ is absurd. He takes that all the results of 
transcendental arguments are irrevisable. This, then, is a clear 
disagreement between him and MacIntyre. 

As I noted above, at some points Rahner also calls our attention to 
our possible errors, and says that humans are generally liable to error. He 
also thinks that all worldviews should be open to ‘the judgement of the 
future’.101 Yet, at the same time he often talks about ‘apodictic axioms’. 
He says that in the view of Aquinas, we have in first principles ‘assured 
truths’102 and 

 
something more than the mere principles of formal logic such 
as, for instance, the principle of non-contradiction. We are 
dealing, rather, with first principles of an ontological kind, 
with the ultimate and apodictic axioms of metaphysics, which 
claim to apply necessarily and absolutely to every existing 
thing.103 

 
As I noted earlier, it seems to be open to interpretation whether 

Aquinas thought that more first principles or only the principle of non-

 
100 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 72. 
101 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XXII, 38. 
102 Ibid., XIII, 22. 
103 Ibid., XIII, 23. 
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contradiction enjoys the status of being unmistakable, of being so that 
‘no one can make a mistake or be in error regarding’ them.  

Putting on one side the question whether the principle of fallibility 
is itself fallible or not, perhaps there could be a middle ground to mitigate 
the position of MacIntyre and Weissmahr. This ground, in my eyes, is 
provided by Rahner, at least in the question of dialogue. For, Rahner 
seems to be able to show that even if we think that our main beliefs are 
infallible, we could and in fact should discuss them in a dialogue with 
dissenters. And this must be of interest to MacIntyre as well, since, as I 
quoted, even according to him, Thomists ‘should of course be dogmatic 
about dogma’. This claim could be interpreted in more or less radical 
terms, but what this ‘dogmatism’ is actually contrasted to in MacIntyre’s 
text, is to ‘open … up to attentive points of view’.104 

Let me explain more precisely why some people, probably even 
MacIntyre, see a tension between infallibility and the openness to 
dialogue by referring to Jason Hannan’s account. He seems to express a 
common objection to infallibilism, or what he calls ‘objectivism’. He 
describes as ‘objectivists’ those who ‘insist that our primary goal is to 
identify universal standards of rationality and truth for formal inquiry 
and public life’. He goes on to object against this view that it ‘thus shuts 
down the human conversation by unilaterally proclaiming the truth from 
the outset and precluding discussion over what the truth may be’.105 He 
also attributes this objection to MacIntyre, stating that his ‘turn to 
discourse is taken to be a necessary move to avoid the pitfalls of 
objectivism and relativism, and to preserve contingency, open-endedness, 
and the possibility of future revision’—and thus conversation as well. 106 
In case Hannan is right about this attribution, Rahner has a case against 
MacIntyre’s point. 

As I said, Rahner thinks even those who believe some of their views 
to be infallible need to engage in dialogue. And this is explained by what 
I quoted from him already, as the sine qua non of real Thomism. That is, 
all theology (and philosophy) is nothing else but ‘straw’ as it cannot reach 
ultimate reality. All truths that we hold are similar in Rahner’s eyes: they 
are only approximations to this ultimate reality. We can never come fully 
to terms regarding their content, and we need to (re)interpret them 
constantly. Now this could be the result of dialogue. So we should be 

 
104 MacIntyre, ‘Thomism and Philosophical Debate’, 1. 
105 Jason Hannan, ‘Moral Discourse Without Foundations: Habermas and MacIntyre on Rational 
Choice’, Communication Theory 26:1 (2015), 33. 
106 Hannan, ‘Moral Discourse Without Foundations’, 35. 
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open even if we think that we are infallible, since in light of the other’s 
opinion we may learn more about our truths, about ourselves and we may 
be able finally to accommodate the gist of the other’s truth as well. And 
here we may remind ourselves of what transcendental Thomists including 
Weissmahr said about historicity: all truths have a history, and even if 
they are essentially immutable, they can be clarified more and more with 
time. As Rahner writes:  

 
Even someone who professes an absolute viewpoint can 
realize that he is still ‘on the way’; but he follows his path 
only if he enters into dialogue, opens himself out, allows 
himself to be attacked by others, is willing to learn even 
when he teaches and apparently is merely seeking to 
defend his own position and trying to make it ‘come out 
on top’.107 

 
And it is not only that our propositional knowledge can undergo 

development as a result of dialogue, but also, ourselves, our relationship 
to these truths may become better and more honest: ‘even the truest 
conviction objectified in propositions and doctrines is not yet a guarantee 
of one’s “being in the truth” of existence’, as he puts it.108 This means 
that dialogue, just like all truths in Rahner’s opinion as we have seen 
above, has a strong existential significance—as it can help us in 
transcending our objectified selves and vocabularies. 

So even those believing in infallibility can be friends of dialogue. 
Now what about the claim itself that there are such infallible doctrines? 
In fact, MacIntyre too implies, as I have shown, that there are inescapable 
presuppositions shared by all humans in virtue of our humanity. If this is 
so, it cannot be shown consistently and conclusively that they are wrong. 
In this light, they seem infallible. But these truths, too, need dialogue to 
be brought to the light. Our arguments that bring them forward may be 
erroneous, they need to be interpreted, concretized, developed, clarified. 
So this means that we may think that we have found infallible beliefs and 
at the same time may hold that our arguments that established their 
infallibility may be erroneous in one way or another. This is something 
that MacIntyre sees correctly. 

 
107 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XXII, 39-40. According to him, there are things that are 
both ‘always known’ and always ‘unfathomed’. 
108 Rahner, Theological Investigations, XXII, 42. 
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By relying on an example, I will show below how we may be in error 
regarding the details of our beliefs about our inescapable commitments 
and how these errors may be corrected in a way that doesn’t question the 
essence of these beliefs. As it will become clear, I attempt to do this by 
showing that MacIntyre makes a mistake because he tries to withdraw his 
radical claims concerning our inescapable commitments. 

What seems to be problematic in MacIntyre with regard to final and 
unassailable truths is the following. He believes that to claim something 
as true is to imply that it is able to withstand all criticism. This makes 
him say sometimes, usually at the end of his papers, that he is not entitled 
to hold the main claims he made up to that point to be true, as he did 
not show that these claims are able to withstand the strongest arguments 
against them. One example is the following: 

 
I have not considered what reply to my argument an insightful 
relativist might make. So that what I have presented is perhaps 
a gesture towards an argument, rather than argument, not a 
conclusion to which I am as yet entitled, but a conclusion to 
which I might become entitled.109 
 

Moreover, he refers here to his own retorsive arguments as well. That is, 
he thinks that (a) his arguments showing that we have inescapable 
presuppositions, and even (b) the argument according to which in 
claiming something we are committed to objective truth and so (c) the 
belief that these are able to withstand all strong criticisms—may not be 
able to withstand all strong criticisms. But this is clearly a ‘performative 
contradiction’, as Weissmahr would say; that is: this thought could be 
clearly an object of a retorsive argument. It basically expresses at the same 
time both that he holds that ‘These theses are able to withstand all 
criticism’ and that ‘I am not entitled to hold that “These theses are able 
to withstand all criticism”’. 

Let me explain why pointing out the problem with MacIntyre’s 
statement is a retorsive move. MacIntyre expresses the following about 
our commitments: ‘to assert of any judgement that it is true commits 
those who assert it to holding that it is , , , able’ to ‘withstand all attempts 
at refutation from any standpoint whatsoever’.110 On his interpretation 
this means that we cannot assert of any statement that it is true if we have 
not already shown that it is able to withstand criticism. This is where a 

 
109 MacIntyre, ‘Moral Pluralism’, 8. 
110 Ibid., 5. 
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tension seems to arise. The reason for that is the following. MacIntyre, 
by recognizing that he has not considered already all the relevant 
objections to the view he expressed about our commitments, realizes that 
he should withdraw the truth of what he expresses. But he does that in 
virtue of this very view about our commitments. This means that there is 
a paradox here: he withholds his judgement about a belief because of the 
same belief. This seems to be self-undermining. In pointing this out, we 
have turned his own argument against itself, and shown that its explicit 
content (that MacIntyre is not entitled to his view about commitments 
since he is in a T-type of situation) denies what it is implicitly committed 
to (exactly this view of MacIntyre about commitments that one is not 
entitled to her commitments if she is in a T-type of situation). 

Two conclusions could be drawn from seeing this. One is that the 
thesis that ‘claiming something implies that it is able to withstand all 
criticism’ may be too strong an interpretation of our inescapable 
commitments. The other thing is that MacIntyre misunderstands himself. 
We may in fact be implying by claiming anything that it is able to 
withstand criticism, but it does not mean that we can only accept these 
things if and only if they are first shown to be immune to the strongest 
criticism. The commitment that MacIntyre has (or should have) in mind 
is for the future: if I believe that something is true, I imply that it would 
be possible in the future with effort to show that it can answer criticism.111 
If it was not so and we were all the time implying what MacIntyre writes, 
then we would have almost no permissible beliefs at all, no commitments, 
no truth—not even one about our commitments. This is so because 
showing conclusively that our beliefs can withstand the strongest 
counterarguments could be satisfied only in a lengthy process, and even 
then, new counterarguments could be devised. This way, our 
commitments would be destroying themselves. However, we can sidestep 
this danger by interpreting them better, in the light of each other. 

The foregoing retorsive argument that I used against MacIntyre is 
then an example of how we can criticize claims about inescapable 
presuppositions, infallibility and objectivity, and how we can make 
progress in understanding our commitments and beliefs that might as well 

 
111 Something like this is expressed in an earlier paper by MacIntyre: ’if I assert that “p” is true, I 
am thereby committed to holding that, through the history of any set of enquiries concerned to 
discover whether it is “p” or “~p” that is true, either “~p” will never be supported by any scheme 
and mode of rational justification or, if it is so supported, that scheme and mode of rational 
justification which at some particular stage of enquiry appears to provide support for the 
conclusion that “~p” will in the longer run be rationally discredited’. MacIntyre, The MacIntyre 
Reader, 213-214. 
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be infallible. I conclude that there is a middle ground: there can be 
infallible commitments, yet we may err in bringing them to light. No 
matter what we call this, fallibilism or not, it remains so that dialogue is 
needed either way. So it is not an obstacle for dialogues to think that 
some of our views contradicted by others belong to the category of 
infallible commitments, as long as we agree with Rahner that they can be 
clarified and better understood through conversation. 

 
 

VIII. Conclusion 
 
As I have tried to show in this paper, there are many affinities between 
MacIntyre’s version of Thomistic philosophy and transcendental 
NeoThomism. The same method of argument is used by both and certain 
theses are shared by both. Some political and moral insights are assented 
to by MacIntyre and at least some representatives of transcendental 
Thomism as well. Does this mean complete agreement? Or would the 
observation that the same style of argumentation is relied on by the other 
amount to the acceptance of all their conclusions? Not at all. Both parties 
could use further arguments against the other in subsequent debates. Such 
a debate was started in my paper with regard, most eminently, to the topic 
of fallibilism and apodicticity. I believe that further argument should be 
in place between these two schools of Thomism, and more understanding 
of the transcendental movement should be demanded on the part of 
MacIntyreans. As was shown, both parties hold that the importance of 
dialogue cannot be overemphasized; and it was also suggested that each 
side could learn from the other in a discussion between them. It is high 
time for a respectful dialogue of Thomists that transcends 
misconstructions of rival positions within Thomistic philosophy, and 
aims at understanding the truth of the other.
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Abstract. MacIntyre illustrates his discussion of desire in Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity, with an example of a woman who has not 
considered ‘that she might run away and join the circus’. We learn a few 
lines later that this possibility evades her because she wrongly believes 
that she could not become a trapeze artist. Incautious readers may regard 
this as a flippant illustration; but that would be an error. In this and his 
other references to the travelling circus we can see that this small-scale 
social order exemplifies the type of practice-based community to which 
MacIntyre gives his political allegiance. This paper draws on 
ethnographic and narratives accounts by circus people across eras and 
continents to argue that they have an opportunity to live morally 
integrated lives in a way denied to the vast majority of their 
contemporaries.  
 
Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity1 begins with a consideration of how 
lives might go wrong through a series of failures in relation to desire. In 
probing the relationship between an agent’s desires and her beliefs, 
MacIntyre introduces a woman who has not considered ‘that she might 
run away and join the circus’,2 and as we learn a few lines later, this 
possibility evades her because she wrongly believes that she could not 
become a trapeze artist. Incautious readers may regard this as a flippant 
illustration; but that would be an error. Trapeze is an example of the type 
of practice in which, on MacIntyre’s account, participation both requires 
and develops virtues, and the circus provides a context for the type of 
virtuous local political community to which MacIntyre gives his 
allegiance. 

This paper uses the example of a circus to illustrate the relationship 
between self-understanding and social order that underscores MacIntyre’s 
diagnoses of developments in mainstream moral and self-understanding.3 

 
* Faculty of Business and Law, Northumbria University. 
1 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2016). 
2Ibid., 7. 
3 This paper’s use of literary resources through which to distinguish MacIntyre’s politics of the 
practice-based community is designed to be appropriate to a journal which seeks to offer ‘a forum 
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Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity provides a largely sociological 
account as to why the distinctive and incoherent Morality of modernity 
persists, and moreover must persist, if the illusions of the conventional 
social order is to be maintained. MacIntyre’s allusions to such contexts as 
the circus manifest the same intimate relationship between self-
understanding and social order, but in contrast to modernity, provide a 
context for coherence.  

Agents in coherent social orders have the potential, at least, to 
understand themselves and their fellows as working towards the 
achievement of common goods. On MacIntyre’s NeoAristotelian 
account, participation in deliberation about and towards such goods is a 
precondition for the development of distinctively human capacities. The 
extent to which a social order enables this thereby provides a judgement 
as to whether it facilitates human flourishing. To be practically rational 
is to act on the outcome of those deliberations. To seek one’s good by 
other means, through force or manipulation, is to fail to seek one’s actual 
good, to have been deceived in a way that precludes its pursuit.  

I intend to highlight the care with which MacIntyre illustrates these 
relationships by focussing on this apparently minor example of the circus. 
My contention is that were we to both desire well and to accept 
MacIntyre’s arguments as to the dependence of virtue development upon 
our participation in both practices and practice-based communities, then 
we too would recognize that running away to the circus is an option 
worthy of consideration. Having made this case, I will consider some 
implications. I begin however with an outline of our main terms and some 
background. 

The circus is both an institutional and communal form, which has 
presented acrobatics, balancing, juggling, animal husbandry (now fallen 
out of favour), comedy and music since 1768.4 The circus spread rapidly 
through the late eighteenth century and was the world’s most popular 
entertainment throughout the nineteenth, its performers numbering 
amongst the world’s first global workers.5 Its history in the twentieth 
century has seen a decline in popularity and an increasing variety of 
institutional types, from the three ring circus to contemporary and social 

 
for discussion for the human person as both a political and a literary animal’ 
https://www.politicsandpoetics.co.uk/about. 
4 For the history of the early circus see Marius Kwint, ‘The Legitimation of the Circus in Late 
Georgian England’, Past and Present 174 (2002), 72-115. 
5 Catherine Holmes, Aerial Stars: Femininity, Celebrity & Glamour in the Representations of 
Female Aerialists in the UK & USA in the 1920s and Early 1930s (PhD Thesis, University of 
Exeter 2016). 
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circus. 6  Despite this, the ongoing coherence of the circus as an 
institutional form is located within what Paul Bouissac terms a 
‘multimodal discourse’ in which a series of acts performs before an 
audience.7 Each act comprises: 

 
a set of routines ordered according to their real or apparent 
difficulty along a time line whose duration is predetermined 
by the producer of the program. The clusters of signs carried 
by the actors are constant qualities which have been selected 
in view of the staging of particular acts. The music and 
lighting, whatever may be the connotations they bring to the 
act, narrowly follow the bodies’ dynamic. All these semiotic 
components result from deliberate choices to produce some 
anticipated effects in the audience.8 

 
The performance of circus acts, though not verbalized, follows a narrative 
structure in which the protagonist(s) attempts to succeed in the 
achievement of progressively more difficult tasks or, in the counter-
narrative of comedy, clowns fail in their pursuit of progressively less 
coherent and commendable purposes. In the case of the former, jugglers, 
acrobats, wire-walkers and others are understood by their audience 
without the need for narration, precisely because the structure of 
successive challenges is understood by those who have, at least in part, 
participated in other practices that are structured around the achievement 
of such successions. To learn to read, to cook, to design architectural 
drawings or to master the intricacies of surgery requires us to recognize 
and meet challenges that could not be attempted had their predecessors 
not been mastered.  

 
6 On the history of circus see Janet Davis, The Circus Age: Culture and Society under the 
American Big Top (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); Gill Arrighi, ‘The 
circus and modernity: A commitment to “the newer” and “the newest”’, Early Popular Visual 
Culture 10:2 (2012), 169-185; Duncan Hammarstrom, Inside the Changing Circus: A Critic’s 
Guide (Oklahoma: Bear Manor Media, 2012); Duncan Wall, The Ordinary Acrobat: A Journey 
into the Wondrous World of Circus, Past and Present (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 2012); 
Miriam Neirick, When Pigs Could Fly and Bears could dance: A History of the circus in the 
Soviet Union (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1999); and Mark St Leon, Circus and 
nation: A critical enquiry into circus in its Australian setting, 1847-2006, from the perspectives of 
society, enterprise and culture (PhD Thesis, University of Sydney School of History and 
Philosophical Enquiry, 2006). 
7 Paul Bouissac, Circus As Multimodal Discourse: Performance, Meaning and Ritual, (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2013). 
8 Ibid., 31. 
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It should be uncontroversial that many if not all the acts that 
comprise traditional circus are practices. This is critical to my argument 
because practices are pivotal in MacIntyre’s account of the development 
of virtues.9 For MacIntyre, practices are schools of the virtues, activities 
whose demands are such that we can only progress if we are able to 
develop the virtues of truthfulness, courage, and justice, among others. 
To provide a simple illustration, one cannot become courageous when 
devoid of opportunities to develop the virtue in contexts in which both 
rashness and cowardice would prevent us from achieving relevant goods. 
It is only those who have developed such virtues who can go on to pursue 
the wider goods of their own lives, understood in narrative terms as a 
progression, or to participate in deliberation about and action in pursuit 
of the common goods of communities. To be denied the opportunity to 
participate in practices is to be frustrated in the development of virtues. 
As Sinnicks has recently suggested, it is perhaps unsurprising that virtue 
ethicists have gone to such lengths to establish whether particular 
activities can be considered to be practices.10 

MacIntyre has previously endorsed a view of the circus ‘as practice 
and institution’11 and in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity approvingly 
notes Tom Burns’ list of practices including ‘fishing crews and ensembles 
of actors or acrobats or musicians’.12 Acrobatics, highlighted here, is a 
staple of circus performance and features the complexity, co-operation, 
coherence, and pursuit of excellence which practices require. Acrobatics 
is moreover a practice with a narrative history, one which, as early as 
1599, was defended in a treatise arguing for its equality with other 
physical arts, including the ballet.13  

Practitioners in the circus pursue specific, tangible, even if 
momentary, goods internal to their practice. Feiler reports on the 
contemporary trapeze and springboard artist, Paulo, whose self-
understanding is framed by concrete and particular internal goods: 

 
I realize I’m not satisfied. The act could be better. The 
swing needs to be two feet taller. I need to be fifteen pounds 

 
9 See Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 3rd edn. (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2007), esp. Chapter 14. 
10 Matthew Sinnicks, ‘Moral Education at Work: On the Scope of MacIntyre’s Concept of a 
Practice’, Journal of Business Ethics (Online first, 2017). 
11 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism can become Revolutionary: Ethics, Utopia and 
Resistance’, Philosophy of Management, 7:1 (2008), 3-8, at 6. 
12 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 131. 
13 Duncan Wall, The Ordinary Acrobat, 132. 
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lighter. The way the act is now I would not want anybody 
I think is somebody to see it. Not in my business, which is 
somersaults. As soon as it’s over I’m thinking. I want to do 
more, I want to give more. I want to shout at the audience, 
‘Just wait until the flying act. That’s when I know we’ll 
show you something. That’s when we’ll really show you 
how to fly’.14 

 
For Paulo, as for other practitioners, desire is directed towards the 
achievement of goods internal to, that is neither achievable nor intelligible 
outside of, a practice. His frustration in respect of his current levels of 
performance (‘I’m not satisfied’), his sense of responsibility (‘I need to be 
fifteen pounds lighter’), his aspirations for achieving a level of excellence 
(‘that’s when we’ll really show you how to fly’), and his recognition of 
the standards of excellence shared between practitioners (‘anybody I think 
is somebody’) are characteristic of MacIntyre’s account of desires ordered 
to the achievement of excellence within a practice. 

Were MacIntyre’s claim simply that his fictitious agent should 
become a trapeze artist then our argument would end at the point at 
which we establish trapeze as a particular acrobatic practice which is 
especially associated with the circus rather than other institutional forms, 
but that is not his only claim.15  

‘The circus is an art of community’ in which acts are performed by 
families who both work and live in close proximity to one another, 
predominantly touring but exceptionally in stationary settings.16 For the 
former, the travelling circus is a form of life in which art, work and 
community are inseparable. Nell Stroud, who ran away to the circus 
following an English degree at Oxford in the 1990s, and later became a 
circus owner, contrasts the commitment required by circus artistes to 
those of other arts:  

 
The circus is the only medium I can think of where life and 
art are undivided; the essence of circus life cannot be 
replicated anywhere else. Once you have been in circus you 
feel out of it in any other world … There is nothing else to 

 
14 Bruce Feiler, Under the Big Top: A Season with the Circus (New York: Scribner, 1995), 108. 
15 Ron Beadle and David Könyöt, ‘The Man in the Red Coat – Management in the Circus’, 
Culture and Organization 12:2 (2006) 127-137. 
16 Wall, The Ordinary Acrobat, 50. 
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fall back on, to go home to. This is it—the wind and the 
flapping tent and the lorries in the night and the camels 
slowly passing during tea outside the caravan.17 

 
Since the 1960s, contemporary or ‘new circus’ has provided an alternative 
model so that the presentation and ordering of acts, the variety of 
practices presented, the familial composition of the company, the relative 
autonomy of practitioners from managers and commercial funding are all 
and variously challenged and this has opened far more opportunities for 
running away to join the circus.18 Almost since its inception, people have 
done this—some temporarily, others permanently, some to become 
participants, others to write. This essay draws its arguments from 
ethnographic studies and especially from autobiographical narratives that 
have been selected as examples of what MacIntyre calls: 
 

narratives of the relevant kind, narratives that make the 
actions of particular agents intelligible and show them to 
be justified or unjustified.19 

 
This circus literature extends across continents and eras and is deployed 
here to surface continuities in the self-understanding of circus people 
across these generational and geographic contexts and across a variety of 
roles including owners, managers, clowns, ringmasters, and acrobats. 
Those who have both run away to and written of the circus have often 
provided stories which contrast the goods pursued in circus and those of 
money, power, and status that characterize the social order from which 
they have run. In order to stay close to these data, a large portion of this 
article is given to verbatim quotations from circus practitioners. These 
provide support for Yoram Carmeli’s understanding of the travelling 
circus as a ‘mode of existence’,20 that requires participation in practices 
and a distinctive mode of institutionalization, the circus itself, which 

 
17 Nell Stroud, Josser: Days and Nights at the Circus (London: Little Brown and Co., 1999), 
142-143. 
18 See the discussions of the ‘new circus’ and 1960s counter-culture in Ernest Albrecht, The New 
American Circus (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1995); Duncan Wall, The Ordinary 
Acrobat; Reg Bolton, New Circus (London: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1987); and of 
‘social circus’ in Katie Lavers, ‘The resilient body in social circus: Father Jesus Silva, Boris Cyrulnik 
and Peter A. Levine’, in The Routledge Circus Studies Reader, eds. Peta Tait and Katie Lavers 
(Abingdon: Routledge, 2016). 
19 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 242. 
20 Yoram Carmeli, ‘Performance and family in the world of British Circus’, Semiotica 85: 3 / 4 
(1991), 257-289 at 283. 
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affords the potential to become a ‘practice-based community’. 21  On 
MacIntyre’s account such communities comprise a: 
 

mode[s] of social practice … in which social relationships 
are informed by a shared allegiance to the goods internal to 
communal practices, so that the uses of power and wealth 
are subordinated to the achievement of those goods, 
mak[ing] possible a form of life in which participants 
pursue their own goods rationally and critically, rather than 
having continually to struggle, with greater or lesser success, 
against being reduced to the status of instruments for this 
or that type of capital formation.22  

 
To the potential objection that circus fails by the standards that the wider 
community might adopt to order its goods, MacIntyre himself has 
provided an answer in his endorsement of Aquinas’s defence of those 
predecessor medieval clowns, the jongleurs: 
 

Play and delight taken in play are therefore necessary to the 
exchanges and interchanges, the conversationes, of human 
life. And there are therefore officia through which what is 
needed may be supplied. These are the officia of players 
and entertainers, including jongleurs, and theirs is a 
legitimate full-time occupation.23 

 
MacIntyre’s contrast between social orders in which the virtues are 
developed and the modern social order which undermines them is central 
to his politics of local community. As we shall see, similar contrasts have 
been evident to and indeed animating for some who have run away to join 
the circus. Alongside MacIntyre’s oft-cited fishermen, whose desires are 
transformed by their discovery of goods internal to fishing; for many in 
the circus, ‘running away’, initially had higher priority than their 
destination.24 Katie Hickman’s ethnographic account of Mexican circus 
reports that: 

 
21 See especially Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues (London: Duckworth, 1999). 
22 Alasdair MacIntyre, Selected Essays Volume 2: Ethics and Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press 2006), 156. 
23 Ibid., 57. 
24 See MacIntyre, ‘How Aristotelianism can become Revolutionary’; ‘The Recovery of Moral 
Agency’, in The Best Christian Writing 2000, ed. John Wilson (London: HarperCollins, 2000), 
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The circus is full of the enchanted: many come here for 
love, both girls and men; others are orphans, runaways, or 
simply nomads, such as myself. Our presence occasions 
neither comment nor surprise: it is expected; because it has 
always been so.25 

 
Alongside Hickman, who moved from mere observation to performing 
in the ring, those who stay with the circus learn to regard the internal 
goods of relevant practices as their own goods and the circus community 
as their community. A half-century earlier and in another continent, 
Rupert-Croft Cook, one of a generation of British writers who spent time 
with the circus, described Charles Lawrence,  
 

[a] trustworthy employee of one of the great money lending 
concerns which are known as the Big Five Banks, he had 
found in the rich and motley atmosphere of the circus an 
escape from the grinding monotony of the life and work 
which such employment imposes. Every week-end he joined 
the Rosaires, wherever they might be, and was a happy and 
living man until Monday.26 

 
Lawrence later joined the circus on a full-time basis. One might think the 
circus a strange kind of utopia for a 1930s bank clerk, a utopia of dirt, 
hard work, poverty, marginality, animal faeces, and stench which 
comprises a radical otherness-movement rather than spatial fixity, the 
creation of art that leaves no traces, consumed in the moment of its 
production in a community of multi-generational families whose derision 
towards outsiders mirrors the enmity they themselves routinely 
experience.27 On top of that is the constant risk of injury and death. 
Death comes with grim regularity and takes multiple forms, in the aptly 

 
111-136 (originally published in Harvard Divinity Bulletin April 16, 1999); and Alasdair 
MacIntyre, ‘A partial response to my critics’, in After MacIntyre, eds. John Horton and Susan 
Mendus (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 283-304. 
25 Katie Hickman, A Trip to the Light Fantastic: Travels with a Mexican Circus (London: 
Flamingo, 1995), 16. 
26 Rupert Croft-Cooke, The Circus Has No Home (Toronto: The Falcon Press, 1941), 28. 
27 Mary Douglas, ‘My Circus Fieldwork’, Semiotica 85: 3 / 4 (1991), 201-204. 
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named ‘wheel of death’,28 from aerial falls,29 falls from the high-wire,30 
failed somersaults,31 broken necks,32 being crushed by falling animals,33 
and even from a juggling stick slicing the inside of an artist’s neck.34 Wall 
cites the French historian Roland Auguet’s comment that: ‘Circus isn’t a 
show about death, but death is its permanent guest’.35 More mundane is 
the constancy of physical demands of both rehearsal and performance, 
from travel and erecting and disassembling tents, seats, poles, and props 
in often muddy fields. Fr. Nick Weber, whose mission as a Catholic priest 
called him to run a circus from the 1960s, emphasizes the constant battle 
with earth: 
 

When I described our public workplace as ‘this humble 
ring’ in the poem with which I opened so many shows, I 
was aware of more than the truth of what we were doing 
and what I had done to make it possible. Lexically, humble 
derives from the Latin notion of earth and soil, humus. 
That’s why humility is associated with lowliness, as in 
‘coming back down to earth,’ and remembering ‘where you 
came from.’ If there’s one constant preoccupation for a man 
running an outdoor circus, its earth and soil. Rough or 
smooth, planted or not, soft or firm, were all attributes vital 
to our playing spaces. Unicycle tires, animal hooves, our 
own footing, what the audience would sit on, how easily 
and deeply our stakes could be driven, and the whether or 
when of automatic irrigation: these were all parts of an 
almost daily interface with earth.36 

 
The result, for the average runaway, is the replacement of a fantasy: ‘the 
circus will knock the romance out of you eventually’ but this neither 

 
28 Gerry Cottle with Helen Batten, Confessions of a Showman: My Life in the Circus (London: 
Vision, 2005), 247. 
29 David McPherson, Circus Mania (London: Peter Owen, 2010), 23. 
30 Ruth Manning-Saunders, The English Circus (London: Werner Laurie, 1952), 268; Cyril 
Bertram-Mills, Bertram Mills Circus, 2nd ed. (Avon: Ashgrove Press, 1983 [1967]), 65. 
31 Wall, An Ordinary Acrobat, 158. 
32 Ibid., 159. 
33 Pamela McGregor-Morris, Sawdust and Spangles (London: HF & G Witherby, 1960), 65. 
34 Wall, Wall, An Ordinary Acrobat, 64 
35 Ibid., 159. 
36 Nick Weber. The Circus that ran away with a Jesuit Priest (Indianapolis: Dog Ear Publishing, 
2012), 158. 
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necessitates regret nor occasions departure.37 As Gerry Cottle, who ran 
away to the circus as a teenager and was to become a leading circus 
entrepreneur, wrote of his first year in the British circus of the 1960s: 
 

It was the best apprenticeship I could get … By the end of 
the season, just sixteen years of age, I had survived a year at 
the sharp end of circus life. Not only had I learned about 
tents and seating and the endless bits of practical knowledge 
about bell-rings, tow bars, stringers and generators, but I 
had also been taking notes about the business, recording in 
my diary the size of the population of places we visited and 
how well or badly we did there. I also got in the habit of 
hard physical graft and came to accept constant physical 
exhaustion as a necessary part of the business.38 
 

Despite their continuous travelling on routes that may require weekly or 
even daily moves, the consistency of the work tasks, the layout of 
caravans, and the flow of the normal day create routines that persist.39 
Circus artistes are born, trained, work, raise their own families, and die in 
a context in which membership of the circus community provides a 
distinct source of identity. Ethnographers in a variety of contexts 
including Sweden in the 1920s,40 England in the 1960s41 and Russia in 
the 2000s42 have noted that circus identity dominates national and other 
social identities in their self-understanding. The Mexican circus artiste, 
Yvonne, explains: 
 

When you are ‘del circo’, the circus is more important than 
anything. It is more important than your country – circuses 
can tour abroad for years at a time. More important than 
your family even – I haven’t seen mine more than twice in 
the last thirteen years … You see, the circus is not just a 
way of life, it is your life.43  

 
37 Stroud, Josser, 10. 
38 Cottle with Batten, Confessions of a Showman, 17. 
39 Martin Parker, ‘Organizing the Circus: the Engineering of Miracles’, Organization Studies 32:4 
(2011), 555-569. 
40 Paul Eipper, Circus: Men, Beasts and the Joys of the Road, trans. F.H.Martin (London: George 
Routledge and Son, 1931), 7. 
41 McGregor-Morris, Sawdust and Spangles, 12. 
42 Mark Schreiber, Dreams of the Solo Trapeze: Offstage with Cirque du Soleil (Austin: Greenleaf 
Book Group, 2005), 257. 
43 Hickman, A Trip to the Light Fantastic, 50. 
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A precondition for this mode of existence, one shared with other practice-
based communities, is the central space afforded to the achievement and 
protection of common goods. The common good of the ‘show’ requires 
relationships informed by the virtues, the courage to hold fast to burning 
ropes when the wind threatens to tear the tent from the ground, to spend 
the night digging trenches to divert rain-water, the temperateness to keep 
one’s act to time so the warm up routines of the next act can go well, the 
fortitude to perform despite illness, injury, or bereavement.44 Writing 
during the second world war, Croft-Cook reports: 
 

Even to-day there was not one of them who would not have 
made any sacrifice to avoid missing his act. This spirit had 
little of the theatrical ‘the show must go on’ sentimentality 
about it. There was no exaggerated respect for the audience. 
It was just a solid and inbred determination to ‘make the 
show a success’, not from selfish or predatory ends, not to 
please an audience or to gain a reputation, but for the 
show’s own sake. They had the artist’s only qualification, a 
passionate wish to do the one thing he can do as well as 
possible.45 

 
The dominance of the goods of both practices and the show over the 
pursuit of other goods could barely be clearer. The pursuit and defence 
of the common good of the show and the actions, virtues and friendship 
this requires, have characterized travelling circus communities across 
generations and continents. Theirs is not the life of the active critic of 
capitalism but provides, as Charles Dickens intimated in ‘Hard Times’46 
as long ago as 1854, a ‘critically performative’ 47  alternative to both 
industrial production and its utilitarian mode of practical reasoning. 

On MacIntyre’s account, the distinctive politics of such local 
communities is predicated on a three-fold distinction between individual, 
public, and common goods.48 Whilst the achievement of each of these 

 
44 Ron Beadle, ‘Managerial Work in a practice-embodying institution –The role of calling, the 
virtue of constancy’, Journal of Business Ethics, 113: 4 (2013), 679-690. 
45 Croft-Cook, The Circus Has No Home, 250. 
46 For a commentary see Richard Smith, ‘Paths of Judgment; the Revival of Practical Wisdom’, 
Educational Philosophy and Theory 31:3 (1999), 327-340. 
47 Bernard Paranque and Hugh Willmott, ‘Cooperatives: Saviours or gravediggers of capitalism? 
Critical Performativity and the John Lewis Partnership’, Organization, 21:5 (2014), 604-625. 
48 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 168-9. 
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depends on degrees of cooperation, the rationale for their pursuit differs 
markedly. For example, in the case of individual goods, co-operation is 
rational 

 
only so long as and insofar as it provides a more efficient 
method of achieving their individual ends than would 
alternative types of activity open to them.49 

 
The rationale for the pursuit of public goods remains private, but involves 
the community in a pragmatic, instrumental manner. Public goods are 
those non-excludable goods ‘which individuals need if they are to 
function successfully in such an economy, but which they cannot provide 
for themselves’.50 The rationale for the pursuit of common goods is quite 
different. Common goods ‘are only to be enjoyed and achieved … by 
individuals qua members of various groups or qua participants in various 
activities’.51 Such common goods are realized within practices and within: 
 

a kind of community in which each individual’s 
achievement of her or his own good is inseparable both 
from achieving the shared goods of practices and from 
achieving the common good of the community as a whole.52 

 
Participation in a practice-based community requires pursuit of both the 
internal goods of practice, (which are expressed as the common goods of 
workplaces in Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity) and the common 
goods of the community.53 Where the community also includes the other 
primary loci in which common goods are pursued, namely those of the 
family and the school,54 the pursuit of their common goods are likewise 
implicated. The circus literature provides significant evidence both of the 
pursuit of such goods and of the identification of the actor’s life narrative 
with these mutually supportive contexts. For example, McPherson 
reports the story of Svetlana and her daughter Valerie: 
 

 
49 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Politics, Philosophy and the Common Good’, in The MacIntyre Reader, 
ed. Kelvin Knight (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 240. 
50 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 68. 
51 Ibid., 168-9. 
52 MacIntyre, ‘Politics, Philosophy and the Common Good’, 240. 
53 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 38 and footnote 22. 
54 Ibid., 168-183. 
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Svetlana leans forward: ‘People don’t realise that this is our 
profession. Valerie was doing very well at college, and 
people were asking me why she wasn’t going to university 
to be a lawyer or a doctor or something. They don’t 
understand that we’re circus people and this is what we 
do’.55 

 
The goods whose pursuit binds circus people are also evidenced in 
numerous stories of displacement and return: 
 

Yvonne described herself as being ‘del circo’, which meant 
that she too was from a circus family. When her 
grandmother had first married, she told me, her husband’s 
family had despised the circus and made her give it up. But 
she missed the life so much that soon she left him and 
married another man, a Guatemalan, who was from the 
same world as her, and she had gone on to found her own 
circus in Costa Rica.56  

 
The required commitment to the circus as such and to the particular 
circus show, is, if all goes well, mutually implicative, so that pursuit of 
the good of the show expresses both. The realisation of these goods 
depends on the ongoing work of management, performance, and labour 
(often but not always conducted by the same people). 57 Since the 1830s, 
shows have predominantly been performed in tents, enabling circuses to 
find new audiences. Permanent circus buildings survive only in vacation 
resorts whose visitors provide fresh audiences weekly. The great circus 
tent, the big top itself, has provided a principal source of stories 
illustrating the commitment of circus members in combatting fire, 
extreme weather, and circumstances in which depleted resources threaten 
the ability of the circus to erect (‘build-up’ in circus parlance) or 
disassemble (‘pull down’) it. Bippo, a British 21st century clown, explains: 
 

If the wind gets up in the night everyone has to get up to 
put more stakes in to hold the tent down. It’s not like the 
artistes think: Aw, it’s windy. The workers will get up and 

 
55 McPherson, Circus Mania, 210. 
56 Hickman, A Trip to the Light Fantastic, 50. 
57  For a discussion of the how management in a practice-based community might escape 
MacIntyre’s critique of the manager see Beadle, ‘Managerial Work’ (2013). 
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put more stakes in. Everybody’s up—the girls, everybody. 
Not through anybody asking—through choice. We’re all 
in this together, and the tent is the most important thing in 
the circus. If we don’t have a tent we wouldn’t be able to 
work. So everyone pitches in.58 

 
Writing in 1961, Michael Mardon, also known as Cuthbert the Clown, 
reports the response to a storm: 
 

We all set to work, rebuilding the seating and generally 
restoring some semblance of order. All hands were set to 
stitching canvass, but the Big Top was out of action that 
day. There was no time for more than a cup of coffee before 
our first performance, which we gave in the open. That 
night we had our first hot meal of the day. The next 
morning we got the Big Top up, and the day after we went 
on our way.59  

 
Note here, that no special virtues are claimed and no exceptional reactions 
attested. Bippo is expressing the conclusion of practical reasoning, and 
like all good practical reasoners, his reasoning results in an action rather 
than a conclusion; Mardon simply reports the action. The relationship 
between the conclusion of practical reasoning and action is pivotal to 
MacIntyre’s account of the virtues and in line with both Bippo’s and 
Cuthbert’s reports. MacIntyre argues: 
 

the conclusion of the reasoning is an action and not the 
utterance of a decision, or an expression of an intention. 
Indeed such an utterance or expression would be an 
interruption of the process of practical reasoning.60 

 
Stories of such responses to calamity are numerous in the circus 
literature.61 One feature of these accounts is the contrast between the self-
understanding of circus artistes for whom the pursuit of such common 
goods is unremarkable and of observers for whom such demonstrations 

 
58 McPherson, Circus Mania, 62. 
59 Michael Mardon, A Circus Year (London: Putnam, 1961), 185. 
60 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Practical Rationalities as forms of Social Structure’ Irish Philosophical 
Journal 4, 5. 
61 These include Cottle, My Life, 164., Grock, King of Clowns, tr. B. Creighton (London: 
Methuen, 1957), 211. 
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of virtue is contrasted with the behaviour of agents in the wider social 
order. Observers routinely contrast the loyalty, courage and perseverance 
of circus artistes with the supposed indolence and individualism of 
conventional agents in a way that is rarely if ever found in the accounts 
of artistes themselves. Contrast Bippo’s and Cuthbert’s descriptions with 
that of Cyril Bertram-Mills, whose 1967 account of the loyalty of circus 
artistes to his father’s circus has a somewhat patrician quality: 
 

If the whole circus has been delayed on road or rail and 
there is still four hours’ work in which to do it the artistes’ 
wives, the secretaries, usherettes and box office girls will all 
be there, carrying anything they are able to lift, and it is a 
job to prevent them from tackling things which are far too 
heavy for them. They are not there because it is part of their 
jobs, or even because anyone has asked them to be, but 
because our circus is their circus and nobody wants to be 
late for an opening—above all everyone is determined that 
a performance shall not be lost. In an age when so many 
people couldn’t care less and when so many only want to 
be sure of their pay packet and don’t give a cuss whether 
the employer loses money or his reputation, this is 
something of which every circus man is proud.62 

 
Writing some fifteen years earlier, the same sentiment is reported by the 
writer, Ruth Manning-Sanders: 
 

That is why Ernest Schumann, when a horse kicked his 
knee out of joint, told the grooms to sit on it till they 
pressed it back into place, and then went on with his work. 
That is why his daughter Marie, when her thumb was torn 
off by the bridle during a haute école act, performed her act 
again that very evening-minus her thumb. How forcibly 
does this circus world, in its subservience of the self to the 
ideal of perfection, contrast with the larger world of today, 
with its strikes and grievances, class hatreds, bitter 
graspings, and frenzied insistence on the rights and 
vindication of self, self, self!63 

 
 

62 Bertram-Mills, Bertram Mills Circus, 56-57. 
63 Manning-Saunders, The English Circus, 335. 
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For circus people, unlike their observers, working towards common 
goods is reported without such acclaim. Henry Ringling-North, a 
member of the family that owned Ringling Brothers’ and Barnum and 
Baileys Circus, reports the reaction to the labour shortage occasioned by 
America’s entry into the First World War: 
 

In the Barnum show, for example, the Kŏnyöts64 appeared 
six times under their own name and five times as the 
Spelvins. Great equestrians risked their necks riding as 
jockeys in the hippodrome races; and acrobats learned to 
walk the tightwire. Finally, because the labor shortage was 
even more acute – 80 canvassmen instead of 250 – 
everybody pitched in to move the show. Equestrian 
Director Fred Bradna would be out at 6 a.m. wielding a 
sledge to drive stakes for the Big Top; aerialists and clowns 
manhandled the poles, seats, and canvass; great women stars 
loaded wardrobe trunks on the wagons.65 

 
The pursuit of common goods extends from physical to emotional labour 
and examples abound in the literature. The trapeze artist Mundo learned 
of his father’s death moments before he was due to perform: 
 

Even at that moment, one of the saddest moments in my 
life, all I could think about was that act. I knew it could not 
be done without me; I knew that the others depended on 
me to make it work. My father was dead, but I did not 
hesitate. I could not. Even though the tears were running 
down my face, the next moment I was out there, out in the 
ring as usual.66 

 
Pursuit of common goods is not restricted to such dramatic occasions. A 
central theme of Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity is the relationship 
between the achievement of the common goods of the family, school, 
workplace, and political community. The travelling circus is home to each 
of these and thus provides a context in which we might consider 

 
64 In the interests of disclosure it is appropriate to report that the author is a descendent of this 
family. 
65 Henry Ringling-North with Alden Hatch, The Circus Kings, (Dell: New York, 1960), 147. 
66 Hickman, A Trip to the Light Fantastic, 243, John Clarke, The Circus Parade (London: BT 
Batsford, 1936), 48; Manning-Sanders, The English Circus, 305; and Mardon, ‘A Circus Year’, 
191; for further examples. 
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MacIntyre’s contentions as to the relationship between the achievement 
of such goods and the directedness of agents’ desires.  

The transformation of desires that may be accomplished through 
participation in practices requires that teachers connect achievement at 
the level of practice with achievement of those personal and communal 
goods on which practices depend. In 1994, responding to a critic, 
MacIntyre argued that qualities could only be characterized as virtues if 
they served the achievement of not only of the goods internal to practices, 
but also of those of agents’ lives as well as those of communities.67 
Recognition of the relationship between such goods is built in to circus 
training, especially necessary for those who have run away to join it.  

‘Circus Harmony’, a circus arts based programme in St Louis, USA 
boasts a remarkable record, 68 both for training socially excluded youth 
and for its work with partners seeking to bridge the divide between Israeli 
and Palestinian young people.69 Its training is both an introduction to 
circus practices (acrobatics, juggling, clowning, and the like) and to the 
wider requirements of participation in their practice-based community. 
Levenson illustrates dimensions of the relationship between commitment 
to the goods of practices and practice-based communities by recounting 
the training provided to the acrobat Sidney Iking Bateman (‘Iking’) by 
his trainer, Tom. 
 

On some days Tom gave Iking surprising assignments. 
Iking would come to the circus expecting to practice pikes 
for his audition but Tom would make him sweep the 
bleachers or paint the pillars instead. ‘How’s that going to 
help me?’ Iking asked him. ‘It’s going to help you respect 
your space,’ Tom answered, ‘because it looks nice, respect 
your discipline.’ He added, ‘Circus skills are just one part 
of it. You have to have respect for the show, respect for 
everything you do’.70 

 
The results, for Sidney Iking Bateman, though not described in the idiom 
of the virtues, are striking for their coherence with MacIntyre’s account 

 
67 MacIntyre, ‘A partial response’, 284. 
68 See Circus Harmony, ‘About’, 27 August 2017, http://circusharmony.org/about/  
69 Cynthia Levinson, Watch out for Flying Kids: How Two Circuses, Two Countries, and Nine 
Kids Confront Conflict and Build Community (Atlanta: Peachtree, 2015). 
70 Ibid., 153. 
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of desire transformation through participation in practices. Levinson 
continues her description: 
 

Iking became accustomed to arriving hours ahead of class 
time to clean—not to check off compulsory chores but to 
carry out self-imposed responsibilities. After he was 
satisfied that he’d done a good job, he trained. He made 
gruelling physical and mental demands of himself and 
determined to meet them. Over time, the combination and 
the intensity of these activities had an impact on Iking: ‘I 
changed the way I look at life because of the audition. 
Before this audition, I did not respect the circus as much. I 
didn’t care about things as much’.71 

 
Having illustrated the pursuit of the goods internal to practices and the 
common goods of the show, I now consider the claim that circus can 
exemplify the type of practice-based community to which MacIntyre 
points and here we must begin by noting that in respect of its ideological 
representation, its self-understanding and its political activity, the record 
varies. 72  Practice-based communities are always potentialities whose 
instantiation requires particular institutional and communal forms; so 
with MacIntyre’s oft-cited fishing examples and so with circus. 73 

The circus has both been represented as a space in which achievement 
and scale are exemplified and thus as embodying a peculiarly American 
individualist aesthetic74 and as an exemplar of a collectivist ethos in both 
the state circuses of the Soviet Union and a number of contemporary 

 
71 Levinson, Watch out for Flying Kids, 153-4. Bateman is now an internationally renowned 
circus artist. See Sophi Hurwitz, ‘Full circle for Iking Bateman at Circus Flora’, St. Louis American 
(June 1, 2017). 
72 The record of circuses in Nazi Germany for example includes both those who supported and 
encouraged the removal of Jewish competition and those who protected Jewish artists during the 
holocaust. Maria and Adolf Althoff are recognized amongst the ‘Righteous of the Nations’ by 
the State of Israel. See Marline Otte, Jewish identities in German Popular Entertainment 1890-
1933 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006) esp. 115-116. 
73 Geoff Moore and Ron Beadle, ‘In search of organisational virtue in business: agents, goods, 
practices, institutions and environments’, Organization Studies 27: 3 (2006), 369-389. 
74 See for example Earl Chapin May, The Circus from Rome to Ringling (New York: Duffield 
and Green, 1932) in which it is claimed that circus could only achieve ‘stature and magnificence’ 
under American leadership, see ibid., v, and that maintaining a small show ‘did not mean progress, 
did not fit the American scheme’, see ibid., 166. 
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circus companies.75 Such representations echo those of a wider political 
culture in which individualism and collectivism are regarded as the only 
available alternatives. At the level of political engagement and action the 
record of circus elites is equally conventional with industry associations 
reacting to the contemporary threats to circuses with animals alongside 
the desire for state recognition and funding by creating the European 
Circus Manifesto in 2016.76  

By contrast are a small number of circuses whose self-understanding 
includes an overtly political dimension and who engage in participative 
deliberation about the pursuit of goods. Of the latter, Croft-Cook reports 
of the Rosaire family circus in the 1930s that: 
 

This democratic system was both the strength and 
weakness on Rosaire’s Circus, as it has been of the country 
which has produced it. For any innovation there was free 
discussion, and since it was among people who were by 
nature uncompromising and downright, it was sometimes 
pretty emphatic. But out of it the idea formed, the change 
came or did not come, and the results were generally for the 
best.77 

 
Overtly political circus communities have included Father Jesus Silva’s 
circus designed to provide opportunities for destitute boys in Franco’s 
Spain,78 Australia’s radical feminist Circus Oz, and the French Les Arts 
Sauts, established as a ‘pure collective’ in which 79:  
 

Every member—the cooks, the performers, the crew, 
contributed equally to its finances and had an equal voice 
in company operations.80 

 

 
75 Paul Bouissac, Circus As Multimodal Discourse: Performance, Meaning and Ritual, (London: 
Bloomsbury 2013) 180-181; Hammerston, ‘Inside the Changing Circus’, 221; Wall, An 
Ordinary Acrobat, 33-34, 105-6. 
76 See Circus Manifesto, ‘The Circus Manifesto’, February 17, 2017 http://circusmanifesto.eu/  
77 Croft-Cook, The Circus Has No Home, 71 
78 Lavers, ‘The Resilient Body’, 510-513; Bouissac, ‘Circus as a Multimodal Discourse’, 194-5. 
79 Peta Tait, ‘Risk, danger and other paradoxes in circus and in Circus Oz parody’, in The 
Routledge Circus Studies Reader, eds. Peta Tait and Katie Lavers (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 
528-543.; Jane Mullett, ‘Acts of Conscience’, Australian Circus and Physical Theater Conference, 
University of Wollangong, 2006) Available at 
http://www.semioticon.com/virtuals/circus/Acts%20of%20Conscience.pdf. 
80 Wall, An Ordinary Acrobat, 166. 
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The overtly political circus companies are notable for maintaining 
permanent membership and thereby resisting a central feature of 
commercial circus operations in which artistes are replaced on a time scale 
that aligns with their tours so that the circus can claim novelty (which is 
widely regarded as critical to repeat customers) with each return to a 
location and an audience. Instead of this, permanent companies will create 
new shows collectively so that the novelty is provided by the performance 
rather than by new performers. Such is their prioritization of common 
over individual (and in this case external) goods that when invited to 
franchise their show, Les Arts Sauts responded firmly: 
 

‘He wanted us to stay a year,’ Laurence told me. He would 
leave the company creative control, but reproduce the 
existing show into multiple companies, to tour 
simultaneously. But Les Arts Sauts refused. ‘We told him 
to fuck off’ was how Frank, the catcher, put it. ‘We’re not 
going to sell out to the Anglo-Saxon system’.81  

 
MacIntyre argues for a politics of self-defence for local political 
communities when dealing with the agents of the state and the market. 
His contrast between the rationalities, directedness, goods pursued, and 
the virtues understood by each is manifest in the above example:  
 

The values of state and market are not only different from, 
but on many types of occasion incompatible with, the 
values of such local community. For the former, decision-
making is arrived at by a summing of preferences and by a 
series of trade-offs, in which whose preferences are summed 
and what is traded off against what depends on the political 
and economic bargaining power of the representatives of 
contending interests. For the latter, a shared understanding 
of the common good of the relevant type of activity or sets 
of activities provides a standard independent of preferences 
and interests, one by reference to which individual 
preferences and group interests are to be evaluated. For the 
former there is no consideration that may not under certain 
circumstances be outweighed by some other consideration. 
For the latter there are conclusive considerations, those that 

 
81 Wall, An Ordinary Acrobat, 270. 
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refer us to goods that cannot be sacrificed or foregone 
without rendering the activity in which the community is 
engaged pointless. For the former, a gift for flexibility and 
compromise, for knowing when and how to exchange one 
set of principles for another, is accounted a central political 
virtue. For the latter, a certain moral intransigence of a kind 
that is apt to prevent success in the larger worlds of the state 
and the market economy is accounted among the political 
virtues.82 

 
This essay has sought to demonstrate that MacIntyre was not being 
flippant in his example of the damage done to the agent whose false 
beliefs about her skills prevent her from becoming a trapeze artist. Had 
she tested that belief, as circus artistes are daily tested in rehearsals and 
the ring, a more adequate sense of her own potential and therefore of her 
available options, would have emerged.  

Should a circus life have been possible to her, she would have entered 
a practice which would have tested her virtues and required their 
development. In addressing such challenges, she would make her own 
contribution to a narrative history through which trapeze artists 
understand and extend their own practice. This is a history of frustration 
as well as success, of both literal and conceptual leaps through which new 
artistic possibilities and standards of excellence have emerged and which 
have provided a wide array of performance possibilities. In becoming a 
trapeze artiste, she would become a ‘co-author’ of this wider narrative. 
But she would not only have taken up a practice; by ‘running away’ to the 
Circus she would also have joined a community. 83  

As a member of that community, and possibly of Les Arts Sauts, she 
might also have discovered the relationship between the goods of her own 
performance and those of a troupe and a wider circus community, whose 
own histories and goods are mutually presupposed by those of her own 
practice, both conceptually (no circus, no performance) and materially, 
as we have seen. Her participation in the pursuit of the goods of this 
wider community could have led her, as I have attempted to show it 
having led others, to an understanding of her life as being unintelligible 
outside of those structures of mutual dependence, support, achievement, 
and deliberation that characterize the circus at its best. 

 
82 MacIntyre, Ethics and Politics, 212-213. 
83 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 213. 
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MacIntyre does not engage in unintentional flippancy. Rather his 
remark about a trapeze artist reflects his acknowledgment of the potential 
of the traditional travelling circus to be the kind of practice-based 
community in which the coherence of one’s life and the development of 
one’s virtues are vested in the ability to engage in practical rationality in 
pursuit of common goods. MacIntyre is not the first to have understood 
that the circus provides such an environment. Butch Reynolds, who ran 
away to become a circus clown in the 1920s, contrasted the features of 
small scale circuses to those of larger organizations, including larger 
institutionalized forms of circus, and reflected that: 
 

There seems to be something stultifying about mere size, 
and human beings seem to be at their best in the smaller 
units: the Greek City State, the English country village, the 
little family business, the small tenting circus were all good 
forcing grounds for the interesting and curious flowers of 
human personality. The mammoth modern circuses seem 
to have lost this virtue and to have sacrificed with it much 
of their charm. Their size has imposed on them all the 
dullness of high-powered organization, routine and 
specialization. They attract talent by their large salaries, but 
they rarely produce it.84 

 
What then of us? Does this extended example of the circus offer resources 
from which we can learn, alongside those of the Danish fishing 
communities and Brazilian favelas provided by MacIntyre in Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity.85 I suggest five generic lessons that might be 
drawn from this example. 

The first is that despite both the ‘nostalgia’ and ‘pessimism’ critiques 
which accuse MacIntyre’s work as lauding pre-modern social forms that 
can never return, the circus furnishes a contemporary example of a 
sustainable form of life in a practice-based community. 86 The fact that 
this is a community with a long history and ongoing traditions should 
not surprise MacIntyre’s readers, nor should its scale and nor should its 
institutionalization in a variety of forms which are more and less coherent 
in their pursuit of common goods. Nevertheless, despite the small scale 

 
84 Butch Reynolds, Broken Hearted Clown (London: Arco Publications, 1954), 197. 
85 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 176-183. 
86 Christopher Lutz, Reading Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue (London: Continuum, 2012), 
179-181. 
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of its units and though no authoritative data has been collected, estimates 
suggest that there are somewhere between 10,000 and 20,000 circus 
artists across Europe, and if the foregoing account is correct, they and 
their counterparts elsewhere at least have an opportunity to live morally 
integrated lives in a way denied to the vast majority of their 
contemporaries. 87 

Second, the very absurdity of the notion that the circus might provide 
a moral exemplar88 should encourage readers to consider whether other, 
perhaps similarly marginal modes of living, might warrant attention.89 
Third, this paper shows how narrative accounts might illustrate reasoning 
about and towards goods within a practice-based community. MacIntyre 
argues that a notable feature of the compartmentalization of the 
contemporary social order is its neglect of storytelling and that this is in 
striking contrast to cultures in which listening to stories is considered 
critical to the development of an adequate self-understanding.90 Whilst 
the stories recounted here are excerpts from wider narratives, the 
communities they illustrate are marked by storytelling.91  

Fourth, these stories will rarely, if ever, involve the identification of 
virtues or self-approbation beyond the achievement of specific goods 
internal to relevant practices. As we have seen in the contrast between 
narratives of circus artistes and their observers, the virtues of those within 
the practice-based community are far more likely to be recognized by the 
latter, who cannot but notice the contrast between the rationalities of 
these alternative moral, social and political orders. Some of them run 
away to join the communities they find. 

Finally, whilst there is now a significant literature on MacIntyre’s 
notion of practices92 and the tensions between practices and institutions93 
this paper is the first to illustrate characteristics indicative of the type of 
practice-based community to which MacIntyreans might give their 
allegiance; readers are invited to take up the challenge of finding others.

 
87 See Circus Manifesto, ‘The Circus Manifesto’. 
88 When an earlier version of this paper was presented at the 11th conference of the International 
Society for MacIntyrean Enquiry, one attendee confessed to me that before he heard the paper, 
he thought it was a joke. 
89 I owe this point to one of this paper’s reviewers. I thank both of them and the editors of this 
Special Issue for their attention and for the suggestions which have enhanced this paper.  
90 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 236-238. 
91 See for example Croft-Cook, The Circus Has No Home, 137-146. 
92 Sinnicks, 'Moral Education at Work’. 
93 Ron Beadle ‘MacIntyre’s Influence in Business Ethics’, in Handbook of Virtue Ethics in 
Business, eds. Sison, A., Fontrondona, J and G. Beabout (New York: Springer, 2016), 59-67. 
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Abstract. MacIntyre has earned infamy for his declaration in After 
Virtue on the credibility of natural and human rights: belief in them, he 
writes, is ‘at one with belief in witches and in unicorns.’ But this statement 
should not be understood as a wholesale rejection of natural or human 
rights. In this paper, I demonstrate how MacIntyre defends the language 
of natural and human rights in particular historical, legal, and political 
contexts. The concept of natural and human rights has been and can be 
used in revolutionary ways, and MacIntyre endorses these uses. What 
leads MacIntyre to criticize the concept of rights, however, is how 
the claims for rights based on a natural and universalist morality endorse 
particular social and political orders. MacIntyre has become suspicious of 
the uses of the concept of human rights in modern legal and political 
contexts, because they endorse the contemporary social and economic 
order and disguise our deeper reality of exploitation and domination. 
 
‘The truth’, contends Alasdair MacIntyre, is that ‘there are no natural or 
human rights’. Belief in human rights is at ‘one with belief in witches and 
in unicorns’, since ‘every attempt to give good reasons for believing that 
there are such rights has failed’.1 His contention owes its renown to its 
location in After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, which has been 
massively influential in the revival both of what others call virtue ethics 
and of what he calls Aristotelianism. If the contention is to be properly 
understood and evaluated, it must be contextualized within his wide (and 
still developing) critique of modern ethics and politics. That is what this 
paper does.  
 MacIntyre’s contention may be compatible with the expressly 
‘political’ conception of human rights that others, beginning with John 
Rawls, have been elaborating over the past couple decades. Human rights 
are not bestowed by nature but they have been effectively posited by 
liberal states in domestic law, in international law, and amongst their 

 
* Reader in Ethics and Politics, London Metropolitan University. I thank Alasdair MacIntyre and 
two anonymous reviewers for corrections and improvements to this text. 
1 Alassdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 3rd edn. (Notre Dame: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 69. 
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reasons for acting diplomatically and militarily. In this historical, legal 
and political sense, there are such things as human rights. The continuing 
significance of MacIntyre’s contention for advocates of human rights is 
that such rights are not self-justifying. If there is to be some general 
justification of human rights, that justification will be liberal. If non-
liberals are to be persuaded that certain rights should be enforced, it 
cannot be enough to simply assert—as liberals have traditionally 
asserted—that they already are human rights. 
 
 

I. Real Rights 
 
MacIntyre’s critique of natural rights in After Virtue, his second 
monograph on the history of moral philosophy, is far better known than 
his defence of rights in his first, A Short History of Ethics (hereafter, 
Short History). Nonetheless, if we are to properly understand his critique 
it would be instructive to begin with that defence. The defence was 
against what he described as the normal form of ‘attack upon the concept 
of natural rights’. This normal, positivist attack maintains that ‘the claim 
to natural rights is nonsensical’ because, first, ‘a right can only be claimed 
or exercised in virtue of a rule which entitles a certain class of people to 
claim or exercise the right’ and, also, that such a rule can only be posited 
by a sovereign law-giver. His defence was that this attack missed the point 
that claims of natural right ‘always’ imply some further ‘reason for 
holding’ that people ought to have those rights.2  
 MacIntyre has always advocated ‘securing the rights of deprived and 
oppressed individuals and groups’ against injustice, whilst agreeing with 
positivists that in reality a right can only be exercised under some rule 
that entitles a certain class of people to such a right.3 Where he has always 
disagreed with legal positivists is in denying that such rules, and therefore 
rights, can only be posited by the power of a sovereign state. By the time 
of Short History he was well familiar with work of sociologists and 
anthropologists on customary rules and with the work of Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, who had pointed beyond the Enlightenment’s critique of 
reason to the analysis of language and, in his late Philosophical 
Investigations, advanced that analysis in terms of shared rule-following, 

 
2 Alasdair MacIntyre, A Short History of Ethics: A History of Moral Philosophy from the 
Homeric Age to the Twentieth Century, 2nd edn. (London: Routledge Classics, 2002), 149. 
3 Alasdair MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2016), 78. 
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usage and meaning. As MacIntyre said in beginning his own book, ‘to 
understand a concept, to grasp the meaning of the words which express 
it, is always at least to learn what the rules are which govern the use of 
such words and so to grasp the role of the concept in language and social 
life’. 4  What vivified his attempt at such understanding was his 
appreciation of the lesson of the history of Kantianism: that the social, 
human or moral sciences differ from the methodology of physics most 
basically in requiring an understanding of how and why their subjects 
change historically, and that this requires an understanding of people’s 
changing ideas and reasons for acting.  
 It was therefore no simple task that MacIntyre set himself in Short 
History’s tracing of the use of protean moral concepts through history, 
within the acquitting of which he defended past usage of the language of 
natural rights. More precisely, he defended its use during the English Civil 
War by the Levellers. That usage was part of their shared practice of 
fighting for what they claimed as their rights, rather as his theorizing had 
accompanied his participation in workers’ struggles to organize and in the 
Northern Irish struggle for civil rights. As he said (adapting the last of 
Marx’s theses on Feuerbach), ‘understanding the world of morality and 
changing it are far from incompatible tasks’. 5  In thinking about the 
history of ethics it is therefore unsurprising that his interest was aroused 
by the work of such Marxist intellectual historians as Christopher Hill 
and C.B. Macpherson on the way in which the idea of rights had been 
deployed by revolutionaries, especially in the famous Putney Debates of 
1647. This was the rediscovery of a revolutionary heritage that had been 
hidden by other intellectual historians’ preoccupation with canonic texts, 
and he followed Macpherson in inserting between his own accounts of 
Hobbes and Locke a eulogy to the Levellers’ invocation of rights in 
justifying their revolt against monarchical despotism.  
 According to Macpherson, the Levellers held that ‘man’s essence [is] 
freedom’, that freedom comprises ‘proprietorship of one’s own person 
and capacities’ and that freedom’s expression consists in ‘asserting human 
rights rather than property rights’, even if, in making ‘freedom a function 
of proprietorship’, they ‘paved the way, unwittingly, for Locke and the 
Whig tradition’ of ‘full possessive individualism’.6 The Marxist logic of 

 
4 MacIntyre, Short History, 2. 
5 Ibid., 3. 
6 C.B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1962), 142, 150, 158. This was long considered a crucial issue in the 
history of the idea of rights, with James Tully arguing for greater continuity in Locke’s reception 
of Leveller arguments in James Tully, A Discourse on Property: John Locke and His Adversaries 
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this account is that the Levellers played a progressive role by facilitating 
the crucial capitalist idea of individuals’ inalienable rights to alienable 
property and that they did so through the idea of a contract, between a 
state and its property-owning subjects, that they drew by analogy with 
contracts of sale, loan and employment. As MacIntyre observed in 
charging Hobbes’ idea of ‘an original contract’ with ‘self-contradiction’, 
the rules of any formal contract presuppose shared rules of promise-
keeping and promising confers rights and duties.7 What he added about 
the Levellers is that by presenting ‘the doctrine of natural rights in its 
revolutionary form’ they ‘mark a turning point in the history of morality’, 
preparing the way for Locke and others to develop ‘the argument that 
natural rights derive from a moral law which we apprehend by reason’.8 
The Levellers’ revolutionary doctrine was ‘that no one has a right against 
me unless he can cite some contract [and] my consent to it’, ‘and ‘anyone’ 
here includes the state’. As MacIntyre noted, it follows that ‘most claims 
of most states to exercise legitimate authority over us are and must be 
unfounded’.9 He himself thereby used the argument to indicate that such 
states lack the legitimacy they claim for their sovereign, coercive power. 
On his account, if contractarianism was intended by Hobbes and Locke 
as a theoretical solution to a practical problem of political obligation then 
it fails.  
 Notwithstanding this earlier defence of claims to natural rights, it was 
the positivist proposition that MacIntyre was to advance in After Virtue: 
‘claims to the possession of  rights … presuppose … the existence of  a 
socially established set of  rules’. The meaningfulness, intelligibility and 
effectivity of  such claims presuppose ‘the existence of  particular types of  
social institution’ which ‘are in no way universal features of  the human 
condition’. In the absence of  such institutions ‘the making of  a claim to 
a right would be like presenting a check for payment in a social order that 
lacked the institution of  money’, it would not be ‘an intelligible type of  
human performance’. The ‘sets of  rules’ that confer rights ‘always have a 
highly specific and socially local character’ and the lack of  universality of  

 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980). For a Marxist critique of both Macpherson, for 
being overly philosophical and insufficiently Marxist, and Tully, for his Cambridge School 
historical attention to textual but not to socio-economic context, see Neal Wood, John Locke 
and Agrarian Capitalism (Oakland, University of California Press, 1984). Following what may 
be called the victory of human rights over Marxism in the 1980s, the fashion changed to that of 
inventing a longer and less disruptive history for natural and human rights. 
7 MacIntyre, Short History, 131-32. 
8 Ibid., 148, 147, 155. In making his own point, MacIntyre refers also to the communist (and no 
less Protestant) Diggers.  
9 Ibid., 151. 
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any particular set of  rights, and indeed of  the very idea and practice of  
rights, is revealed by studying the history of  the theory and practice of  
ethics. ‘As a matter of  historical fact such types of  social institution’ that 
are necessary for the claiming of  rights ‘have not existed universally in 
human societies’, and the ‘sets of  rules’ constitutive of  such institutions 
‘only come into existence at particular historical periods under particular 
social circumstances’.10 The institutions of  alienable land ownership, free 
wage labour, the free market, and of  the sovereign state with the rule of  
its universalizing and individualizing law were coming into full existence 
by the time of  the Levellers, and the claims they made were therefore fully 
intelligible and debatable.  
 MacIntyre had taken the concept of natural rights to be more than 
‘just … a way of expressing a moral principle that all men ought to have 
certain rights recognized and protected by positive law’, and this is why 
he averred that the concept always implies a reason for holding that 
people ought to have those rights recognized.11 However, to imply a 
reason is not tantamount to setting it out. In Short History, he refrained 
from subjecting the logical commitment of those making claims to 
natural rights to full scrutiny. The practical and historically progressive 
use to which the concept was put by the Levellers and their revolutionary 
successors seemed ample justification for him to refrain from 
philosophical interrogation. This was to change. Now, MacIntyre asserts 
that there are no ‘sound arguments for asserting the existence of such 
rights’, admitting that ‘to show this we would have of course to proceed 
argument by argument … identifying in each case the particular 
argumentative failure whilst maintaining that ‘this can be done’. 12 
Although this exhaustive task of refutation is one that MacIntyre has 
often undertaken in his teaching, it is not one that he has allowed to 
submerge his own standpoint.  
 What has not changed is MacIntyre’s sympathy for those deprived 
and oppressed individuals and groups who claim and fight for rights, both 
past and present. As a mark of such sympathy, and as a continuing 
reminder of Britain’s revolutionary heritage, he has continued to refer to 
the Levellers. However, the context has changed. In each of his most 
important books he has opposed the Levellers to David Hume or 
Edmund Burke, Britain’s greatest philosophers of conservatism. In After 
Virtue he noted Hume’s opposition to their criminal ‘enthusiasm’, 

 
10 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 67. 
11 MacIntyre, Short History, 149. 
12 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 78. 
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fanaticism or, as it would now be called, extremism.13 In his third and 
final history of ethics, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, he opposed 
them in the same way to Burke.14 In his most recent book, Ethics in the 
Conflicts of Modernity, he again opposes them to Hume and, now, to 
Hume’s identification of ‘the standpoint of … what he takes to be natural 
and universal morality, with an uncompromising endorsement of the 
values of the eighteenth century British social and economic order’ and, 
more precisely, of ‘established property rights’. Against these values and 
rights MacIntyre pits not only the Levellers but also those of their 
successors whose actions were—in the words of the great Marxist 
historian, E.P. Thompson—similarly ‘“informed by the belief that they 
were defending traditional rights and customs”’. 15  In England and 
elsewhere, capitalism superseded both shared rights to common land and 
the feudal hierarchy of reciprocal rights and duties. Those dispossessed 
of their land and of their traditional protections were forced to contract 
into waged work for others, so that ‘customary rights’ were replaced by 
‘“the rights of private proprietors”’.16 With Marx, MacIntyre explains the 
idea of natural rights as an attempt to make theoretical sense of historical 
fact.  
 It is now all too tempting to ignore history and politics and to portray 
all moral claims to rights as universalist justifications. All is not so, as has 
been noted by non-Marxist as well as Marxist historians. The justice of 
claims to rights has often been grounded in ‘immemorial, sacred custom’. 
Customary rights are socially recognized but not posited by states. 
Indeed, even insurgent rights can be grounded in history. Levellers 
justified their attack upon the rights of extant common law by looking 
‘backwards to Anglo-Saxon liberty’, before imposition of a Norman yoke, 
in a ‘historicism’ that warranted ‘radical criticism of existing society’ and 
an innovative but unstable appeal to natural but usurped rights that would 
not have withstood philosophical interrogation.17 
 The history within which MacIntyre now locates the Levellers is no 
simple narrative of moral philosophy and corresponding social forms but, 

 
13 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 48-49, 230. 
14 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1988, 218. 
15 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 83-84, quoting E.P. Thompson, Customs in 
Common. 
16 Ibid., 97, quoting the first volume of Marx’s Capital. 
17 J.G.A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and the Feudal Law: A Study of English Historical 
Thought in the Seventeenth Century, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 
16, 125-126; cf. 319-321 for revision of the original argument of 1957.  
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rather, one of conflicting practices of justice, rationality and rights. On 
this account, they were less precursors of a Lockean theory and capitalist 
practice of ‘possessive’ or ‘acquisitive’ individualism than the intellectual 
forebears of all of those who have resisted the depredations of capitalism 
and liberalism in making and defending their own shared ways of life. In 
celebrating such rebels, Thompson, MacIntyre and others have promoted 
a ‘history from below’ that differs from Marx’s materialist reconception 
of Kant and Hegel’s teleological history in focusing on ordinary actors’ 
intentional ‘agency’ and ‘education of desire’.18 This radical reconfiguring 
of Marx’s conception of history has been accompanied by a 
deconstruction of the Marxist idea of ideology into that of rival 
traditions, each making its own claims to truth. When he notes that the 
kind of ‘rights and customs’ defended by those celebrated by himself and 
Thompson were ‘excluded from recognition by Hume’s moral scheme’ 
he develops the Marxist idea that theory can function (whether, on the 
part of its authors, meaningfully but unwittingly or deliberately and 
instrumentally) to conceal practical and conflicting interests. 19 
MacIntyre’s difference from Marx is that he refuses to reduce morality 
and practicality to materiality, and this because he refuses their earlier 
separation by Kant. 
 Long ago MacIntyre tried to dissociate Hume from the argument that 
one cannot infer evaluative from factual propositions, which logical 
positivists then called the naturalistic fallacy or Hume’s Law. Against this, 
he argued that such a philosophical proposition of ‘the autonomy of 
ethics’ originated only with Kant.20 Nonetheless, he has come to identify 
Hume as the originator of a tradition that has issued in an emotivist or 
expressivist account of ethics, wherein moral claims are understood as 
expressions of the speaker’s emotions, passions, preferences or desires, 
and such impulses are thought unsusceptible to a reason that is merely 
instrumental and therefore unable to educate desire. This tradition he has 
always rejected, as he has always rejected another tradition in the origins 
of which Hume may also be implicated: the utilitarianism that takes 

 
18  See especially E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 2nd edn. 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968) and E.P. Thompson, Customs in Common (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1991); for commentary, Harvey J. Kaye, The Education of Desire: Marxists and the 
Writing of History (London: Routledge, 1992), ch. 4; Paul Blackledge, Reflections on the 
Marxist Theory of History (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006) ch. 5; and Kelvin 
Knight, ‘Agency and Ethics, Past and Present’, Historical Materialism 19:1 (2011), 145-174. 
19 MacIntyre, Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity, 84. 
20 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Hume on “Is” and “Ought”’, Philosophical Review 68:4 (1959), 451-
468 at 468. 
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pleasures as given and poses morality as the impersonal pursuit of their 
sum. Against such empirical premises for ethics, Kant argued for the 
autonomy of practical reason from natural motives and causes, so that 
propositions about what is categorically imperative should be appraised 
regardless of how the world is and ought to be acted upon regardless of 
one’s own desires. Such abstraction of morality from human nature and 
its inclinations MacIntyre has always rejected as psychologically 
unrealistic. He has therefore always opposed the two main moral theories 
facing one another across the modern world: those of utilitarians and of 
Kant, pleasure and duty, aggregation and individualism, consequentialism 
and universalism, welfare and rights. His deepest charge against Marxism 
has long been that it failed to sustain any alternative, so that Marxist 
ethics always succumbed to ideas of either utility or rights. Therefore, 
whereas Thompson narrated the history of heroic but abortive resistance 
to capitalism, MacIntyre resolved to devote himself to tracing the ethical 
road that Marx failed to take. For this reason, in 1970 he abandoned the 
British left for the American academy.  
 
 

II. Political Mistakes 
 
In saying in Short History that the claims of most states to exercise 
legitimate authority are unfounded on contractarian grounds, MacIntyre 
appears to have entertained the possibility that the USA was constituted 
as a legitimate political authority. He presented Locke’s Two Treatises 
of Government as expressing the principles of England’s own 
constitutional revolution of 1688 and those same general principles as 
having been invoked ‘by the Americans in 1776’.21 In 1976, in America, 
he contested contractarian claims of legitimacy indirectly, by denying the 
idea of natural rights. ‘The United States’, he argued, ‘has the great 
disadvantage of being the only political society so far which is founded 
upon a philosophical mistake’.22 
 The basic philosophical mistake upon which MacIntyre considers the 
American republic to have been founded was that of according a 
‘fictitious philosophical status’ to citizens’ rights.23 This philosophical 

 
21 MacIntyre, Short History, 152, 219. 
22 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Power and Virtue in the American Republic’, in Robert Hannaford et al., 
The Case For and Against Power for the Federal Government (Ripon: Ripon College Press, 
1976), 18. 
23 Ibid., 18. 
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mistake would seem to have been made by politicians, for political 
reasons. It was made by Jefferson in justifying America’s Declaration of 
Independence, soon after it had been made by his compatriot George 
Mason in justifying the independence of Virginia. By implication it was 
then also made by Jefferson’s friend James Madison in composing 
America’s Bill of Rights, insofar as the rights thereby written into the 
federal Constitution presupposed it to be the responsibility of the newly 
federated states to protect rights that were more natural and no less 
unconditional on the performance of duties to a political community. 
The inevitable result of the mistake was that a plethora of rules and 
regulations would substitute for morality, and that a plethora of lawyers 
would be required to interpret those rules and to contest one another’s 
proposed interpretations and applications.24 Such has been the fate of 
America.  
 A secondary and more practical mistake was the Founders’ failure to 
recognize that this liberal idea of natural and unconditional rights is 
incompatible with the republican idea of virtue. This was perhaps more 
an error of Mason, and certainly of Jefferson, than of Madison, let alone 
of such consistent Federalists as Alexander Hamilton. For Jefferson, as a 
convinced republican, freedom required not only citizens’ rights but also 
their good character and their virtuous activity and participation. The 
idea of a republic is that of a political community of citizens ruling their 
shared public life collectively (even if in its modern expression, religion 
is considered more a private than a public, civil matter) rather than 
allowing themselves to be ruled by some separately sovereign, Leviathan 
state. In a republic, it is the role of citizens themselves to maintain justice, 
order and defence; under the rule of a sovereign state, they are relieved of 
this role. For citizens to perform such a role, MacIntyre proposes, they 
must have ‘a shared and relatively homogeneous morality’.25 Viewing 
America from across the Atlantic, he had already credited it with such a 
morality. ‘America has been from the first … a homogeneous society in 
which the established values of the status quo are egalitarian’, even whilst 
those same values are shared by different classes, 26  and ‘American 
religion’, which he viewed as untheological and effectively secularized, 
successfully imposes ‘the norms of American homogeneity upon 

 
24 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Regulation: A Substitute for Morality’, Hastings Center Report 10:1 
(1980), 31-33. 
25 MacIntyre, ‘Power’, 18. 
26  Alasdair MacIntyre, Secularization and Moral Change (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1967), 33. 
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immigrant variety’. 27  Now, though, he switched his attention from 
American religion to American politics. One reason for this is surely the 
publication, the previous year, of J.G.A. Pocock’s magisterial The 
Machiavellian Moment, which traced republican ideas, and especially the 
idea of civic virtue, from Aristotelian and Roman origins through the 
Italian Renaissance and English Civil War to America’s republican 
founding. Like Pocock, MacIntyre saw republicanism as ‘endangered … 
by commercialism and individualism’. These dangers are, he continued 
products of ‘free markets and the capitalist ethos’. Commercialism 
substitutes interests for virtue, whilst individualism privatizes morality. 
‘At the level of moral philosophy’, republicanism’s ‘language of virtue’ 
conflicts with its ‘language of natural rights. And yet the language of 
natural rights is the language of the constitutional documents.’28 The 
practical mistake of Jefferson and his compatriots was to fail to notice 
this conflict and the consequent danger that promoting individuals’ 
private rights would undermine public virtue. 
 What MacIntyre would likely have found most suggestive in Pocock’s 
book is the idea of a ‘sociology of virtue’.29 The principal exponent of 
such a sociology in America was none other than Jefferson, the most 
influential exponent also of the idea of natural rights. For Jefferson, it 
was ‘the mode of life of the independent farmer’ which was most 
conducive to the cultivation of virtue. What such a sociology should have 
told Jefferson, but did not, was that commercialism, individualism and 
natural rights conduce to virtue’s corruption.30 This was a danger detected 
by Pocock, following such eighteenth-century sociologists of virtue as 
Adam Ferguson. For Pocock, the danger represented a change in the 
‘sociology of liberty’. Previously, the two sociologies had been 
complementary since liberty’s primary source was identified with the 
widespread ‘role of arms in society’; now they conflicted, as the role of 
arms was replaced by that of private commerce. 31  On this view, the 
Second Amendment’s ‘right of the people to keep and bear Arms’ is a 
vestige of ancient republicanism’s demand that citizens be prepared to 
fight and die for their political community, denying to the modern, 
federal republic that sovereign monopoly of the means of coercion that 

 
27 MacIntyre, Short History, 106. 
28 MacIntyre, ‘Power’, 18. 
29 J.G.A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic 
Republican Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), 486; MacIntyre, ‘Power’, 
17. 
30 MacIntyre, ‘Power’, 18. 
31 Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment, 211. 
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would allow it to usurp citizens’ freedom. Even so, the granting of this as 
an unconditional right, apart from any corresponding duty to bear and 
use arms in defending the republic against external or internal threats, 
represented the reconceptualization of citizenship as the possession of a 
set of formal rights and its detachment from any idea of personal 
character and civic virtue. 
 MacIntyre was to generalize his accusation of ‘practical contradiction 
embodied in the thought of the founding fathers’ into an indictment of 
modern, sovereign states everywhere.32 Americans’ identification of the 
republican ‘cause of America, understood as the object of patriotic regard, 
and the cause of morality, understood as the liberal moralist understands 
it’, was ‘a central conceptual confusion … required for the survival of a 
large-scale modern polity which has to exhibit itself as liberal in many 
institutional settings, but which also has to be able to engage the patriotic 
regard of enough of its citizens, if it is to continue functioning effectively’. 
In this, we all ‘inhabit a kind of polity whose moral order requires 
systematic incoherence in the form of public allegiance to mutually 
inconsistent sets of principles’.33 What Pocock and others posed as two 
rival political languages or traditions, and what some American 
intellectual historians have traced through their history as rival 
Jeffersonian and Hamiltonian traditions, MacIntyre poses as 
contradictory values and activities that are nonetheless each functional to 
the maintenance of a modern, liberal state which behaves normally ‘as if 
it were no more than a giant, monopolistic utility company’, requiring ‘us 
to fill in the appropriate forms in triplicate’, but sometimes as if it is ‘the 
sacred guardian of all that is most to be valued, demanding that we be 
prepared to die for it’.34 In this respect, even liberal states cannot afford 
to regard rights as always unconditional. 
 In After Virtue MacIntyre still posed ‘eighteenth-century 
republicanism’ much as Pocock conceived it, as a ‘serious claimant for 
moral allegiance’. Where American republicans were right and their 
French, Jacobin followers wrong was in acknowledging that modern 
states cannot impose the classical republican ‘ideal of public virtue’.35 As 
MacIntyre has said more often and more recently, liberals are right and 
communists, communitarians, and republicans wrong insofar as the latter 

 
32 MacIntyre, ‘Power’, 18. 
33 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘Is Patriotism a Virtue?’, in Ronald Beiner ed., Theorizing Citizenship, ed. 
Ronald Beiner (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 228. 
34 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘The Theses on Feuerbach: A Road Not Taken’, in Kelvin Knight ed., The 
MacIntyre Reader, ed. Kelvin Knight (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 227. 
35 MacIntyre, After Virtue, 238. 
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might wish to use state power for such a purpose. If there is now to be 
built a politics of the common good, it must be created from the level of 
‘the labor movement, the local community, the church, the school, the 
household’.36 
 This conclusion differs from that of the political theory of 
republicanism that has arisen from the history of ideas practiced by the 
famed Cambridge School. If this school began with Laslett’s contextualist 
uncovering of the real intentions informing Lockean liberalism, its 
greatest achievement has been the identification and revivification of a 
republican rival to liberal tradition. In retrospect, and viewed in its own 
discursive context, that achievement is questionable. It occurred at the 
time when Marxism was dying and social democracy failing, when 
America’s Cold War liberalism was discredited by events in the 
Whitehouse, Chile, and Vietnam, when Rawls was posing a philosophical 
alternative and the New Right a party-political one, and when, as Samuel 
Moyn has now told us, human rights were finally and fully breaking 
though. Such a time of political revelation and innovation was a good 
time to tell a new story of America, but perhaps also a time when past 
history could be too readily applied to present concerns. The original 
identification of a republican tradition in a way that could be assimilated 
to the School’s contextualist methodology was made by Pocock, who 
identified it as Aristotelian philosophically and concerned with civic 
virtue politically. This is not how republicanism is now conceived by the 
likes of Quentin Skinner and Philip Pettit, who characterize it as neo-
Roman and as concerned with a concept of liberty as non-domination. 
On this view, it might be best considered as just one more version of a 
liberal theory used to legitimate the modern state. Here, one should 
remember the full context in which MacIntyre composed his critique of 
rights. Although he ‘learned a good deal … because of living and working’ 
in America, the ‘conception of rights and the political use of that 
conception’ which he attacked in After Virtue he ‘took to be 
characteristic of Thatcherite conservatism’.37 ‘Margaret Thatcher’s brash 
assertion that there is no such thing as society’ was to be, from his 
perspective, just one more expression of the basic mistake underlying 
liberalism as a political tradition.38 
 

 
36 MacIntyre, ‘Power’, 20. 
37 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘An Interview with Giovanna Borradori’, in The MacIntyre Reader, 266. 
38 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘What More Needs to Be Said?: A Beginning, Although Only a Beginning, 
at Saying It’, Analyse & Kritik 30:1 (2008), 261-276 at 272-273. 
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III. Philosophical Fictions 
 
After Virtue’s repetition of the positivist attack on human rights was a 
part of the book’s critique of what it called the Enlightenment project in 
moral theory. Perhaps the critique should be obvious. Kant’s critical 
theory drew the sharpest of distinctions between the way the world ‘is’ 
and what ‘ought’ to be done, grounding the latter in an utterly unnatural 
and metaphysical realm of pure reason. As Kant and NeoKantian and 
post-Kantian social science all argued, an anthropological ethics is 
something entirely different from a metaphysics of morals and facts are 
entirely different from values. From this, it might be taken to follow quite 
simply that rights which are not socially recognized or legally enforceable 
are non-factual, unreal and fictitious, and that a metaphysical claim to 
rights just is an expression of a moral fiction. Such expressions have been 
regarded as ones of will or emotion, from which it has been inferred by 
post-Kantian logical positivists that all specifically moral claims may be 
so regarded. This inference MacIntyre regards as false, but also as a 
historical consequence of the failure of the likes of Kant to clinch their 
metaphysical and abstract arguments for morality. Alternatively, such 
expressions may be regarded as political ideals to be actualized. Against 
this, his objection is that to falsely claim that the ideal of rights is of 
something already real, by implying that they are attributes which are 
natural or are universally and atemporally human, can in no way provide 
a reason for acting to bring that ideal about, and that some more 
empirically and psychologically plausible justification must therefore be 
adduced.  
 Ethical fact and fiction have exercised MacIntyre from the start. His 
post-war MA thesis took issue with the emotivist moral scepticism of its 
time, his attempt to withdraw Hume’s authority from such scepticism 
was what first attracted widespread attention to his work, and he devoted 
essays to the emptiness of the abstract, Kantian ought shortly before his 
departure for the USA.39 He had by then grappled over the slippery 
subject of ethical relativism with Peter Winch, the influential 
Wittgensteinian social philosopher. For such linguistic philosophers, 
truth is more a matter of propositions’ coherence than of their 
correspondence to brute reality and, therefore, propositions about such 

 
39 Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘“Ought”’ & ‘Some More About “Ought”’, in MacIntyre, Against the Self-
Images of the Age: Essays on Ideology and Philosophy (London: Duckworth, 1971). 
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intentional objects as unicorns or witches might be thought as sensible as 
any others. Wittgenstein had suggested that understanding is formed by 
following the rules of a shared language and that these rules equate to a 
form of life. From this, MacIntyre and Winch each argued that 
understanding even of human nature is always particular to a culture, to 
which MacIntyre added that cultural understandings and their 
philosophical expressions change historically. What MacIntyre argued 
against Winch was that social science should have an explanatory concern 
for causes and not simply an interpretative or descriptive concern for 
actors’ rule-following customs. In this concern with real causes, he 
championed the advances in understanding made by Enlightenment 
science. This was not to change. What he was to judge mistaken in the 
Enlightenment was only its over-hasty and soon-dogmatic inference from 
its successful rejection of an anthropomorphic teleology in physics that 
teleological explanation should be rejected also in ethics, together with 
Kant’s gratuitous inference that if morality was to be saved from science 
it was necessary to separate moral reasons entirely from scientific facts 
and causes. In drawing such a division between values and facts, reasons 
and causes, Winch remained a NeoKantian.  
 Against Winch, MacIntyre initially argued that rules should often be 
understood and explained in terms of actors’ socially particular and 
functional roles. A problem is that witches were believed to exist not only 
in seventeenth-century Scotland and Salem but also in such societies as 
that of the Azande studied by E.E. Evans-Pritchard, in which witches 
occupied (and likely still do, even if less widely) a crucial role. In asserting 
that Zande belief was false MacIntyre agreed with Evans-Pritchard and 
disagreed with Winch, for whom rationality is a matter of rule-following 
within a culture’s conceptual scheme and the criteria that validate belief 
are therefore relative to that scheme.40 If one is to understand action taken 

 
40 The earliest three of the main constituents of the debate are reprinted in Alasdair MacIntyre, 
‘Is Understanding Religion Compatible With Believing?’, in Rationality, ed. Bryan R. Wilson 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1970); Peter Winch, ‘Understanding a Primitive Society’, in Rationality, ed. 
Bryan R. Wilson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970);; Alasdair MacIntyre, ‘The Idea of a Social Science’, 
in Rationality, ed. Bryan R. Wilson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970). For its continuation after the first 
edition of Short History see Peter Winch, ‘Human Nature’, in Ethics and Action (London: 
Routledge& Kegan Paul, 1972); MacIntyre, Short History, xv-xviii. On witchcraft, see Alasdair 
MacIntyre, ‘The Idea of a Social Science’, in Against the Self-Images of the Age, especially 244-
246; and E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Witchcraft, Oracles and Magic Among the Azande (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1937), especially 63. Whereas ‘The Idea of a Social Science’ proposed 
that people can refer to ‘independent criteria of judgment’, MacIntyre now says only that they 
can, under some conditions, judge the superiority of one tradition of reasoning over another. In 
‘The Form of the Good, Tradition and Enquiry’, in Value and Understanding: Essays for Peter 
Winch, ed. Raimond Gaita (London: Routledge, 1990), he goes some way toward saying this in 
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under the rules of that culture, one can only describe and not evaluate its 
participants’ beliefs. In objecting to this that witches nonetheless do not 
exist, MacIntyre was not denying the existence of the role of witches 
amongst the Azande but of the physically causal powers attributed by 
Zande believers to those individuals who occupied that role. We can 
judge their belief to be false, and we can know our evaluation to be correct 
because of the achievements of modern science. Zande belief in 
witchcraft, like belief in unicorns or Ptolemaic belief in geocentrism, is 
falsifiable empirically. As he denied Kant’s proposition of the absolute 
autonomy of morality from nature, so too MacIntyre denied Winch’s 
proposition of the autonomy of anthropology and sociology from natural 
science. 
 Since then MacIntyre has refined his account of empiricism, of belief, 
and of natural science. In the most famous of his many engagements with 
the philosophy of science he emphasized that ‘phlogiston is one with the 
witches and the dragons’ in that ‘the entities in question are not really 
there—whatever any theory may say’. 41  He has also explained the 
practical significance of the fact that ‘“unicorn” … names or refers to 
nothing’, in that assertions to the contrary ‘interpose themselves between 
the individuals who assert them and the realities of which they speak’ so 
as to disable ‘those individuals in their everyday activities as well as in 
their enquiries’.42 It is for this reason that, in After Virtue, he insisted on 
the unfashionable point that ‘the use of a conceptual fiction in a good 
cause does not make it any less of a fiction’.43 In the long run, rigorous 
adherence to truth, evidence and rational justification will be what is of 
greatest benefit in defending and advancing good causes. Belief in the 
desirability of universal and equal rights is most likely to be of practical 
effect if detached from a belief that they exist anyway. If so detached, it 
should become clear to believers that they need to present persuasive 
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practical reasons for rights’ actualization and to engage in political action 
to bring that about. 
 MacIntyre’s ‘negative existential’44 claim about human rights was, of 
course, never intended to deny the reality or desirability of ‘those rights 
conferred by positive law or custom on specified classes of person’. He 
denied only the existence of ‘those rights which are alleged to belong to 
human beings as such and which are cited as a reason for holding that 
people ought not to be interfered with in their pursuit of life, liberty, and 
happiness’.45 Even so, he may well appear to have simply switched to 
attacking claims to natural rights from his previous defence of that claim 
as made by the Levellers. Indeed, in describing rights as moral fictions or, 
now, ‘philosophical’ fictions,46 he might appear to be both echoing and 
endorsing the attacks by Bentham, who called them ‘fictions’,47 and by 
Burke who, he reminds us, regarded them as ‘metaphysical fictions’.48 
Against this, he has always distanced himself both from Burke’s 
conservative advocacy of custom as its own justification and from 
Bentham’s elaboration of utility as a rival to rights. 
 In After Virtue he argued that ‘rights and … utility are a 
matching pair of incommensurable fictions’.49 They are a matching pair 
of fictions because they each represent a fragment of a theoretically 
coherent and empirically informed scheme that supported belief in the 
practical benefit of moral rules and virtues, under which rights were 
justified by their contribution to the common good. They are a matching 
pair of incommensurable fictions, he argued, because they each isolate a 
part of that pre-Enlightenment whole and try to make of it a premiss for 
moral reasoning. Some theorists propose rights as such a premiss, and 
therefore take rights to be universal and unconditional. Others take utility 
to be such a premiss, and therefore contend that no moral precepts can 
be exceptionless and all, including rights, must be judged against their 
perceptible consequences in advancing some aggregative conception of 
welfare. Such theories are designed to be incompatible with one another, 
and the inadequacy of each is exposed by criticisms from the other. So 
long as moral argument is confined to such theories it is bound to remain 
interminable, and to undermine belief that there can be any rationally 
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satisfactory justification of morality at all. In this way, the modern moral 
project unintentionally generates a postmodern culture of radical 
scepticism in which all claims to moral virtues and rules appear equally 
fictitious.  
 
 

IV. Ideological Functions 
 
Theory apart, MacIntyre considers popular belief in rights, utility and 
patriotism to be necessary for the functioning of modern societies. Even 
American federal policy must be able to assume the patriotic regard of its 
military, must aim at certain consequences, take account of actual 
consequences and calculate costs as well as benefits. Although MacIntyre 
regards contemporary disputes employing ‘conceptions of utility and of 
individual human rights’ as ‘charades’, he continues to consider these 
charades ‘socially indispensable’. Before following his reasoning here, we 
should note what in After Virtue he presented as another charade and a 
third moral fiction. 
 Utility and rights are concepts that are used to guide and justify the 
making and enforcement of public policy and law, and thus the exercise 
of executive, legislative, judicial and coercive power over states’ passive 
‘citizens’ or subjects. As such, they provide ‘an insight’ into ‘the politics 
of modern societies’ and ‘the culture of bureaucratic individualism’ within 
which debate is characteristically ‘between an individualism which makes 
its claims in terms of rights and forms of bureaucratic organization which 
make their claims in terms of utility’. Such debate ‘conceals the 
arbitrariness of the will and power at work’ when there is an ‘alleged 
invasion of someone's rights in the name of someone else's utility’.50 To 
take the most systemically important example, rights to private property, 
which are normally unconditional in the sense that the owner is free to 
sell or destroy it, do not exempt the owner from taxation upon it, often 
taken so that wealth can be redistributed in the cause of welfare. 
Nonetheless, the concepts of rights and utility provide less of an insight 
into the operation of power within state bureaucracies, or into the 
operation and legitimation of the authority claimed and power exercised 
by private corporations and their managers. Such power is instead 
legitimated, says After Virtue, by ‘belief in managerial effectiveness’.51 In 
the absence of any way of rationally resolving claims couched in the rival 
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terms of rights and utility, order is imposed by the bureaucratic 
management of state and corporate institutions so that the idea that these 
institutions can and do effect beneficial outcomes is a crucial third 
component in the legitimation of contemporary social order.  
 Belief in managerial effectiveness MacIntyre equates with belief in 
witches and unicorns. That the role of manager is no less crucial to our 
‘cultur[e] of liberal or bureaucratic individualism’ than was that of witch 
in the culture of the Azande he does not dispute.52 What he does dispute 
is that our managers are significantly more successful in bringing about 
the effects they intend than were Zande witches. In both cases, the very 
fact of belief in their effectiveness is likely to be significant for their social 
effectivity but, in both cases, popular belief in the role ‘presupposes 
knowledge claims which cannot be made good’. 53  In our case, this 
epistemological fiction is due to the fact that social science simply cannot 
produce the same kind of law-like and predictive knowledge as natural 
science, even though it is in the interest of both social scientists and those 
who fund them to pretend that it can. One consequence of this is that 
bureaucracies lack the knowledge of social reality that would be necessary 
for them to be able to actualize the ideals to which they are directed by 
politicians. The claim that managers exercise a special cognitive power of 
‘bureaucratic managerial expertise’ lacking in those they manage has 
always been contested by MacIntyre, against claims made alike for 
capitalism and Stalinism.54 What he has never disputed is that managers 
are nonetheless normally effective in commanding and manipulating 
those they employ. 
 Moral fictions are then so-called for two reasons. One is that they rest 
upon false claims to knowledge. The other is that modern ‘human rights’, 
‘utility’ and ‘managerial effectiveness’ are all presented by their theorists 
as if they express a moral meaning, in that they are presented as evincing 
a similar kind of impersonally obligatory reason for action as do ‘good’, 
‘right’ and the names of the virtues. After Virtue’s historical argument is 
that until the Enlightenment the latter expressions, unlike the more recent 
ones, all took their meaning from a shared and coherent scheme of 
thought and action. What we might call his anti-Wittgensteinian and 
sociological argument is that the usage of moral terms has now become 
expressive of personal emotion and manipulative desire rather than of any 
shared meaning. On this account, the use of moral terminology implies 
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that the hearer has an impersonal reason and obligation to accede to 
whatever is being proposed even though the proposition is now normally 
motivated not by a belief in its truth but by the speaker’s desire that the 
hearer act as the speaker wants.55 
 This then is where MacIntyre breaks most decisively from Winch’s 
Wittgensteinian and ahistorical equation of language’s meaning with its 
shared and impersonal use. Language can always be misused by an 
individual, as when one lies to others, but such semantic dysfunctionality 
can also become cultural. Such, MacIntyre contended, is the case with our 
modern use of many moral terms. So, for example, the proposition that 
one has a right to something is now customarily used to assert that one 
ought to have a right to it, or even just to express a subjective want of and 
claim to it, rather being intended as a reference to a shared and impersonal 
truth. Such manipulative usage is not only used by managers or 
politicians—as, for example, when in 1984 Thatcher asserted ‘a 
manager’s right to manage’ against the National Union of 
Mineworkers—but by everyone who believes, in the face of 
incommensurable moral theories and a plurality of religious and moral 
traditions, that moral terms can have no true impersonal meaning. 
Emotivists claim this to be a truth about moral language as such. 
MacIntyre, looking at other cultures and at the genealogy of our own, 
argues that in this emotivism is wrong even though its account is correct 
as a description of contemporary usage. The emotivist claim that moral 
terms express only subjective desires and not truths about social realities 
itself represents a truth about our modern social reality.  
 To call the concept of human rights a moral fiction is not therefore 
tantamount to denying that all human beings ought to have certain rights 
or to asserting that such rights ought not to be created through positive 
law. What such an observation of rights talk does draw attention to is 
simply the lack of adequate rational justification that we have come to 
accept and expect of such assertions, so that their success or failure is 
determined not by enlightened reason but by the power and interest of 
their assertors. In this way, the rights accepted in our culture are all too 
often only the rights wanted by the rich and powerful. 
 This, on MacIntyre’s account was the case ‘with the oligarchical 
revolution of property of 1688’, the tradition of which was celebrated as 
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much by Burke as the event had been by Locke.56 In observing this, he 
followed Marx’s gaze upon those ‘French revolutionaries of 1789’ who 
‘conceived of themselves as possessing the same modes of moral and 
political existence as did ancient republicans [and] by doing so … 
disguised from themselves their social roles as spokesmen for the 
bourgeoisie’. Despite resisting the Marxist generalization of such insights 
into yet another pseudo-scientific law-like theory, he acknowledges that 
‘the conception of ideology’ developed by Karl Marx and applied by Karl 
Mannheim underlies his ‘central thesis about morality’.57 
 As MacIntyre now says, the social indispensability of moral fictions is 
ideological in that the concepts involved have ‘the social function of 
misleading and distorting’. In Ethics in the Conflicts of Modernity he 
offers an account of how philosophizing with such fictive concepts 
‘function[s] so as to disguise and conceal key aspects of social realities, of 
practice’.58 This concealment is not intentional; the realities of owners’ 
alienation of property from society and of workers’ alienation from their 
own activity, of capitalist exploitation and even of gross inequalities of 
wealth and power would seem to be beyond the view of most theorists of 
utility and of human rights themselves, as well as from many others who 
try to make sense of their own conditions and actions, and of politicians’ 
policies, in the terms of such theories. The terms, concepts and theories 
inform moral philosophizing’s cultural ‘counterpart’:59 ‘the moral system’ 
characteristic of ‘capitalist modernity’ that MacIntyre calls (with a capital 
M and a nod to Bernard Williams) ‘Morality’.60  

 His charge is that Morality ‘function[s] so as to sustain the 
workings’ of the institutions of capitalist modernity, in that if ‘those false 
beliefs were not held … the workings of those social or economic 
institutions would be to some significant extent frustrated’. 61  Such 
institutions include capitalist corporations, of course, but he explores the 
ideological functioning of Morality most incisively in dealing with 
America’s Supreme Court. It is, he allows, possible to become a Justice of 
the Supreme Court whilst being a moral exemplar, and not only by the 
standards of Morality. What he questions is whether one could become 
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a Justice without believing in the rightfulness of what he regards as the 
highly particular kind of practical and theoretical constraints imposed by 
Morality. In discussing Justice Sandra Day O’Connor he suggests that she 
could not entertain such thoughts as ECM:  

 
that the United States is in fact governed by economic, 
financial, political, and media elites who determine the 
peculiarly limited set of alternatives between which voters 
are allowed to choose in state and federal elections, that 
money functions in American political life, so that the 
United States is in some respects not a democracy, but a 
plutocracy, and that the United States in recent decades has 
been a too often destructive force in world affairs’, rather 
than that, as she conservatively assumes, that ‘the United 
States is both a role model and an agent for the realization 
of’ ideals of ‘democracy, liberty, and equality’.62  
 

As a Justice she was committed to maintaining America’s system of 
institutions, of rights and of Morality. Were she to have perceived what 
MacIntyre considers to have been concealed from her she could not have 
maintained both that commitment and her moral integrity.  
 A practical manifestation of the theoretical incoherence that 
MacIntyre perceives in modernity, and not least in American modernity, 
is between the different norms governing the behaviour of individuals as 
actors within different social roles. We have already referred to 
capitalism’s differentiation of productive work from its management, a 
consequence of which is that one’s promotion up the corporate hierarchy 
requires abandoning standards of excellence in production for managerial 
norms of effectiveness. Additionally, though, one has to move between 
unconnected roles and norms every day, since capitalism divorces work 
not only from polity but also from home and family. As individuals move 
between radically different roles, the lack of normative coherence may 
engender a lack of moral coherence and integrity within themselves. 
MacIntyre calls this ‘the compartmentalization of our social life’. Each 
compartment has ‘its own norms governing who speaks to whom, what 
conversational style is appropriate, what jokes may be told, to whom 
deference should be shown, from whom information should be withheld, 
when it is permissible or obligatory to lie, and so on’. 63  Since such 
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differentiation structures capitalism, such differentiation of norms must 
itself be systematically normalized. On MacIntyre’s account, ‘the 
dominant economic, political, and moral order’ would be threatened if it 
were unable to conceal the incoherence between the different goods 
pursued by it and its inhabitants.64 For example, O’Connor’s ‘conception 
of what it would be for her to excel in any of her roles, whether as lawyer, 
or as wife and mother, or as politician, or as judge, was always by and 
large an established and conventional conception’, and the American 
system could not function if people such as her were to cease acting in 
one way as wife and mother and in accordance with an absolutely 
different set of norms as employee.65  
 One way in which individuals are able to relate to one another as the 
system requires is through the medium of money. It is to analysis of this 
kind of social relation that Marx devoted himself but, whilst Marxism 
succeeds in explaining the workings of capitalism as an economic system, 
it fails to adequately explain the workings of what MacIntyre calls the 
system of Morality. More particularly, it fails to adequately explain the 
social function of the idea of human rights. Marx succeeded in explaining 
why capital accumulation and technological development requires the 
freedom of all to buy, sell and contract, not only for capitalists but also 
for workers as free wage labourers with the right to work for whoever can 
afford to pay the most. It is also obvious enough that capitalist progress 
requires the freedom of inventors, scientists and theorists. What might 
still remain concealed is how contemporary society and its state requires 
normative incoherence, and that what we have already called negative 
liberty disguises as freedom the requirement to act in one way in one role 
and in another way elsewhere. Freedom under rules, whether they be 
enforced through threat of sanction by the state or of dismissal by one’s 
employer, is supposedly justifiable by reference to contract, whether a 
contract imagined by theorists or one enacted in the labour market. 
Freedom under Morality, as imagined by its theorists and as enacted 
throughout modernity, is justified by reference to rights. This is Kant’s 
external freedom, which he theorized in the Doctrine of Right and in 
contradistinction to his Doctrine of Virtue. It is, as imagined by Kant, 
the freedom to be virtuous or vicious, autonomous or heteronomous. 
MacIntyre’s charge is that in our social reality such freedom is, for most, 
inconsistent with any adequate opportunity to become a truly 
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autonomous, independent practical reasoner, able to understand and 
enact one’s life as a coherent quest in pursuit of one’s own good in 
common with others. It may be consistent with the juridical norms of 
America’s impersonal policing of rights but it is inconsistent with the no 
less ethical norms of families’ provision of personal care. This is one 
reason why rights and external freedom can never be the whole of 
morality and must, under modern conditions, be complemented by states’ 
utilitarian regard for the provision of welfare. Ultimately, then, Morality’s 
systematic lack of theoretical coherence is reflected in its inhabitants’ 
characteristic inability to integrate various goods into some single 
conception of their own good, let alone of the common good. For 
MacIntyre, then, Morality should not be allowed to override other 
moralities and modernity’s rights should not be abstractly universalized 
as human rights. 
 What MacIntyre now understands to be the dominant function of 
human rights differs from that of what he once called the doctrine of 
natural rights in its revolutionary form. No less than Marx or Nietzsche, 
from whom ‘we should have learned … a sociology and a psychology of 
philosophical error’, he perceives their usage as disguising a deeper reality 
of exploitation and domination.66  
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