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 NIETZSCHE OR ARISTOTLE?:

 Reflections on Alasdair Maclntyre's After Virtue

 RICHARD J. BERNSTEIN

 I

 alasdair MacIntyre's After Virtue reads like a brief but ex-
 **> tremely dense novel: its plot gradually unfolds; it has its
 moments of suspense and discovery; there are climaxes and
 anti-climaxes. Indeed, it is written in that very genre of drama-
 tic narrative that Maclntyre tells us is so vital for understanding
 human life and action. This should not be mistaken for a criti-

 cism, for if Maclntyre is right, this is precisely the genre re-
 quired for understanding moral philosophy, and for appreciat-
 ing the tradition of the virtues which he seeks to defend. Like
 the English novels he so admires, it is crammed full with
 "characters" (who sometimes make rapid entrances and exits)
 and intricate "sub-plots," but so much so, that it is easy to lose
 the thread of the main plot. Since Maclntyre's primary inten-
 tion is to provide a rational vindication of "the moral tradition
 to which Aristotle's teaching about the virtues is central" (p.
 238), it is essential to outline the main story line - even at the
 risk of neglecting the extraordinary richness of detail as his
 narrative unfolds.

 The book consists of eighteen chapters and reaches its first
 major dramatic climax at its very center: Chapter 9, entitled
 "Nietzsche or Aristotle?" In his Prologue, Maclntyre introduces
 a "disquieting suggestion." In our so-called moral practice and
 language, a "catastrophe" has occurred, a catastrophe that he
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 NIETZSCHE OR ARISTOTLE? 7

 likens to one of those science fiction tales where somehow the

 whole tradition of natural science is destroyed, and where we are
 left with incoherent fragments which are no longer genuine
 science but only the simulacra of science. He hypothesizes that a
 point is reached where no one (or hardly anyone) realizes the
 nature of the catastrophe which they have suffered. People act
 and talk as ¿f what they were calling science still made sense, still
 is coherent and rational, but in fact their actions and talk
 are radically incoherent. Embellishing his tale, Maclntyre's
 hypothesis is that it is not a fiction, but precisely what has
 happened in the modern period with the language and practice
 of morality, both in regard to the way in which ordinary people
 talk, think, and act, and in regard to the way in which so-called
 moral philosophers talk about morality. The language of moral-
 ity is no longer intelligible, coherent, or rational - even though
 almost everybody thinks it is.

 Like those novels which begin with the present and then work
 back into the narrative history of the present, Maclntyre begins
 by rehearsing some characteristics of contemporary moral dis-
 agreement, and by presenting certain claims embodied in con-
 temporary emotivism. He maintains that contemporary moral
 disagreements have an interminable character and are based
 upon conceptually incommensurable premises. While Macln-
 tyre argues that emotivism is false as a theory about the meaning
 of the sentences which are used to make moral judgments, he
 does allow that it can properly be understood as reflecting a
 correct sociological hypothesis about the way in which people
 now act, think, and talk.

 For one way of framing my contention that morality is not what it
 once was is just to say that to a large degree people now think, talk
 and act as if emotivism were true, no matter what their avowed
 theoretical stand-point may be. Emotivism has become embodied in
 our culture. But of course in saying this I am not merely contending
 that morality is not what it once was, but also and more importantly
 that what once was morality has to some large degree
 disappeared - and that this marks a degeneration, a grave cultural
 loss. (p. 21)

 What follows will strike many as both shocking and scandalous.
 For what Maclntyre seeks to show, in what may be called his
 genealogical unmasking, is that despite the "rationalistic préten-
 tions" of post-Enlightenment moral philosophy, it is nothing but
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 8 SOUNDINGS

 a disguised expression of the emotivism which has become em-
 bodied and well-entrenched in modern society and culture. The
 central "characters," or ideal types, of this culture are the aes-
 thete, the bureaucratic manager, and especially the therapist.
 The panorama Maclntyre portrays is extraordinarily rich in
 detail but this part of his story reaches its climax in Chapter 9.
 The "hero" of this part of the story is Nietzsche. Why Nietzsche?
 Because he is the one "moral philosopher" of the modern
 period who had the perspicacity to reveal the false prétentions of
 modern "moral" life and philosophy.

 For it was Nietzsche's historic achievement to understand more

 clearly than any other philosopher - certainly more clearly than his
 counterparts in Anglo-Saxon emotivism and continental
 existentialism - not only that what purported to be appeals to objec-
 tivity were in fact expressions of subjective will, but also the nature of
 the problems that this posed for moral philosophy. ... In a famous
 passage in The Gay Science (section 335) Nietzsche jeers at the notion
 of basing morality on inner moral sentiments, on conscience, on the
 one hand, or on the Kantian categorical imperative, on univer-
 salisability, on the other, (p. 107)

 But the point for Maclntyre is not to vindicate Nietzsche (except
 in the sense of endorsing his insight into the prétentions and
 self-deceptions of modernity), but to confront us with a dramat-
 ic, grand Either/Or.

 . . . either one must follow through the aspirations and the collapse of
 the different versions of the Enlightenment project until there re-
 mains only the Nietzschean diagnosis and the Nietzschean prob-
 lematic or one must hold that the Enlightenment project was not
 only mistaken, but should never have been commenced in the first
 place. There is no third alternative. ... (p. Ill)

 In short, "Nietzsche or Aristotle?" When we reach this climax, we
 realize just how high the stakes are. For the alternative posed by
 Maclntyre is not just one view of morality versus another - it is,
 rather, morality versus no morality.

 Like the good storyteller that Maclntyre is, he has dropped
 hints about what he means by the Aristotelian tradition of the
 virtues and what is required to defend it rationally, but he has
 done this in the sketchiest and most preliminary manner. What
 follows (Chapters 10 through 13) is a tour deforce. In a little more
 than fifty pages, Maclntyre sweeps through his narrative of the
 history of the tradition of the virtues from Homer, to Classical
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 NIETZSCHE OR ARISTOTLE? 9

 Athens, to Aristotle, culminating in the medieval contribution to
 this tradition. Maclntyre's historical sketch is so dazzling - and is
 so filled with illuminating and provocative insights - that it can
 divert us from the main point of his story. For by using historical
 and philosophical arguments, Maclntyre intends - to use his
 own words - to argue "the rational case that can be made for a
 tradition in which the Aristotelian moral and political texts are
 canonical" (p. 289).
 Indeed, there is something troubling about Maclntyre's his-

 torical sketch of the virtues. He speaks of it as a "relatively
 coherent tradition of thought" but points out that "there are just
 too many different and incompatible conceptions of virtue for
 there to be any real unity to the concept or indeed to the history"
 (p. 169). One might even have the uneasy feeling that the differ-
 ences within this tradition are as great, as incompatible, and as
 incommensurable as anything Maclntyre has located in "the
 Enlightenment project." One might even claim that what Macln-
 tyre has shown us thus far really supports Nietzsche's case; that
 Maclntyre decoded is the champion of Nietzsche. Why? because
 he not only shows that there are incompatible and incommen-
 surable lists and theories of virtue, but has failed thus far to show
 how we can "rationally" adjudicate among rival claimants.
 It is important to appreciate the depth of these differences.

 For it is not just that we are confronted with different (and
 frequently incompatible) lists and descriptions of the virtues,
 and that each of these lists embodies "a different theory about
 what virtue is" (p. 171), but that each of these theories is itself
 deeply embedded in different and clashing theories about the
 nature of the human species (typically, man), our telos, and the
 essential moral character of the universe in which we live. As

 Maclntyre himself emphasizes again and again, what is essential
 in the tradition of the virtues is that moral and evaluative state-

 ments "can be called true or false in precisely the way in which all
 other factual statements can be so called" (p. 57). The truth or
 falsity of such judgments presupposes true beliefs about "the
 concept oí man understood as having an essential nature and an
 essential purpose or function" (p. 56). But what Maclntyre has
 not yet done is to show us how rival and incompatible claims to
 truth about what we essentially are, what is our true nature, what
 are our genuine ends, what is the moral character of the universe
 in which we live are to be rationally evaluated.
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 To claim as he does, for example, that medieval thinkers
 "marked a genuine advance" (p. 168) in the tradition of the
 virtues without confronting the question of whether their un-
 derstanding of the virtues is based upon a true understanding of
 what we essentially are and the character of the universe in
 which we live our moral lives is at best ingenuous, and at worst
 downright inconsistent with what Maclntyre himself claims
 must be shown to justify any adequate theory of the virtues. The
 trouble and perplexity are even worse than this. Much of the
 polemical and rhetorical force of Maclntyre's critique of the
 Enlightenment project derives from his emphasis on how it leads
 to competing and irreconcilable concepts of what is right and
 just. But Maclntyre himself shows that we have a structurally
 analogous situation when we consider the virtues. Thus, for
 example, when he discusses the virtues in classical Athenian
 culture, emphasizing the competing conceptions of the virtues
 in the Sophists, Plato, Sophocles, and Aristotle, he portrays
 Sophocles' vision as one where the human situation is essentially
 tragic in the strong sense that "there is an objective moral order,
 but our perceptions of it are such that we cannot bring rival
 moral truths into complete harmony with each other ..." (p.
 134). * But this is just the essential truth claim, which according to
 Maclntyre, both Plato and Aristotle categorically reject. Who is
 right? What are the standards or criteria for making a rational
 judgment about these rival and clashing claims to truth? It begins
 to look as if what Maclntyre's own narrative history of the virtues
 reveals is - contrary to his claim of the three stage model of
 moral decline - that it is a "fiction" to believe that there ever was

 "a first stage at which evaluative and more especially moral
 theory and practice embody genuinely objective and impersonal
 standards which provide rational justification for particular
 policies, actions and judgments and which themselves in turn
 are susceptible of rational justification" (p. 18). The major point
 I want to make does not concern the specific merits of Macln-
 tyre's analysis of Sophocles, Plato, Aristotle (or any other exemp-
 lar of the tradition of the virtues). It is, rather, to underscore
 what is Maclntyre's fundamental point, i.e., any conception of
 the virtues (what they are, how they are to be described, what is
 one's theory of virtues) necessarily makes a claim to truth - to
 truth about what we really are, what are our ends, and what is the
 essential moral character of the universe in which we live. Unless
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 we seek to clarify and justify these truth claims, we will find
 ourselves in a situation that is analogous to the "interminable"
 conflicts that Maclntyre locates in the Enlightenment project.
 Or, we might say that if Maclntyre is really to answer Nietzsche
 and not play the role of his champion, he must face up to
 Nietzsche's own deep questioning of, and challenge to, the very
 idea of a "moral truth."

 Maclntyre is well aware of what I have stated above. (He
 frequently raises the hard questions which arise in the reader's
 mind as one follows his dramatic narrative. This does not mean

 that he answers these questions.) He reviews just the sorts of
 difficulties and threats to his position that I have mentioned.
 Indeed he even lists further difficulties. (See pp. 169-74). So, we
 come to what I shall call the second dramatic climax of After
 Virtue, which is indicated by Maclntyre's own question: "... are
 we or are we not able to disentangle from these rival and various
 claims a unitary core concept of the virtues of which we can give
 a more compelling account than any of the other accounts so
 far?" (p. 174). And, we know what the failure to give such an
 account entails. Given Maclntyre's grand Either/Or, it means
 that Nietzsche "wins." So, we come to Chapters 14 and 15, which,
 according to Maclntyre himself, contain "the rational case that
 can be made for a tradition in which the Aristotelian moral and

 political texts are canonical" (p. 239). Here we must slow down
 his narrative and closely scrutinize his "complex argument."2

 II

 Maclntyre's account of a "unitary core concept of the virtues"
 proceeds in three stages. He tells us:

 The first stage requires a background account of what I shall call a
 practice, the second an account of what I have already characterised
 as the narrative order of a single human life and the third an account
 a good deal fuller than I have given up to now of what constitutes a
 moral tradition. Each later stage presupposes the earlier, but notvice
 versa, (p. 174)3

 Let us take up each of these stages in order.

 A. The Concept of a Practice

 To appreciate why the concept of a practice is so important for
 Maclntyre, it is necessary to cite what he calls his "first, even if
 partial and tentative, definition of a virtue."
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 12 SOUNDINGS

 A virtue is an acquired human quality the possession and exercise of which
 tends to enable us to achieve those goods which are internal to practices and
 the lack of which effectively prevents us from achieving any such goods, (p.
 178)

 What then is a practice? What is meant by "goods which are
 internal to practices?" A practice is defined as:

 . . . any coherent and complex form of socially established coopera-
 tive human activity through which goods internal to that form of
 activity are realised in the course of trying to achieve those standards
 of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of,
 that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve
 excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved,
 are systematically extended, (p. 175)

 Consider some of the activities that Maclntyre includes in the
 range of practices: chess, football, portrait painting, farming,
 architecture, "enquiries in physics, chemistry, biology," "the
 work of the historian," even the "making and sustaining of
 family life."

 Practices are to be distinguished from technical skills which
 may be required for a specific practice, but do not constitute a
 practice. Throwing a football is a technical skill, but the game of
 football is not just a set of technical skills. Institutions may be
 required to sustain practices (and they can corrupt practices),
 but are not to be confused with practices. A chess club or a
 university is a social institution where certain practices may take
 place, but are not themselves practices. Practices always have a
 historical dimension, so of course there are histories of practices,
 histories which can relate their rise and fall.

 To illustrate what he means by internal goods, Maclntyre cites
 the example of teaching an intelligent child the game of chess. I
 may initially "bribe" the child to play with me by offering him or
 her candy (this is an external good), but there may come a time
 when the child "will find in those goods specific to chess, in the
 achievement of a certain highly peculiar kind of analytical skill,
 strategic imagination and competitive intensity, a new set of
 reasons . . . for trying to excel in whatever ways the game of chess
 demands" (pp. 175-76). These are the internal goods of the
 practice of chess playing. They are internal because we can only
 identify them in terms of the game of chess and because they can
 only be "identified and recognized by the experience of par-
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 ticipating in the practice in question. Those who lack the rele-
 vant experience are incompetent thereby as judges of internal
 goods" (p. 176). Furthermore a "practice involves standards of
 excellence and obedience to rules as well as the achievement of

 goods. To enter a practice is to accept the authority of those
 standards and the inadequacy of my own performances as
 judged by them" (p. 177)

 Now it is important to realize just how wide the range of
 practices is. For while not everything is a practice, there do not
 seem to be any a priori limitations on what may become a
 practice. Given his own "definition" of a practice, spying,
 smuggling, safecracking, the art of the executioner, and (despite
 Maclntyre's suggestion to the contrary) even torturing may be-
 come practices. (Indeed, the types of practices that Foucault
 analyzes in his own genealogical unmasking of modernity - and
 which he claims constitute the "disciplinary society" or the "cac-
 eral archipelago" - appear to satisfy Maclntyre's definition of a
 practice.)4 The fact that there may be external goods associated
 with these practices does not disqualify them as practices. In
 each case we can discriminate "internal goods" characteristic of
 these practices. They have histories. They require technical
 skills, but do not simply consist of sets of technical skills. And
 they are not institutions. Practitioners can justly claim that "those
 who lack the relevant experience are incompetent thereby as
 judges of internal goods." If one is to excel in those practices, one
 must accept the authority of the standards of the "practice,"
 standards which may themselves be criticized and refined.

 Let us remember that the concept of a practice is introduced
 in order to give a tentative definition of a virtue. Considering the
 extraordinary range of actual and possible practices, one might
 think that the next step would be to ask, in regard to a specific
 practice: what are the acquired human qualities the possession
 and exercise of which tend to enable us to achieve those goods
 internal to the relevant practice? Thus, in the case of chess, we
 may discover that in order to achieve its internal goods, one
 needs to cultivate one's powers of memory, concentration, ability
 to anticipate possible strategies, etc. These then would be, ac-
 cording to Maclntyre's definition, the virtues required to excel
 in chess. There is no reason to believe that the "acquired human
 qualities" - virtues - required for one practice will be the same
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 as, or even relevant to, those required by other practices; and,
 indeed, what is a "virtue" for one practice may well be a defect or
 a vice for another practice.
 But this is not the "conclusion" that Maclntyre draws. He says:

 It belongs to the concept of a practice as I have outlined it ... that its
 goods can only be achieved by subordinating ourselves to the best
 standard so far achieved, and that entails subordinating ourselves
 within the practice in our relationship to other practitioners. We
 have to learn to recognize what is due to whom; we have to be
 prepared to take whatever self-endangering risks are demanded
 along the way; and we have to listen carefully to what we are told
 about our own inadequacies and to reply with the same carefulness
 for the facts, (p. 178)

 So far, so good. This applies to anyone who aspires to excel in
 chess, safecracking, or spying. But Maclntyre immediately goes
 on to claim, "In other words we have to accept as necessary components
 of any practice with internal goods and standards of excellence the
 virtues of justice, courage and honesty" (p. 178, italics added). Now
 this seems to be a "leap of faith," or less generously, a non
 sequitur. For Maclntyre has not shown or argued that these
 "virtues" - "these acquired human qualities" - are required for
 every (and any) practice. On the contrary, given his definition
 of a practice, this assumption is counterintuitive. A practitioner
 who seeks to excel in espionage may well need to cultivate the
 acquired human quality of lying, or feigning honesty in appro-
 priate situations. Maclntyre's "leap" becomes even more dubi-
 ous when we see how he immediately goes on to characterize
 justice: "justice requires that we treat others in respect to merit
 or desert according to uniform and impersonal standards" (p.
 179). Where has Maclntyre shown that such an "acquired
 human quality" is required to excel in chess, poker, football, or
 portrait painting? Furthermore, even if we interpret what
 Maclntyre is saying in the most favorable way, do we have any
 reason to believe that the sort of "self-endangering risks" re-
 quired to excel in chess, football, or spying have any relation to
 each other? They may well be very different human qualities.
 Indeed, Maclntyre seems to violate one of the conditions he has
 laid down for the virtues - the ability to "exercise" the appropri-
 ate human quality in a variety of novel contexts. Certainly a
 master chess player is one who knows when and where to take
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 risks in playing chess, but may completely lack this "virtue" for
 any other practice.
 At times it seems that Maclntyre is developing a very different

 argument concerning the virtues and practices, i.e., that the
 virtues are required or presupposed in order to sustain prac-
 tices. He tells us: "Every practice requires a certain kind of
 relationship between those who participate in it. Now the virtues
 are those goods by reference to which, whether we like it or not,
 we define our relationships to those people with whom we share
 the kind of purposes and standards which inform practices" (p.
 119). Or again: "I take it then that from the standpoint of those
 types of relationships without which practices cannot be sus-
 tained, truthfulness, justice and courage - and perhaps some
 others - are genuine excellences, are virtues in the light of which
 we have to characterize ourselves and others, whatever our pri-
 vate moral standpoint or our society's particular codes may be"
 (p. 179). But there are several perplexing features about these
 claims. Presumably we are living in a time when there has been a
 "decline" in the virtues. Yet, many of the practices that Macln-
 tyre specifies thrive. But if practices cannot be sustained without
 truthfulness, justice, and courage, then the very existence of
 practices such as chess, farming, architecture, and enquiries of
 physics, chemistry, and biology should count as evidence for the
 flourishing of the virtues. Furthermore, although practices are
 coherent and complex forms of socially established cooperative
 human activities, I can engage in some of these without the direct
 participation of other persons, while other practices require
 other participants. I paint portraits by myself. I can even go off
 and farm by myself. But I cannot play football by myself. There
 is some plausibility in claiming that without truthfulness, justice,
 and courage, the type of relationships among participants re-
 quired in order to play football cannot be sustained. But it is
 extremely dubious to claim that these virtues are required to
 excel in portrait painting or farming. What Maclntyre charac-
 terizes as practices include what Aristotle calls poesis and praxis.
 But while Maclntyre can draw support from Aristotle in claim-
 ing that all praxis involves or requires the virtues, it is not clear
 how and why poesis (making) involves or requires the virtues.
 Maclntyre himself is aware of some of these difficulties - only

 he does not quite see them as difficulties. He admits that there
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 may be practices "which simply are evil" and that "as a matter of
 contingent fact many types of practice may on particular occa-
 sions be productive of evil" (p. 186), (although he never tells us
 how evil is to be characterized or how we determine whether or

 not a practice is or may be productive of evil).
 What is the basic problem here? Once again Maclntyre con-

 cisely states it himself. The range of actual and possible practices
 is so broad that if we limited ourselves to the conception of virtue
 sketched so far, "there are too many conflicts and too much arbi-
 trariness" (p. 187). "The claims of one practice may be incompat-
 ible with another in such a way that one may find oneself oscillat-
 ing in an arbitrary way ..." (p. 188). It may even seem "that the
 goods internal to practices do after all derive their authority
 from our individual choices" (p. 188). It looks as if this account of
 practices and virtues suffers from many of the same defects that
 Maclntyre takes to be characteristic of modernity. Certainly
 there is nothing he has shown thus far which would present any
 serious obstacles to Nietzsche. On the contrary, Maclntyre and
 Nietzsche look like close companions. For Nietzsche himself
 portrays for us a variety of practices, their internal goods, and
 what is required to excel in these practices. And Nietzsche might
 well endorse Maclntyre's suggestion that there is "too much
 arbitrariness" and that the goods internal to practices "derive
 their authority from our individual choices."

 So we must move to the second stage of Maclntyre's analysis.
 For "without an overriding conception of the telos of a whole
 human life, conceived as a unity, our conception of certain indi-
 vidual virtues has to remain partial and incomplete" (p. 188).
 "Partial and incomplete" is a gross understatement. For the
 account thus far is in danger of being at once empty and com-
 pletely relativistic - empty because it does not set any limits on
 what "acquired human qualities" are required to achieve the
 internal goods of specific practices; relativistic because there is
 no reason to believe that the "acquired human qualities" re-
 quired to excel in one practice are the same as, or even similar to,
 those required for other, incompatible practices. What is lacking
 is any standard or principle for ordering and evaluating the
 confusing array of practices. Or to quote Maclntyre again, "un-
 less there is a telos which transcends the limited goods of prac-
 tices by constituting the good of a whole life, the good of a
 human life conceived as a unity, it will both be the case that a
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 certain subversive arbitrariness will invade the moral life and

 that we shall be unable to specify the context of certain virtues
 adequately" (p. 189).

 B. The Narrative Account of a Single Human Life

 So we now have to face the crucial claim that there is a "telos of a

 whole human life" which transcends the limited goods of prac-
 tices. At first it might seem that Maclntyre is leading himself
 (and us) into a cul-de-sac. For Maclntyre deprives himself of the
 types of considerations which enabled Aristotle to confront this
 question. Earlier Maclntyre succinctly identified the three ele-
 ments required for an Aristotelian moral scheme: "untutored
 human nature, man-as-he-could-be-if-he-realized-his-te/os and
 the moral precepts which enable him to pass from one state
 to the other" (p. 52). Without the second element the entire
 scheme falls apart; to use Maclntyre's own expression, it be-
 comes "unintelligible." But how did Aristotle himself attempt to
 justify the second element? By an appeal to what Maclntyre calls
 his "metaphysical biology." Aristotle's Ethics and Politics cannot
 be excised from his metaphysics, his understanding of living
 organisms, his psychology, and indeed from his cosmology. The
 human species has a determinate nature (which, of course, al-
 lows for rational choice) and it has a telos. 5 But Maclntyre thinks
 we can give an account of the virtues that "does not require any
 identification of any teleology in nature, and hence it does not
 require any allegiance to Aristotle's metaphysical biology" (p.
 183). I suspect that both Aristotle and Nietzsche would agree
 that if one calls into question what Maclntyre labels Aristotle's
 "metaphysical biology," then the entire traditional moral scheme
 of the virtues falls apart - and Nietzsche "wins." But Maclntyre
 does not think this follows, so let us turn to his understanding of,
 and argument for, a human telos.

 The considerations that enter in the second stage of Macln-
 tyre's analysis are so intricate, complex, and challenging that one
 can easily lose sight of the main point. In order to clarify, ex-
 plain, and justify what he wants to say, he needs to explore the
 concepts of selfhood, action, intelligible action, personal iden-
 tity, the character of a narrative history and why this is the basic
 and essential genre for characterizing human actions, what is
 meant by a "genre," accountability, and a good deal more. For
 these concepts form a network within which they mutually sup-
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 port and presuppose each other. But to facilitate a grasp of
 what is going on here, let me turn directly to the denouement,
 which comes swiftly in three paragraphs (pp. 203-204); then
 I can discuss what is required to make sense of it. Maclntyre
 writes:

 It is now possible to return to the question from which this enquiry
 into the nature of human action and identity started: In what does
 the unity of an individual life consist? The answer is that its unity is
 the unity of a narrative embodied in a single life. To ask "What is the
 good for me?" is to ask how best I might live out that unity and bring
 it to completion. To ask "What is the good for man?" is to ask what all
 answers to the former question must have in common. But now it is
 important to emphasize that it is the systematic asking of these two
 questions and the attempt to answer them in deed as well as in word
 which provide the moral life with its unity. The unity of a human life
 is the unity of a narrative quest. Quests sometimes fail, are frus-
 trated, abandoned or dissipated into distractions; and human lives
 may in all these ways also fail. But the only criteria for success or
 failure in a human life as a whole are the criteria of success or failure
 in a narrated or to-be-narrated quest. A quest for what? (p. 203)

 Let us provisionally bracket this last question and grant what
 this passage presupposes - that it makes sense to speak of the
 unity of an individual life, that its unity is the unity of a narrative
 embodied in a single life, etc. How does this bring us any closer to
 answering the questions: Is there a 'Helos of a whole human life"?
 What is the character of this telos? and How does this telos limit

 the range of practices and virtues that constitute a moral life?
 What constraints are there in answering the question "What is
 the good for me?" Can I not answer this by saying the good for
 me is to become the greatest chess player, football player, or
 espionage agent? I cannot do this, of course, if I do not have the
 talents and develop the technical skills required to excel in the
 endeavor I might choose. But can I not say that I am willing to
 neglect friends, family, political responsibilities, etc., in order to
 achieve this good, "the good for me," that I will order all my life
 and deeds to strive for this goal? I may fail, I may be distracted,
 but this is and will be my narrative quest. And, what reason is
 there to believe that there must be, or is, anything in common
 with the way in which I answer the question "What is good for
 me?" and the way in which anyone else answers this question? If
 this is what Maclntyre means by a "telos," it is a "telos" in a very
 quixotic sense.
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 While there are constraints on how I can answer the question
 "What is the good for me?" this does not prevent a wide diversity
 of answers, each of which may clash with, and be incompatible
 with, others, may require participation in practices incompati-
 ble with others, and may even require incompatible virtues. This
 conception of a human good does not limit "the subversive
 arbitrariness" that can invade "the moral life"; on the contrary,
 without further qualification it easily leads to and endorses such
 an arbitrariness.

 It may be objected that I am placing an undo emphasis on
 what one can "say" to oneself and to others. But this ignores the
 stress that Maclntyre places on what one does ("it is the system-
 atic asking of these . . . questions and the attempt to answer them
 in deed as well as in word which provide the moral life with its
 unity" [p. 203, emphasis added]). The unity then, will not be
 given merely by what one says, but discovered in setting out to
 achieve one's goals. In short, the unity to which one aspires will
 be discovered performatively. And such a performance cannot be
 a solitary act; others will have to make sense of the narrative of
 the performance. Critical judgments regarding the "good for
 man" will be brought to bear on the account that one gives of the
 quest one is attempting. Furthermore, such critical judgments
 are not only "external" to the agent, they must be appropriated
 and consequently work internally for the moral agent as well. He
 or she must give a narrative account designed to show that his or
 her quest exemplifies and illuminates the human good.6

 But once again, even if one places the stress on deeds, actions,
 and practices, it is difficult to see how this significantly limits the
 wide range of (incompatible) quests and ends pursued by agents.
 One can agree with Maclntyre that it is false to think that any
 goal can serve as a "telos of a whole human life" and that a
 genuine narrative quest must be located within specific social
 practices informed by communal traditions. But since Macln-
 tyre himself tells us that some practices may be evil and suggests
 that there are traditions which are oppressive and/or mistaken,
 then the "unity of a narrative embodied in a single life" may
 require an acceptance or a rejection of the practices and tradi-
 tions that have thus far shaped one's life. There is no reason to
 believe that the moral life of a revolutionary who seeks to over-
 come oppressive traditions is any less unified than the moral life
 of a "conservative" who seeks to preserve a tradition.
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 Perhaps if we answer the question of a "quest for what," we can
 achieve some further determinancy. Maclntyre continues:

 It is in looking for a conception of the good which will enable us to
 extend our understanding of the purpose and content of the vir-
 tues, for a conception of the good which will enable us to understand
 the place of integrity and constancy in life, that we initially define
 the kind of life which is a quest for the good ... It is in the course of
 the quest and only through encountering and coping with the vari-
 ous particular harms, dangers, temptations and distractions which
 provide any quest with its episodes and incidents that the goal of the
 quest is finally to be understood. A quest is always an education both
 as to the character ofthat which is sought and in self-knowledge, (p.
 204)

 Now it is difficult not to be sympathetic with much of what
 Maclntyre says here. But it is also difficult to see how it helps
 very much to specify a "telos which transcends the limited goods
 of practices by constituting the good of a whole human life."
 Unlike Plato, Maclntyre does not claim that there is the good
 which every soul desires and dimly apprehends. Unlike Aristot-
 le, Maclntyre does not want to claim that there is a telos or good
 for human beings which is grasped (at least in outline) when we
 understand the nature of what it is to be a human being (i.e., an
 Athenian free male citizen). Unlike Sophocles, with his "argu-
 ment" for the strong tragic view of life, Maclntyre has not shown
 us that there ¿5 an "objective moral order" which compels us to
 acknowledge the authority of incompatible moral claims made
 upon us. Unlike the medieval thinkers Maclntyre so admires, he
 has not confronted the claim that we are creatures of a Divine

 Creator and that "the good for man is ... supernatural and not
 only a natural good, but supernature redeems and completes
 nature" (p. 172). When we decipher Maclntyre's provisional
 conclusion about the good life for man - "the 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" (p.
 204) - it looks like, despite his intentions, he is making the case
 for the type of "decisionism" that he finds so objectionable in
 Nietzsche or Weber.

 С A Moral Tradition

 Maclntyre is aware that thus far there is something excessively
 individualistic about his account of the virtues, the good life,
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 and the human telos. This is presumably rectified in the third
 stage of his analysis of a "core concept of a virtue." For he tells us
 "I am never able to seek for the good or exercise the virtues only
 qua individual" (p. 204). It is not just that individuals live in
 different social circumstances; we are also "bearers of a particu-
 lar social identity. I am someone's son or daughter, someone
 else's cousin or uncle; I am a citizen of this or that city, a member
 of this or that guild or profession; I belong to this clan, that tribe,
 this nation" (p. 204). Whether we recognize it or not we are all
 bearers of tradition, we function within, and gain our social
 identity through, membership in communities. Against the type
 of modern theory of individualism which speaks as if each of us
 is a separate and discrete individual (where even every decision
 or choice is discrete and separable), Maclntyre is helpful in
 reminding us of our historical situatedness and social identities.
 These do provide constraints on what I am and may become, on
 what can be my narrative quest. But does this really illuminate
 the character of the 'Helos of a whole human life" or my narrative
 quest? After all, Maclntyre himself is sharply critical of the
 concept of tradition that thinks of it as simply the dead weight of
 the past. Traditions "when vital embody continuities of conflict"
 (p. 206). "When a tradition is in good order it is always partially
 constituted by an argument about the goods the pursuit of
 which gives the tradition its particular point or purpose" (p.
 206). Sometimes, to keep a tradition alive what may be required
 is a revolution. But then this means that while we live our lives

 within traditions, roles, and social identities which characterize
 what we are, they do not determine what we must become. They
 set the context for my quest; they do not define it. I may decide
 that my narrative quest requires giving up my bourgeois com-
 forts and dedicating my life to helping the poor, or that my life
 can only be unified if I join a revolutionary guerilla group, or
 perhaps try to opt out of the present impérium and join with
 others to construct "new forms of community within which the
 moral life could be sustained so that both morality and civility
 might survive the coming ages of barbarism and darkness" (p.
 224). While the traditions, roles, and social identities that consti-
 tute what we are do characterize the setting for a narrative quest,
 they do not determine what is (or ought to be) our telos, the good
 for which we should strive, the good that can provide unity to
 our lives. The primary issue here is not one of demanding rules
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 (in the Kantian sense) for specifying what is a telos. I agree with
 Maclntyre in the emphasis that he places on the role of phronesis
 in all moral judgment and choice. Nor is it one of expecting
 Maclntyre to endorse that caricature of the concept of a telos
 where one thinks of a telos as a fixed goal to which we are drawn
 by ineluctable necessity. Rather, what I want to underscore is the
 need to elucidate the concept of a telos with sufficient determi-
 nancy so that one at least has some notion of what does and does
 not count as a possible telos of a human life.
 Ironically, even here - in the third stage of the analysis of the
 core concept of a virtue - Maclntyre is much closer to Nietzsche
 than he realizes. For Nietzsche could well agree with Maclntyre
 that "an adequate sense of tradition manifests itself in a grasp of
 those future possibilities which the past has made available to
 the present" (p. 207). After all, Nietzsche himself uses the genre
 of dramatic narrative to illuminate what he takes to be the

 "moral" condition of modern European man. This is the way his
 Genealogy of Morals is structured. Of course, what Nietzsche
 means by an "adequate sense of tradition" differs radically from
 what Maclntyre intends. Once we uncover that underlying the
 ascetic ideal there is "really" the will to nothingness, we also
 grasp "those future possibilities which the past has made avail-
 able to the present." Maclntyre might reply that Nietzsche's
 narrative is not a true narrative, but is only a fiction. (Nietzsche
 would not consider this a criticism!) But this only brings us back
 to a question that Maclntyre does not squarely confront: how
 are we to distinguish true or correct narrative histories from those
 which are only fictions or illusions?

 Furthermore, in this third stage of the development of the
 core concept of a virtue - the stage in which "living traditions"
 are emphasized - Maclntyre tells us that what sustains and
 strengthens traditions is in part the exercise of the relevant
 virtues.

 The virtues find their point and purpose not only in sustaining
 those relationships necessary if the variety of goods internal to
 practices are to be achieved and not only in sustaining the form of an
 individual life in which that individual may seek out his or her good
 as the good of his or her whole life, but also in sustaining those
 traditions which provide practices and individual lives with their
 necessary historical context, (p. 207)

 But however sympathetic one may be with the recovery of the
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 concept of a living tradition, there is a danger here of a type of
 romanticism where we are tempted to think of a tradition as
 something which is intrinsically good (unless it is corrupted). But
 if Maclntyre concedes that there may be practices "which simply
 are evil," he ought to recognize that there also may be traditions
 "which simply are evil," or which at least undermine the exercise
 of the virtues. Do we not have to recognize that there have been
 vital traditions that have been used to legitimate the moral
 inferiority of the poor, women, and minorities?

 HI

 Something clearly has gone wrong. Maclntyre has been osten-
 sibly trying to show us why Nietzsche is mistaken, why he does
 not "win" - it has not been his intent to present an apologia for
 Nietzsche. What then has gone wrong? For After Virtue contains
 brilliant insights and it does touch a sensitive moral nerve. Some
 may think that the real difficulty stems from Maclntyre's refusal
 to take seriously the foundation of Aristotle's understanding of
 the virtues, i.e., Aristotle's "metaphysical biology" and his cos-
 mology.For as Maclntyre tells us (when referring to Plato, Aris-
 totle, and Aquinas), "the presupposition which all three share is
 that there exists a cosmic order which dictates the place of each
 virtue in a total harmonious scheme of human life. Truth in the

 moral sphere consists in the conformity of moral judgment to
 the order of this scheme" (p. 135). But without a serious attempt to
 "rationally vindicate" the truth of their claims about the nature
 of the human species and the cosmic order, it is not possible to
 make the rational case for this tradition. Others may feel that
 Maclntyre is really at war with himself and has misstated his
 Either/Or. He is not really defending Aristotle. For his deepest
 sympathies seem to fluctuate between a strong tragic under-
 standing of the virtues (which is closer to Sophocles than it is to
 Aristotle) and a medieval conception of the virtues (where our
 telos or good is "supernatural"). Still others may accuse Macln-
 tyre of attempting to synthesize and integrate what is fundamen-
 tally incompatible - the type of metaphysical understanding of
 human nature characteristic of Greek philosophic thought with
 the type of historicism, or historicity, which only makes sense in a
 modern, post-Hegelian setting.

 I think there is some truth in all these suggestions, but I would
 like to propose a different analysis and at the same time clarify

This content downloaded from 170.140.142.252 on Thu, 02 Nov 2017 17:49:32 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 24 SOUNDINGS

 what I think is the "true" narrative which underlies After Virtue.
 For I want to argue that not only is the exclusive disjunction of
 Nietzsche or Aristotle systematically misleading (Maclntyre's
 new version of the quarrel between the ancients and the mod-
 erns), but that it obscures and betrays what Maclntyre himself
 has accomplished.
 Maclntyre's attack on the Enlightenment project is itself part
 of the present mood which might be called "the rage against the
 Enlightenment, or modernity." Much of what he says is compat-
 ible with, and echoed by, a variety of disparate voices with whom
 Maclntyre has little sympathy - we find similar motifs in
 Heidegger, Adorno and Horkheimer, and Foucault. But there is
 "overkill" in these totalizing critiques - to use a Hegelian turn of
 phrase, there is also a "truth" in the Enlightenment project
 which itself needs to be reclaimed and preserved. Ironically,
 Maclntyre, who is so sensitive to how every "moral philosophy
 has some particular sociology as its counterpart" and must itself
 be understood in its historical social context, distorts the social
 context in which the Enlightenment project itself emerged. For
 we do a grave injustice to the Enlightenment if we fail to ap-
 preciate the extent to which it was a legitimate protest against
 hypocrisy and injustice, if we fail to appreciate how it was actu-
 ally sensitive to the failures of moral and political ideologies that
 systematically excluded whole groups of human beings from
 participating in the "good life" while they "legitimized" political
 beliefs that masked various forms of domination.7 But this is not

 the occasion to defend the emancipatory intentions of the En-
 lightenment against Maclntyre. Rather, I want to show how
 much Maclntyre himself appropriates from the very project that
 he tells us "had to fail."

 Consider, for example, Maclntyre's own perceptive interpre-
 tation of the Kantian principle, "Always act so as to treat human-
 ity, whether in your own person or in that of others, as an end,
 and not as a means."

 What Kant means by treating someone as an end rather than as a
 means seems to be as follows ... I may propose a course of action to
 someone either by offering him reasons for so acting or by trying to
 influence him in non-rational ways. If I do the former, I treat him as
 a rational will, worthy of the same respect as is due to myself, for in
 offering him reasons I offer him an impersonal consideration for
 him to evaluate. What makes a reason a good reason has nothing to
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 do with who utters it on a given occasion; and until an agent has
 decided for himself whether a reason is a good reason or not, he has
 no reason to act. (p. 49)

 Now this is a principle that Maclntyre accepts; indeed, it is
 fundamental for his entire project. When he adds "that what
 Kant enjoins is what a long line of moral philosophers have
 followed the Plato of the Gorgias in enjoining," he passes over, all
 to facilely, the thrust of Kant's principle - that it is a principle for
 all of humanity and is not just limited to the few included in one's
 community.
 Maclntyre knows (and shows us how) the tradition of the

 virtues has always been based on exclusion - whether the exclu-
 sion of those who do not belong to a proper polis, barbarians,
 slaves, women, non-Christians, etc. It is not only that Maclntyre
 knows this, he categorically rejects the idea that anyone is in
 principle to be excluded from the "new forms of community
 within which the moral life could be sustained so that morality
 and civility might survive . . . "(p. 249). Consider Maclntyre's
 own description, as well as criticism, of Aristotle's concept of
 political freedom.

 The free self is simultaneously political subject and political
 sovereign. Thus to be involved in political relationships entails free-
 dom from any position that is mere subjection. Freedom is the
 presupposition of the exercise of the virtues and the achievement of
 the good.
 With this part of Aristotle's conclusion we need not quarrel. What

 is likely to affront us - and rightly - is Aristotle's writing off of
 non-Greeks, barbarians and slaves [and women - R.J.B.], as not
 merely not possessing political relationships, but as incapable of
 them.

 This blindness of Aristotle's was not of course private to Aristotle;
 it was part of the general, although not universal, blindness of his
 culture. It is intimately connected with another form of limitation.
 Aristotle writes as if barbarians and Greeks had fixed natures and in

 so viewing them he brings home to us once again the ahistorical
 character of his understanding of human nature, (p. 149)

 What is implicit in this passage - and it is echoed throughout
 the book - is that any adequate conception of the good life and
 the virtues is one that cannot and should not exclude in principle
 any member of the human species. Furthermore, there is the
 danger that the appeal to "functional concepts" can illegitimately
 "justify" traditional historical social roles and identities, and
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 thereby exclude some groups - the poor, minorities, and
 women - as being incapable of a fully embodied good life.
 Maclntyre might reply that, of course he is not only defend-
 ing, but is modifying, and even "strengthening," the tradition of
 the virtues. After all, a living tradition always involves argumen-
 tation and internal criticism. But while this is true, it does not yet
 speak to the issue of what principles and standards are the basis for
 this critique. For Maclntyre himself "universalizes" the tradition
 of virtues on the basis of principles which were hammered out in
 the Enlightenment.
 Here it is important to comment on Maclntyre's own attack on
 "universalization." I think he is right in seeing that the result of
 one interpretation of the principle of universalization (and the
 "demand" for universal equality) has been to obscure and oblit-
 erate the particularity and specificity of morality which is
 grounded in communal traditions. This sense of universality
 comes close to what Hegel called "abstract universality." But
 there is another sense of "universality" which Maclntyre himself
 employs - and which is essential for his argument - but which he
 fails to make fully explicit. Suppose one endorses the claim that
 if there are not "local forms of community" where the partici-
 pants have a "shared sense" of the virtues and the good life, then
 one can be rightly skeptical that moral and political life will
 flourish. Is this itself a universal principle? Does everyone have
 the "right" to belong to such a community? Or, if one thinks that
 the appeal to "right" is the appeal to a moral fiction, one can ask,
 does not a rationally defensible account of the virtues and the
 good life require that every human being ought to be able to
 participate in such communities?
 At the beginning oí After Virtue, Maclntyre compares his nar-
 rative to what "Hegel called philosophical history" (p. 3). But
 after this initial reference to Hegel, Hegel is not really discussed
 and is barely mentioned. This is a curious omission considering
 the array of thinkers Maclntyre does discuss, the sensitive un-
 derstanding of Hegel exhibited in Maclntyre's earlier writings,
 and especially because of the relevance of Hegel to Maclntyre's
 central concerns. In appealing to Hegel I do not want to suggest
 that Hegel "solved" the problem of Aristotle versus Nietzsche.
 That would be absurd. But I do want to suggest that Hegel
 formulated, and perceptively understood, the problem which is
 really central to Maclntyre's own narrative quest.
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 There is very little in Maclntyre's critique of the Enlighten-
 ment project that was not stated or anticipated in Hegel. In many
 ways Hegel's criticisms of Kant are far more damaging than any
 Maclntyre generates. Hegel even detected how the Enlighten-
 ment's abstract demand for absolute freedom leads to terror.

 Hegel's portrait of the "characters" (in Maclntyre's sense), and
 his portrait of the "moral failures of asocial man" enrich Macln-
 tyre's own description of the "emotivism" which has become em-
 bodied in our culture. At the same time there are few "modern"

 philosophers who can rival Hegel in his deep insight into the
 "tradition of the virtues" and in his understanding of the necessity
 of communal life for their flourishing - what Hegel called
 Sittlichkeit. Even Maclntyre's understanding of the tragic moral
 vision of Sophocles and the use of Diderot's Le Neveu de Rameau as
 a modem subversive text appear to be indebted to (at least bear a
 strong affinity to) Hegel's analysis in the Phenomenology of Spirit.
 But Hegel was far more perspicacious and forthright about basic
 problems of modernity. For Hegel well understood that there is
 no possibility of a return to the "immediacy" of an idealized Greek
 polis and that there is a "truth" in the Enlightenment aspiration to
 a universal freedom that encompasses all of humanity. What then
 is the problem which we confront? It is one of seeking to reconcile
 these deeply conflicting traditions. It is not clear - even in
 Hegel - whether such a reconciliation is really possible (despite
 Hegel's official pronouncements to the contrary). The point I am
 making, and its relevance to modern democracy, has been suc-
 cinctly stated by Charles Taylor in a formulation that even Macln-
 tyre might accept.

 Thus Hegel's dilemma for modern democracy, put at its simplest, is
 this: The modern ideology of equality and of total participation
 leads to a homogenization of society. This shakes men loose from
 their traditional communities, but cannot replace them as a focus of
 identity. Or rather, it can only replace them as such a focus un-
 der the impetus of militant nationalism or some totalitarian ide-
 ology which would depreciate or even crush diversity and individu-
 ality ....

 . . . one of the great needs of the modern democratic polity is to
 recover a sense of significant differentiation, so that its partial com-
 munities, be they geographical, or cultural, or occupational, can
 become again important centres of concern and activity for their
 members in a way which connects them to the whole.8
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 There is no guarantee that this "dilemma" can be resolved.
 But it defines the space in which we must think about moral and
 political life today. It makes no historical sense to suggest that the
 "Enlightenment project was not only mistaken, but should never
 have been commenced in the first place" (p. 1 1 1). To make such a
 claim, to simply oppose the failures of the "moderns" with the
 wisdom of the "ancients," is to violate Maclntyre's own insistence
 that we cannot escape our historicity, our social identities, nor
 the traditions which inform our lives - including the tradition of
 the Enlightenment itself. It is to fail to recognize how much
 Maclntyre himself appropriates from this tradition in his critical
 reconstruction of the virtues: his implicit appeal to a concrete
 deteminate universality; his defense of the principle of freedom
 where every participant can share in the type of communal life
 required for living a good life; his emphasis on the shared vision
 of a moral life by the participants in such communities; his de-
 mand that we treat all other human beings with respect and
 recognize every agent's capacity to act rationally.
 The problem today is how we can live with the conflict and
 tension between the "truth" implicit in the tradition of the vir-
 tues and the "truth" of the Enlightenment. This is what Macln-
 tyre's own narrative reveals. This is our narrative quest - for no
 one knows, nor can know, how this quest will turn out. This is the
 deepest problem with which we must live after virtue.

 NOTES

 1. By the "strong" sense of tragedy, I am referring to Maclntyre's interpreta-
 tion of Sophoclean tragedy where choosing between rival and incompatible
 claims upon me "does not exempt me from the authority of the claim which
 I choose to go against" (p. 134). Maclntyre contrasts this understanding of
 tragedy with Aristotle's understanding of tragedy as due to a tragic human
 flaw. Aristotle's understanding of tragedy (unlike that of Sophocles) is
 compatible with the claim that "the virtues are all in harmony with each
 other and the harmony of individual character is reproduced in the har-
 mony of the state" (p. 147).

 2. Maclntyre's narrative does not end with "the rational case for the Aristo-
 telian tradition of the virtues. To complete his story he explores the "kinds
 of degeneration [to which] it has proved liable" (p. 209). This requires
 following the narrative from the virtues to virtue and after virtue (Chaps.
 16-18).

 3. Maclntyre also claims that "the progress in the development of the concept
 is closely related to, although it does not recapitulate in any straightforward
 way, the history of the tradition of which it forms the core" (p. 174).
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 Roughly speaking, the first stage corresponds to the dimension of the
 virtues that is prominent in Homer, the second to what Aristotle em-
 phasizes, and the third to the contribution of medieval thinkers.

 4. See Nancy Fraser, "Foucault: Empirical Insights and Normative Confu-
 sions" Praxis International 1 (October, 1981) where she explores the meaning
 of "practices" in Foucault.

 5. Maclntyre himself underscores this point when he writes: "Human beings,
 like the members of all other species, have a specific nature, and that
 nature is such that they have certain aims and goals, such that they move by
 nature towards a specific telos. The good is defined in terms of their specific
 characteristics. Hence, Aristotle's ethics, expounded as he expounds it,
 presupposes his metaphvsical bioloev" (p. 139).
 К К Л M. / KJ / *K '

 6. This line of defense was suggested to me bv David Burrell.

 7. Maclntyre is always calling for a careful concrete historical analysis of the
 social and cultural context of moral philosophies if they are to become
 intelligible. A healthy antidote to his interpretation of the Enlightenment
 can be found in Peter Gay's The Enlightenment: An Interpretation, 2 vols. (New
 York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1966); and Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the
 Modern Age, trans. Robert M. Wallace (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press,
 1983).

 8. Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press,
 1975), pp. 414, 416.
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