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According to Alasdair MacIntyre, Aristotelian moral education is caught in a
kind of Catch-22: We become virtuous by acting as a genuinely virtuous person
would if they were in our shoes, but we cannot judge how a genuinely virtuous
person would act without already possessing the intellectual and moral virtues! In
my essay, I will take a closer look at this apparently vicious circle within Aristotelian
moral education and at MacIntyre’s attempt to escape it. I will argue (a) that
MacIntyre’s attempt fails because his explanation of how we can learn to become
genuinely virtuous is incomplete; and (b) that his explanation is incomplete because
MacIntyre lacks an account of intrinsic moral goodness. Finally, I will propose that
developing an adequate conceptual framework for a genuinely Aristotelian moral
education would require more attention to the quality of human experience than is
found in MacIntyre’s ethics of virtue.

MORAL EDUCATION AND ITS CATCH-22
On MacIntyre’s interpretation of Aristotle’s ethics, we are practically rational

when we know and do what contributes to our ultimate happiness and fulfillment.
Our ultimate happiness and fulfillment lies in realizing the proper end or telos of
human life. Accordingly, the deliberation that precedes a sound practical judgment
combines an adequate conception of the human telos with an accurate perception of
the situation at hand. An adequate conception of the proper end of human life
establishes our proper long-term goals; an accurate perception of the situation at
hand shows us what actions are consistent with those objectives. Of course, we must
do more than exercise sound judgment in order to be practically rational. We must
also act according to what our best judgment recommends and with the right
motivation.1

MacIntyre reaffirms the Aristotelian position that, to be practically rational, we
must possess both the intellectual virtues and the virtues of character. To develop our
potential for these two different kinds of human excellence, we must take part in two
different forms of moral education: “intellectual virtues are acquired through
teaching, the virtues of character from habitual exercise.”2 He adds that, although
they are distinct, each form of moral education requires the other. For example, in
order to build character by performing virtuous deeds, we need the intellectual
virtues to help determine which inclinations and desires we should cultivate and
which acts we should perform. In order to benefit from systematic instruction, we
need a well-formed character so that we will not be distracted from intellectual
development by more immediate gratifications (WJ, 110, 128-9).3

It is this very interdependence of the two forms of Aristotelian moral education
that creates its apparent Catch-22: it seems we cannot perform the actions through
which we become virtuous without possessing the capacity for sound practical
judgment, but the capacity for sound practical judgment consists precisely in the
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intellectual and moral virtues.4 This apparently vicious circle has a motivational
dimension as well as an epistemological one. MacIntyre himself observes that, while
we become just through the performance of just acts and courageous through the
performance of brave acts, it is only retrospectively that we can appreciate how
becoming just or courageous is related to our ultimate happiness and fulfillment. He
concludes that we have to gain experience in living a life informed by an accurate
conception of the human telos in order to appreciate the point of the virtues (WJ, 109-
10; TRV, 15). But if we can only fully appreciate their point after we have acquired
the virtues, then it is not clear why we would be initially motivated to perform
virtuous acts, or even to try to learn to judge what a genuinely virtuous person would
do if they were in our shoes. MacIntyre sums up the epistemological and motiva-
tional Catch-22 of Aristotelian moral education in this way: “We cannot judge and
act rightly unless we aim at what is in fact good; we cannot aim at what is good except
on the basis of experience of right judgment and action” (WJ, 118; TRV, 19, 63).

MACINTYRE’S RESPONSE:
THE DIALECTIC OF THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL MORAL ENQUIRY

MacIntyre claims that the appearance of vicious circularity in Aristotelian
moral education disappears when we take a closer look at how we could develop our
capacity for sound practical judgment. To substantiate his claim, MacIntyre de-
scribes the educational process through which we might gain the capacity to know
and do what the virtue of justice requires in particular circumstances. We would
begin by following specific injunctions or precepts that define just conduct in
relatively straightforward situations. A respected teacher, representing the accumu-
lated wisdom of one or another tradition, would provide us both with the rules to
follow and with the inspiration to follow them (WJ, 114, 194; TRV, 63, 130). These
initial efforts to observe rules of just behavior would represent opportunities for two
complementary kinds of learning, for through practical experience we can develop
accurate perception of the relevant features of particular contexts, and in reflection
upon practical experience we can formulate general principles of just behavior. The
result? According to MacIntyre, learning to articulate principles of justice would not
only enable us to appreciate the reasoning behind the rules we have followed, but
would also help us to discern what justice requires in situations too complex for the
simple application of rules. “So the order of learning is such that we first have to learn
in certain initial situations what is always enjoined or always prohibited, in order that
later we may become able to extrapolate in a non-rule-governed way to other types
of situations in which what courage or justice or truthfulness, together with
prudence, demand is more than conformity to the universal rule.”5 MacIntyre’s
response to the Catch-22 of Aristotelian moral education is thus to propose that we
can become genuinely virtuous through a dialectic of theoretical reflection and
practical experience: “In developing both our conception of the good and the habit
of right judgment and action — and neither can be adequately developed without the
other — we gradually learn to correct each in the light of the other, moving
dialectically between them” (WJ, 118; TRV, 128-30).

The problem with MacIntyre’s response is this. In order to become genuinely
virtuous through a dialectic of reflection and action, we need to be able to recognize
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when our practical judgments are sound. Specifically, if we are to evaluate principles
of justice or theoretical conceptions of the good life with reference to the outcomes
of our judgments and actions, then we must have some way of knowing when we
have judged and acted as a genuinely virtuous person would. In the case of
MacIntyre’s example, unless we are able to recognize when our decisions and
actions are genuinely just, our life experiences provide no grounds to assess the
principles and theories of justice that inform our practical judgments.

MacIntyre does allow that the principles formulated in theoretical moral
enquiry are open to revision in the light of inadequacies revealed through the
experience of living out the practical implications of those commitments (WJ, 85;
TRV, 95-6, 129). Indeed, he allows that people with life experience can make sound
judgments prior to and independently of philosophical reflection, for MacIntyre
cites with apparent approval Aristotle’s observation that practical judgments based
only upon experience with particulars are often more accurate than those informed
only by philosophical theories (WJ, 92).6 However, while MacIntyre does refer to
a kind of knowledge of the goodness of genuinely virtuous actions that comes from
experience, he never describes how this knowledge is acquired or in what it consists
(AV, 178-9). MacIntyre frequently explains how theoretical reflection can serve to
remedy the deficiencies of practical knowledge, but nowhere does he illustrate how
experienced practitioners of virtue are able to compensate for the limitations of
general moral principles (WJ, 117).7 It is ironic that, although the development of
sound practical judgment is a key feature of MacIntyre’s ethics of virtue, how people
can learn from experience to progress beyond rule-following is left an unexplored
mystery in his work (WJ, 93, 95-96; TRV, 139).8 In short, MacIntyre fails to explain
how we can learn to become genuinely virtuous because he fails to supply an
adequate account of the experiential side of the theory-practice dialectic in moral
education.

INTRINSIC GOODNESS AND THE VIRTUES

 MacIntyre’s inability to explain how we can recognize genuinely virtuous acts
is directly related to his inability to explain the sense in which virtuous acts are
intrinsically good — that is, properly valued for their own sake as well as for their
contribution to human fulfillment. Aristotle can be read as defining the human telos
as an entire life in which our innate potentials are actualized in various kinds of
activities, in which the end or good is the activity itself and not some outcome distinct
from the exercise of our capacities.9 In other words, because the various kinds of
virtuous acts are understood within Aristotle’s teleological scheme as the perfec-
tions of the various potentials of a biologically-given human nature, virtuous acts are
necessary components of the best human life by definition. In this Aristotelian view,
then, virtuous feeling and conduct is correctly desired for its own sake in part
because the life of happiness and fulfillment that we all desire is precisely the life
of virtuous activity.10

Aristotle’s view of the good life can be contrasted with that of Thomas Aquinas,
who saw perfect happiness and fulfillment as something only achievable “outside
and beyond this present life.” In this Thomistic view, the virtues are understood
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instrumentally as the means to attaining the human telos. Consequently, once
MacIntyre opts for Aquinas’s over Aristotle’s conception of the final end of human
life, it is no longer clear in what sense — if any — he can affirm that virtuous acts
are properly desired or valued for their own sake. This represents a problem for his
ethics of virtue because, on the one hand, MacIntyre wishes to maintain the
Aristotelian position that part of what makes genuinely virtuous people virtuous is
that they perform just and brave and generous acts out of love of justice and courage
and generosity for their own sake and not just for the sake of their consequences (AV,
150, 198; WJ, 112-3). On the other hand, however, MacIntyre almost invariably
describes the goodness of the virtues in instrumental terms, as human qualities and
capacities that are desirable because they are necessary to success in our quest for
our final good (AV, 144, 219, 223, 233; WJ, 122, 194; TRV, 62, 130, 140). The result
is an unresolved tension within MacIntyre’s ethics between understanding virtuous
action as a means and understanding it as also an end-in-itself.

INTRINSIC GOODNESS AND THE FINAL  END OF HUMAN LIFE

The contradictions among MacIntyre’s references to the goodness of the virtues
are symptomatic of a more basic problem internal to his ethics. This basic problem
comes to light when we consider the broader question of what it could mean to say
that an end or action is intrinsically good, in the sense of being correctly desired or
valued for its own sake. Now, in MacIntyre’s scheme of beliefs, the final end of
human life is the paradigm of intrinsic goodness because it is by definition the only
end of human action that is desired purely for itself and not also desired for the sake
of some other good. This suggests that MacIntyre’s general understanding of the
nature of intrinsic goodness can be sought in his answer to the question: “In what
sense is the final end of human life correctly desired for its own sake?”

In explaining why realization of the human telos is correctly desired for its own
sake — and not just for the fulfillment it affords or for the sake of its part in some
divine scheme — MacIntyre, like Aquinas, follows Augustine. The Augustinian-
Thomistic conception of the final end of human life is similar to Aristotle’s in
holding that realization of the human telos affords complete satisfaction of human
desire because it is a realization of what is intrinsically good. The Augustinian-
Thomistic view adds the important point that realization of what is intrinsically good
satisfies human desire completely because the good — that which in itself merits
being desired — is what humans long for most deeply.11 And, finally, the Augustin-
ian-Thomistic view is similar to Aristotle’s in holding that there is a supreme good,
the experience of which fully illuminates the intrinsic goodness of particular
virtuous acts.12 In Augustine’s Christianized neo-Platonism, the perfect good that all
humans desire — the Being, Truth, and Goodness that is the ground of all particular
objects, truths, and goods — is God (WJ, 173-74; TRV, 26, 122).13 MacIntyre is thus
committed to the belief that we will only fully appreciate why the human telos is
correctly desired for its own sake when we achieve knowledge of the goodness of
God: “that divine goodness by reference to which alone, in Augustine’s Platonic
terms, the unity underlying and ordering the range of uses and applications of the
concept of good can be discovered” (WJ, 178; TRV, 137-38, 154).14 For MacIntyre,
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then, it is in contemplation of the divine nature that our quest for the good attains its
final end.

Everyone desires perfect happiness, and everyone has as the true end of their nature, that for
the sake of which they move towards all other goods in the way that they do, the goodness
of God. This latter movement toward their final cause human beings share with all other
created beings, but nonrational beings cannot of course know or acknowledge this about
themselves. Human beings can and before Adam’s fall did. In their present state they often
do not recognize, what nonetheless they possess all the means for recognizing, if only they
would attend to them, that in being moved by a love for their own good, they are being moved
by a love of and desire for God (WJ, 192).

In what does divine goodness consist and how is it known? How does
knowledge of God’s goodness help us learn to love virtue for its own sake?
MacIntyre provides us with some idea of his thoughts on these questions when he
states that we are not capable of self-education “into the virtues” until our pride has
been transformed into charity (caritas) by God’s gift of grace (WJ, 205, 182; TRV,
84, 91-92).  This suggestion that the apprehension of intrinsic goodness is internal
to the life of faith is consistent with MacIntyre’s claim that we must experience
genuinely virtuous activity in order to appreciate why virtuous acts are properly
done for their own sake (WJ, 106, 109-10, 177-80).  Unfortunately, however,
MacIntyre does not describe the transformation that enables us to be charitable and
so genuinely virtuous, or the apprehension of divine goodness that comes from
learning to love God “more and more,” or the knowledge of the virtues that is made
possible by God’s gift of grace. Because he says very little about the specifically
Christian component of his ethics of virtue, MacIntyre’s account of how we can
become genuinely virtuous is radically incomplete. I can only guess at what it could
mean within his moral theory to speak of God as supremely good, and at how
contemplating the divine nature would fully illuminate the intrinsic goodness of the
virtues.15

PRACTICAL KNOWLEDGE OF GOODNESS AND THE QUALITY  OF HUMAN EXPERIENCE

I have claimed that MacIntyre’s failure to explain how we can recognize
genuinely virtuous acts is directly related to his lack of an account of intrinsic moral
goodness and particularly of the sense in which virtuous acts are correctly desired
for their own sake. What is the link? In my eyes, both reflect a subordination of
practical to theoretical knowledge that MacIntyre inherits from Thomism. Consider
the case of an apprentice to the healing arts who learns from experience to recognize
that such and such specific treatments will cure people of such and such particular
ailments. In Thomistic terms, that apprentice has practical knowledge of particulars
but as yet lacks the understanding of causes that theoretical knowledge would
supply: why and not just that those kinds of treatments will restore people to health.
Within the Thomistic tradition, it is only such an understanding of causes that is
considered knowledge (episteme, scientia) in the full sense of the term.16 Accord-
ingly, with regard to the question of why the virtues should be valued as ends and not
only as means, MacIntyre seems to be looking for a moral theory to supply the
answer.

It is conceivable that theoretical reflection could supply an answer to the
question of why virtue is properly desired for its own sake if knowledge of the good
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was understood to consist simply in a representation of the intelligible order of the
cosmos. As medical science can provide an explanation of why certain treatments
are effective and others are not, so moral theory would provide an explanation, in the
form of a classification of the human species and its final cause, of why certain kinds
of activity satisfy human desire and others lead us to frustration. However, to
establish on teleological grounds that a life of just and generous and brave acts will
satisfy human desire does not explain why a genuinely virtuous person loves justice
and generosity and courage for their own sake. Given that MacIntyre presents sound
practical judgment as resulting only from a life of faith infused with caritas (charity),
I would expect that becoming able to appreciate the intrinsic goodness of virtuous
acts would be more like coming to appreciate why good health is desired for its own
sake than like coming to understand the causes and remedies of disease. What I want
to suggest by this analogy is that MacIntyre, in fixing his attention upon moral
theory, is looking for knowledge of moral goodness in all the wrong places.

For a sense of how we could come to value just and generous and brave acts for
their own sake, we would do well to take a closer look at what Aristotle says about
the life of ultimate happiness and fulfillment. Aristotle holds the life of virtuous
activity to be good, not just in the sense of completely satisfying desire, but also in
the sense of actualizing what is intrinsically good.17 Specifically, he characterizes
the good life as consisting of virtuous acts that by nature merit being performed for
their own sake because they are inherently “noble and fine.” Indeed, it is precisely
because just and generous and brave deeds are inherently noble and fine that
Aristotle maintains that they are properly valued for their own sake and only
incidentally for their consequences.18

How can we recognize when our acts embody what is inherently noble and fine?
If I interpret Aristotle correctly, it is with reference to the quality of our experience
that we can differentiate what is intrinsically good from what is only pleasant or
useful. The term that Aristotle uses to characterize genuinely virtuous activity is
kalon (noble and fine).19 According to Joseph Owens, kalon is the neuter form of
kalos, meaning beautiful, precisely because people in Aristotle’s day named as
noble or fine what they experienced as inherently and profoundly pleasing or
appealing.20 Furthermore, and most significantly in this context, Owens argues
Aristotle uses kalon to indicate a moral kind of goodness precisely because part of
perceiving something to be noble or fine is experiencing it as intrinsically compel-
ling: “In its own way it prescribes fulfillment. It presents itself as something that
ought to be done.”

That genuinely virtuous acts are recognized by the quality of human response
is implicit in the traditional affiliation between the good and the beautiful, between
moral and aesthetic perception. It is also implied in Aristotle’s position that the acts
of the person of good character are the best measure of what is inherently noble and
fine, for to have good character is to have feelings “at the right times on the right
grounds towards the right people for the right motive and in the right way.”21 It is for
this reason that the cultivation of dispositions to feel as well as act correctly is so
important within Aristotle’s ethics.22 It is also why Aristotle holds that genuinely
virtuous people can be recognized according to whether or not they take pleasure in
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what is “pleasant by nature”23 and why moral arguments will have no effect upon
those unfortunate souls who, through lack of proper education, “have not even a
conception of what is noble and truly pleasant, since they have never tasted it.” 24

To propose that it is with reference to the quality of our experiences that we can
recognize genuinely virtuous action provides no immediate escape from moral
education’s Catch-22. The problem is that we can only trust our perceptions of what
is inherently noble and fine to the extent that we are persons of good character.
However, we cannot know which actions to perform to develop good character
unless we know when to trust our feelings! How can we learn to recognize when we
are experiencing as pleasant what is truly “pleasant by nature?” Aristotle provides
no easy answers to such questions.25 This could be because, as MacIntyre’s own
reference to the central role of caritas in human development suggests, answers to
such questions are not easily available.

In sum, MacIntyre proposes that we can become genuinely virtuous through a
dialectical educational process in which theoretical reflection and practical experi-
ence play complementary roles. However, his characterization of this theory-
practice dialectic is incomplete in lacking an account of the kind of experiential
knowledge of intrinsic goodness that comes from striving to do what the genuinely
virtuous person would do. MacIntyre focuses his attention upon acquiring theoreti-
cal knowledge of the proper end of human life, but on his own account developing
the capacity for sound practical judgment depends at least as much upon having the
right kinds of firsthand experience. In particular, in order to appreciate why the life
of virtue is its own reward, we must come to appreciate through our own attempts
to live virtuously what it could mean to have feelings “at the right times on the right
grounds towards the right people for the right motive and in the right way.”26 How
we might characterize the experiential side of the theory-practice dialectic in moral
enquiry requires more space to explore than I have available here. What I think we
can conclude is that an adequate conceptual framework for a genuinely Aristotelian
moral education would require more attention to the quality of human experience
than is found in MacIntyre’s ethics of virtue.
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