Aristotle’s Aesthetic Ethics

                                      
   We all want something beautiful…

                                                                  Man I wish I was beautiful.









     -Counting Crows, “Mr.  Jones”                   

What do we long for when we see beauty?
                                              To be beautiful.







                 -Nietzsche 

Introduction

There has been increasing interest in recent years in so-called “virtue” theories in ethics.  This trend is usually traced back to an influential article published by G.E.M. Anscombe in 1958.
  In it she argued that the concept of ‘moral duty,’ which was at the time—and still is—central to discussions of ethics, was descended from a philosophical framework which had long been abandoned.  In particular, the idea of moral duty came from the Judeo-Christian idea of morality involving laws promulgated by a divine law giver.  Outside of this context, she claimed, moral duty lacked any coherent sense and had better be jettisoned in favor of talk of virtues.  This basic line of thought was given fuller expression in Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue in the early eighties and there is now an impressive group of thinkers working on or advocating some form of virtue ethics.


Given the dominance in ethics of utilitarian and deontological theories, the question naturally has arisen whether virtue ethics really constitutes a third alternative in the field or is rather able to be accommodated within the confines of one of the other two.  A utilitarian, for instance, can speak of a virtuous person as someone who tends to act in the way that brings about the greatest good for the greatest number.  Similarly, a Kantian could describe the virtuous agent as one who tends to act upon those maxims which can be made suitably universal.  In both these cases what makes actions right has nothing to do with the concept of virtue, since it can be identified independently of the virtuous agent.  If we think the main point of an ethical theory is that it guide action by telling us what we morally ought to do in a given situation, it will appear as though the notion of virtue is not adding anything.

This would be a hasty assessment, however.  The standard way of defining the right for a virtue theorist is to say the right action is whatever the virtuous person would do in the circumstances.  Notice, however, there are two ways to understand this claim. On the one hand it could function merely as a sort of heuristic device.  On this interpretation finding out what the virtuous person would do is an especially reliable way of discovering what is right to do.  This is the sense exploited by the Kantian and utilitarian above.  The other way to see it is as a claim about what makes actions right.  In this case the act is right because the virtuous agent would do it, not the other way around.  If this is what is intended, then the concept of a virtue is an ineliminable one and we appear to have the makings of an option distinct from either utilitarian or deontological theories.  Michael Slote develops a view of this kind and calls the explanatory priority of the virtuous person “agent basing.”
 

We need not go in this direction, however, in order for virtue theories to present a distinct alternative.  What we have said so far has been narrowly focused upon action guidance, yet it is part of the attraction of virtue theories that they bring into play certain features of morality this narrow gaze overlooks.  In particular, to be attentive to the virtues is to be concerned not only with the overt actions of the agent but also with her character.  Even if it is the case that the virtuous agent tends to act in ways which can be specified in terms of their utility or by some other means, being virtuous is not simply a matter of a tendency.  Rather, what it is to be virtuous is to have a certain kind of character that explains the tendency.  Virtuous people not only act the right way, but do so for the right reasons and with the proper accompanying emotions.
 

If we are concerned only with action guidance we tend to lose sight of these other elements.  This is especially true for the utilitarian since it does not seem to matter what is going on internally as long as what I do produces the best results.  In contrast, for the virtue theorist, what is going on internally is a crucial determinant of whether I act rightly.
 One way to capture this difference is to say the virtue theorist is concerned about what it is that moves a person to do what he does.  In other words, the concern is with the agent’s motives.

What is the motive of the virtuous agent?  This is of course going to depend upon the particular account of virtue in question, but we are going to look specifically at Aristotle.  This is an obvious choice in light of the dominant influence his views exercise upon current thinking in this area.  Moreover, he gives us an account that is not agent-based in Slote’s sense and thus one where the right action can be described in terms independent of virtue.  This will give us a nice case to demonstrate part of the uniqueness of a virtue ethic since it is theories of this kind which are most susceptible to the charge of redundancy.  It turns out it is not a straightforward matter to identify the motive of the virtuous agent in Aristotle’s ethics, though with a little effort I think we can reach a satisfactory answer.  It will be necessary to do so in three stages.  First, I will come to the relatively uncontroversial conclusion that the virtuous person acts for the sake of the noble.  Since it will not yet be clear exactly what the noble is, the second stage will be to describe it.  Here I will enter onto more contested ground by following certain recent philosophers in arguing Kant and Aristotle are actually rather close together in a certain respect.  Nevertheless, I will end by arguing Aristotle parts company with Kant (and for that matter with utilitarians as well) by advocating an ethics of aesthetics as opposed to one of calculation.
 

The Motive of Aristotle’s Virtuous Agent


As I claimed above, the virtuous agent is not simply the person who tends to act in certain characteristic ways.  The actions must emanate from an agent possessing a specific kind of character.  Aristotle lays down three criteria an agent must meet in order to count as doing something virtuously.
  To begin with, he must understand what it is he is doing.  Someone who gives a thirsty person a soda with quinine when she really intended to serve a soda with strychnine (a deadly poison) will not turn out to have done a virtuous act.  Second, his action must result from a fixed character.  Thus, if I decide to be kind today even though I am usually not, my temporary kindness does not count as virtue.  Finally, the agent must choose the act in question “for its own sake.” In other words, he will not choose to be honest because he will be thought better of by his peers, but because he sees something intrinsically good about being honest.  This last criterion is the most important for my present purposes since it directly addresses the motive involved.  For Aristotle it seems the agent is not to be motivated by considerations of what benefits he might obtain from performing the action, but simply by the desire to do the action for its own sake.  At first blush, this is not very illuminating.


Things are clarified somewhat by Aristotle’s claim elsewhere that the virtuous agent chooses to act virtuously for the sake of eudaimonia, or, as it is usually rendered, happiness.
 It makes sense to say that someone behaves virtuously in order to obtain happiness, since we typically take it as unproblematic that happiness is something people are motivated to pursue.  The problem here, though, is that there seems to be an inconsistency in Aristotle’s thinking, for we might wonder, which is it?  Does the virtuous person act for the sake of the action itself, or for the sake of happiness?


The solution to this apparent difficultly is provided by understanding Aristotle’s specific characterization of ‘happiness.’  One of the reasons the word is not a perfect translation of the Greek is that we tend to think of happiness as a psychological state one is in, or even as a sensation of some kind.  If this were Aristotle’s view, he would indeed seem to have an inconsistency since virtuous actions could either be chosen as means to such a state or for their own sake, but not both.  This is not, however, Aristotle’s sense of the term.


For Aristotle, happiness is a broader notion describing how one is doing in life as a whole.  ‘Doing’ is an apt word here since happiness is understood in terms of activity.
 Hence happiness is not an end result or product of certain activities; rather, it just consists in those activities.  Aristotle would say, for example, participating in a loving family does not give a person happiness, it is part of happiness.  With this understanding in mind, we can see how an agent can act both for the sake of the action and also for the sake of happiness: This is possible in those cases where the action itself is in part constitutive of happiness.
 In a similar way I can buy an expensive putter both for the sake of putting better and for the sake of golfing better since the former is an element of the latter.


There is a related problem in Aristotle.  In addition to saying the virtuous agent acts for the sake of the action itself and for the sake of happiness, he also says all virtuous action is done for the sake of the kalon.
  A little later on we will turn to the question of what this word conveys, but for now it will suffice to translate it as ‘noble.’
 If, as Aristotle says, virtuous agents act for the sake of the noble and also act for the sake of happiness, then something similar to what was said above will also apply here: noble actions must be the sort of actions in which happiness partly consists.  This leaves room for a question: are there elements of happiness other than virtuous action?  Aristotle’s answer is “yes.” He allows that while happiness essentially consists in virtuous activity, there are certain material conditions which, if not met, make it very difficult to participate in this activity.  He suggests “it is impossible, or not easy, to do noble acts without the proper equipment.”
 

If this is so, one might expect the possibility of a conflict between the desire to do the noble thing and the desire to maintain the conditions of noble activity in general.  The context in which this problem most clearly arises is in connection with the virtue of courage.  This is because in situations calling for courage one often risks life and limb, which would certainly seem to threaten the possibility of future noble activity.  Kelly Rogers dispels the worry here by pointing out that the person faced with a situation in which courage is called for is not presented with the alternatives of doing the noble thing and perhaps dying, or doing a disgraceful thing and maintaining the conditions for happiness.  This is because of what she sees as a tight connection between an agent’s self-respect and the possibility of happiness.  Someone who fled from danger when courage was required would not thereafter be able to live with herself for having done so, and so the very thing she had hoped to maintain would become worthless.  For the virtuous person, life is not worth having at the price of shameful behavior.  Rogers says of the material conditions of happiness that, “…the ability of such goods to contribute to a person’s happiness is contingent upon whether they are acquired and maintained in the context of a virtuous life.”
 This thought is fairly intuitive: a good poor person may perhaps think his life would be happier with more money, but he would not really be happy if he got it by dishonest means. 

Of the three ends of action Aristotle attributes to the virtuous agent—for the sake of the action itself, for happiness, and for the noble—the last would seem to be the most important.  This is because—as we have seen—the action itself is undertaken as a constituent of happiness, and happiness is a somewhat formal concept lacking in definite content.
 With the noble, however, we can expect something more determinate which will tell us what kinds of actions the virtuous consider constitutive of happiness.  How does Aristotle describe the noble?

A preliminary description of the noble

Kelly Rogers points out that Aristotle is unfortunately not explicit about what he has in mind.
 He does make clear, however, that nobility is a quality of the actions virtuous persons select: “Now virtuous actions are noble and done for the sake of the noble.”
 As it turns out, Aristotle attributes various other characteristics to these virtuous activities in addition to their nobility, and attention to these will allow us to see how he understands the noble.  For the moment, I am going to briefly give the characterization Rogers sketches, though further on I will return to give a slightly different view.

For Rogers, the noble in the first place has to do with order.
 The virtuous person has a soul that is in the proper order (in the Platonic sense) and chooses actions that are in accord with the mean.
  The mean falls between two vices and so demonstrates a sense of proportion, in that to hit the mean is to show just the right amount of courage, for example.  Another idea bound up with the noble is fittingness, or appropriateness.  This is suggested by Aristotle’s statement that the virtuous agent does acts in the right way, at the right times, towards the right people, and with the right accompanying emotions.
 The term also connotes a certain aesthetic quality, such that “the good man’s enjoyment of kala [is] akin to the musician’s pleasure at hearing beautiful (kalois) melodies.”
 Finally, the noble represents excellence in performing one’s function.
 For Aristotle, the virtue of something is given in terms of that thing’s function: “For just as for a flute-player, a sculptor, or any artist, and in general, for all things that have a function or activity, the good and the ‘well’ is thought to reside in the function, so would it seem to be for man, if he has a function.”
 

All this might seem to have brought us no further.  We wanted to know what the noble is and have been told it is the fitting, the orderly, the harmonious, and the functional.  We do not have here a formula we can employ for choosing actions.  What actions are fitting, orderly, etc., is just what we want to know.  However, we have at least a formal specification of the actions the virtuous agent chooses.  The virtuous agent chooses the actions she does because they have a certain shape, or form.  Thus to act “for the sake of the noble” is to engage in certain actions because of the structure they exhibit.  This is starting to sound a bit like Kant.

Kant and Aristotle
This is a somewhat surprising result inasmuch as Aristotle is often thought to provide a stark contrast with the Kantian ethics, which is typically drawn explicitly in terms of the reasons the morally praiseworthy individual does what he does.  The image people often have in mind is of Kant—grudgingly, coldly, with teeth clenched—doing what duty requires, and Aristotle gladly doing the virtuous thing out of a genuine disposition towards goodness.  However, as some recent work has shown, this is a caricature.  The reality is more complex with the two thinkers being quite a bit closer together in their views. 

Rosalind Hursthouse suggests this misconception is founded upon a certain notorious passage in Kant that concerns the feelings of individuals engaged in charity.
 In the passage in question, Kant compares the moral worth of charitable actions done for different reasons. The person who merely acts from an inclination to help others, and finds “an inner satisfaction in spreading joy” lacks moral worth, even though the things he does are admittedly good in themselves.
  On the other hand, this same person, if brought low by misfortune such that he no longer has any joy in life, does the same things as before but now out of a sense of duty instead of inclination, “then for the first time his action has genuine moral worth.”
 On the face of it, this is in exact opposition to Aristotle.  For he says, “The man who does not rejoice in noble actions is not even good; since no one would call a man just who did not enjoy acting justly, nor any man liberal who did not enjoy liberal actions; and similarly in all other cases.”
 For Aristotle the man who does his duty in spite of his feelings is merely continent, a state less praiseworthy than full virtue.  

As I said, this is merely on the face of it.  The two accounts move closer together upon further inspection.  We can see how by considering what Kant has in mind with the agent who just acts charitably from inclination.  He compares this with the inclination for honor which he says might be “fortunate enough to hit on something beneficial and right and consequently honorable.”
 The implication that an inclination for honor would lead to it only by luck suggests the person who acts from inclination is fundamentally unreflective.  The reflective individual who desires honor does not hit on things which are beneficial and right, she is able to recognize them and choose them.  The agent who is charitable solely through inclination is likewise unreflective and so likely to go wrong when trying to spread happiness.
 Actually benefiting others often takes careful thinking about what is in their best interests.  To engage in this sort of thought is to aim for the other person’s good, and the actions that follow from it are not mere inclination but reflective responses to a conception of the good for that person.  Even though we may not yet be ready to call him fully virtuous, the agent who acts from reflection upon what is good does in fact seem morally superior to the person who is simply doing what he feels like.

If this is the sort of individual Kant has in mind when he speaks of merely acting from inclination, then we can see the comparison with Aristotle was not quite correct.  This individual is not like Aristotle’s virtuous agent.  In fact, Hursthouse claims Aristotle has something similar to say about the person who acts from inclination in this sense.  He says of the virtues: “For both children and brutes have the natural dispositions to these qualities, but without reason these are evidently hurtful…if a man once acquires reason, that makes a difference in action; and his state, while still like what it was, will then be virtue in the strict sense.”
 Thus Kant’s agent who is charitable from inclination turns out to be less than morally praiseworthy for Aristotle as well.

Now upon close inspection, I do not think this reading of the comparison is correct, either.  The agent who acts from mere inclination in Kant’s sense is not the agent the above passage from Aristotle is referring to.  The transition from a state of “natural virtue” to full virtue is quite distinct from a move from an agent who acts from mere inclination to one whose actions have moral worth.  For Kant this latter transition involves coming to act on the basis of a higher and more reflective principle.  Acts which possess moral value are those done from a recognition of their shape as universal maxims.  The transition essentially involves coming to see certain actions in a very different light.  For Aristotle, the transition between natural and full virtue involves simply better seeing how to bring these actions about.  The word which is above translated “reason” is the word vous, which Aristotle defines earlier as an “immediate perception of particulars.”
 In addition he uses phronesis almost interchangeably with vous in the text following the passage cited above.
 Phronesis is practical wisdom, which Aristotle makes clear is the ability to deploy the proper means in pursuit of the end which is discovered by virtue.
 Thus the naturally and fully virtuous persons both grasp the right end, but the latter is the one who is able to pursue it effectively.  Natural virtue and mere inclination are therefore not analogous states, and this text in book six of the ethics which both Korsgaard and Hursthouse rely upon to demonstrate the areas of agreement between Kant and Aristotle ill serves that purpose.
    

Leaving aside this criticism of Hursthouse and Korsgaard, they do seem correct to say that for both Kant and Aristotle the most morally praiseworthy individual is the reflective one, who does what he does not merely from inclination, but in accordance with reason.  There is an important difference between the two that has to do with the emotions, but we will address it later.  For the moment I want to see how far we can press their similarity.  If reason is playing an important role for both, is it the same role?  Christine Korsgaard claims Kant and Aristotle share the view that “reason gives us the capacity to stand back, form a view of this course of action as a whole, and make a judgment about its goodness.”
 For Aristotle, this goodness is going to consist in the action’s nobility, which we said above has to do with its form.  Now for Kant the goodness of an action also has to do with its form.  In particular it is the form of a maxim which could be willed a universal law. For Korsgaard these two conceptions are quite close together:

Now I want to raise some question about how far this comparison can be pushed. To act from duty, as we have seen, is to do an action because you think its maxim has the form of a law, that it is intrinsically right or good. Aristotle, by contrast, does not tell us much about which property of an action it is that “nobility” names…Still, it does seem natural to identify an action’s nobility with the fact that it is in accordance with the orthos logos, the right reason. Its being in accordance with the orthos logos is what makes it intrinsically right, and it is to this intrinsic rightness that the virtuous person responds. If this is right, a noble action, like a good-willed action, is one that embodies a principle of reason.

This makes it sound as though the Kantian and Aristotelian agent alike stand back from a situation and employ their reason concerning its form.  Is this what the virtuous agent sees:  Something formal which embodies a principle of reason like universalizability?  I want to argue it is not.  The virtuous agent steps back and sees, not the embodiment of a principle of reason, but an instance of aesthetic perfection.  He is moved not by the reasonableness of the act, but by its beauty.  The noble is fundamentally an aesthetic concept.  By this I mean it is a matter of perception, and not one of calculation.

To kalon as an aesthetic concept
What is the basis for this claim?  To begin with, there is an etymological reason to stress the aesthetic nature of the kalon.
  As Rogers points out, “’Beautiful’ was the primary literal meaning of kalon in Aristotle’s day.”
 A related meaning (which Rogers also notes) has to do with a thing serving its function well.  A bow which is kalon will be one that shoots arrows straight and far.  We could capture this idea in two distinct ways: We might say kalon, in addition to meaning ‘beautiful,’ also means ‘functioning excellently.’ Alternatively, we could say things which are functioning excellently are described as kalon because functioning excellently is beautiful.  I think the latter sense is more intuitive.  We could, for example, think of the pleasure felt in watching a steam engine running smoothly: there is something aesthetically satisfying in observing machinery in operation.  Another example can be found in athletics.  A point guard who performs his function well on the basketball court is for that reason aesthetically pleasurable to watch.  If he performs poorly, this aesthetic pleasure is lost.  I would also add to these examples the etymological point that two species of thing which go by the same term are likely to be closely related in some way.  In this case a relation of some kind is not in dispute, but as these examples make clear, I think the relation is the very close one of species to genus.  Thus the functionally excellent is a sub-class of the beautiful. 

Rogers also notices that Aristotle does not define the term, and suggests the reason why is that, “He may have felt confident that his audience would regard the meaning of the kalon as sufficiently obvious.”
 If this is so, we are not to understand Aristotle as introducing a new technical term, but rather as using a common term with the sense typically attributed to it.  Further weight is given to this suggestion by the likelihood that the Nicomachean Ethics was written for a general audience.
 


What about the term’s usage in the actual text?  Even though Aristotle does not give specific information about what property the kalon identifies, he does tell us a little about how the virtuous person detects the kalon.  We will look at three key examples.  First, he says of particular cases of virtuous action, “…for they do not fall under any art or precept, but the agents themselves must in each case consider what is appropriate to the occasion, as happens also in the art of medicine or of navigation.”
 A little further on when discussing how close the virtuous agent must stick to the mean he says, “But up to what point and to what extent a man must deviate before he becomes blameworthy it is not easy to determine by reasoning, any more than anything else that is perceived by the senses; such things depend on particular facts, and the decision rests with perception.”
 In these two passages Aristotle claims that those actions which are proper for a virtuous person—in other words which actions are noble—cannot be determined by any sort of rule, in the way, for example, a carpenter could figure out the thickness of lumber appropriate to a given span.  Rather, discovering the right action is a matter of perception for in the second passage the issue is when a man becomes blameworthy, but to be blameworthy is to have done something ignoble.  Thus our judgment in this matter depends upon our ability to discern the noble and the base, and as Aristotle says this is “perceived by the senses.” Seeing that an action is kalon is more akin to seeing that a painting is ugly than seeing that an equation is incorrect.  Finally, Aristotle says of the person who displays the virtue of magnificence, “The magnificent man is like an artist: for he can see what is fitting and spend large sums tastefully.”
 The artist is someone who can see how to produce beauty.  Similarly, the magnificent man is able to see which thing is fitting. The fitting is kalon.


Terence Irwin considers briefly and rejects an aesthetic interpretation of the kalon.
 After sketching some reasons which might lead one to accept it, he poses the question of what features of a situation a virtuous agent is responding to when she sees it as kalon.  He says there are two possible answers: On the one hand we could simply assert there is nothing more to be said, that the notion of kalon is not reducible to other properties.  Alternatively, we could go on to identify the features the virtuous person identifies in the guise of the kalon.
  Irwin calls the first option “a counsel of last resort,” and suggests we can in fact discover in Aristotle the identification of the property which makes a thing kalon.
 He argues those actions are kalon which are done for the common good.
 


Kelley Rogers makes a nice case for rejecting Irwin’s reading of Aristotle.  The key mistake Irwin makes, according to Rogers, is to conflate the outcome of noble actions with the properties that make them noble.  It is true that Aristotle in places says such actions benefit others, but this is quite different from saying that is what makes them noble, or that the virtuous agent acts upon that consideration.
 I think Rogers is convincing, but even if she were not, it is not clear Irwin provides an alternative to an aesthetic view of ethics.  If actions are noble because they contribute to the common good, one may wonder: what is so special about the common good?  We could reply in Aristotelian fashion that the virtuous agent just sees that the common good is worthy of pursuit, but we could then again raise Irwin’s question: What does the virtuous agent see in the common good that makes it worthy of pursuit?  We have the same two possibilities and so a regress begins which can only come to a stop when and if we reach some moral bedrock.  But what will this look like?  It will be some feature of actions or things which just is right, or just is morally important.  Perhaps an example would be that causing suffering for the sake of one’s amusement just is wrong.  There is really nothing further to say about it: if one does not see this he is outside the pale of moral discourse.
 Perhaps Irwin’s discomfort is caused by Aristotle finding his bedrock intuitions a little closer to the surface than we are used to.


I want to briefly address one other challenger to the conception of the kalon which I have been advocating.  Joseph Owens argues that, while the original meaning of the term is indeed ‘beauty,’ the best translation of the term when used in Aristotle’s ethics is ‘right.’
 Thus he moves the sense away from any clear connection with beauty and towards a terminology more at home in Kant or Moore.  It seems to me his argument rests upon two important considerations.  First, he asserts that the term kalon in the ethics is “found regularly for what we would be inclined to call the morally good.”
 He goes on to point out that for us a thing’s being morally good is quite distinct from its being beautiful.  He concludes we need a term distinct from ‘beauty’ to capture this corresponding difference.  The second consideration is the difference in the attractive natures of beauty and the right:

Yet the nature of the attractiveness and appeal becomes in one respect notably different from that of aesthetic beauty.  Aesthetic beauty invites contemplation and enjoyment and may incite the artist to create more of it.  But it does not require that you enjoy or create it, at least just as it stands in itself.  On the contrary, the right thing, by the very fact that it is right, means that you ought to do it.




The upshot here is that beauty cannot be what we are concerned with in ethics since it does not exercise the right sort of attraction upon us.


Both of these challenges can be answered.  The problem with his first point is that it begs the question.  In essence he argues the following: “Aristotle cannot mean simply “beauty” when using kalon because he uses this same word to talk about things which are very different from each other: namely, beauty and moral rightness.”  My suggestion is that for Aristotle these two things are not very different.  The kinds of actions we would call “morally right” are simply a species of the genus beauty.  The second objection Owens raises will receive a more thorough treatment below so I will simply state my answer and put off its defense.  It is indeed true that a morally right action exerts a sort of attraction upon us that a beautiful painting does not, but I will suggest that the force of the attraction of morality comes from our desire to be beautiful.  Morally right actions contribute to an inner beauty which holds a very strong attraction for us indeed.


To sum up what I take to be Aristotle’s position then, the virtuous agent does not calculate what the kalon thing is; rather, he sees it.  The form all kalon actions share, then, is not something grasped with the mind, but, so to speak, with the heart.  The virtuous agent acts for the sake of the beautiful.
 Now someone might wonder where practical reason fits into this account.  It is, after all, Aristotle’s discussion of it that leads Korsgaard to see the virtuous agent acting upon a form that is discovered by reason, not the senses.  Practical reason does indeed have a role, but it is not that of discovering the kalon.  Such actions are not identified by practical reason, but rather it directs us as to how to carry them out.  As Aristotle says, “Now virtue makes the choice right, but the question of the things which should naturally be done to carry out our choice belongs not to virtue but to another faculty…”
 and a little further on, “…the choice will not be right without practical wisdom any more than without virtue; for the one determines the end and the other makes us do the things that lead to the end.”
 This is analogous to the artist, for whom beauty is a guide as an end she hopes to achieve.  She will need much practical knowledge of materials and techniques in order to execute her end.  


Before moving on, I should say a bit more about “perception” and what it involves.  To begin with, it is important to remember that the virtuous agent actually pays attention to more than one thing when considering actions: the end and the means of bringing it about.  To perceive the kalon is not the same as perceiving the thing to do; it is simply to perceive the end, the thing to be pursued.  Practical reason allows the agent to grasp the right means to the end.  For example, it is one thing to see that a loving relationship is kalon and an appropriate end; it is quite another to know how to establish and maintain such a relationship.  These two aspects come together though, for to will an end is to will the means to the end as well.  Similarly, if the end is kalon, so are the means to that end.
 Thus once practical reason has settled upon an appropriate action, the action itself is imbued with the character of the end and so the composite is perceived as kalon.


What is the nature of this perception?  Unfortunately, Aristotle is not clear on this point.  In book six section eight he distinguishes three types of perception, but only one of them with any clarity.
 Moreover, he is comparing the perceptions of practical wisdom with those of mathematical truths and things like sights and sounds.  The perception of the kalon is not part of the discussion.  There is, however, and important conclusion about such perception I think we can reasonably infer from the Nicomachean Ethics as a whole, and that is that the ability to perceive the kalon is innate in nearly everyone to some degree.  Aristotle begins the Ethics with the observation that every activity is teleological in nature; it aims at some end.  Furthermore, this end is a good, or at least is so in the eyes of the one pursuing it.  In the beginning of book two he says, “Neither by nature, then, nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us; rather we are adapted by nature to receive them…”
 In order for us to become virtuous we must have a hold of the correct end—the kalon.  By nature, then, we are fitted to perceive the kalon as an end for us, and if this were not so virtue would not be able to get a foothold in our character.
  To be sure, such a capacity can be damaged and even completely corrupted such that what appears good to the bad man is not in fact good.
 But we must remember that Aristotle has no doctrine of original sin and hence the individual does not start out bad, even if he does not start out good either.  This again draws attention to the importance of being raised from a young age to see the right things as good.
 


At this point I want to pause to consider two further possible objections.  First, we saw earlier that Aristotle’s virtue of courage has puzzled some commentators, because it seems inconsistent to say the virtuous agent acts for the sake of happiness since sometimes the courageous action can involve loss of life or limb.  Most people do not associate violent death with happiness.  Someone could assert along the same lines that a violent death is not aesthetically pleasing, and so if it is accurately described as kalon, that term must have a different sense than I have been giving it.  But I want to suggest such a death can be aesthetically pleasing, and we can see this by considering various examples from film.  In the end of Braveheart there is a scene where William Wallace is tortured and then beheaded.  It is a moving scene and there is something strongly attractive about the character and the manner of his death, for it is the paradigm of what one might call a “noble death.” He dies for the sake of the freedom of his people.  I think we are attracted by the character of William, for it is indeed beautiful to us, or perhaps a better word is ‘sublime.’ It is in any case an aesthetic appreciation we feel.  We must be careful not to construe the term ‘aesthetic’ too narrowly, and reflection upon examples like this one helps us appreciate its wider scope.  


Finally, the aesthetic interpretation of the kalon in Aristotle might raise a worry that this would render the judgments of virtuous agents subjective.  Everyone has heard the trite expression, “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.” If the kalon is aesthetically perceived, are we then forced to concede that the kalon is in the heart of the perceiver?  In one sense I think Aristotle could concede this since what it is for an object or action to be kalon is that it possesses features which elicit such a judgment from creatures like us.  If we were of a radically different nature, perhaps we would not see these objects and actions as kalon.  But of course the key point is that we are creatures who make such judgments and moreover we are creatures with a specific nature we share in common.  There is thus an inter-subjective agreement about what counts as kalon, at least among those whose vision has not been corrupted by vice, and this agreement can be explained by the features all kalon things have in common.  This is analogous to the inter-subjective agreement we have about what things are “green.”  Individuals are not free to call whatever they wish “green,” for the community acts as a sort of check against individual perceptions.  It is tempting to think the green case is different because we can see if something really is green by measuring the wavelength of light it emits.  But this is not to verify that it is green, but only to verify that it is like other objects we call “green.” This is because the experience of the color we are talking about when we say “green” is a product of the wavelength of light’s effects upon creatures like us.  Similarly, the experience we might speak of as the perception of the kalon is a product of the effects of certain features of objects or actions upon creatures like us.  


Perhaps someone will want us to specify the features which correspond to our judgments of kalon, hoping thereby to give them a more objective standing. This is of course not something Aristotle does, but that is by no means a failing of his exposition.  He certainly gives many examples of noble persons and actions and a modern ethicist could no doubt extract some features these things have in common.  Yet I think the products of such an analysis would be of minor value.  First of all, it would be extremely difficult to know if we had arrived at the proper set.  A situation evaluated as kalon is like a precedent case in the context of the law: it is not clear what features of it are the important ones.  Is the fact that the act was done by a man rather than a woman important?  Or that it was an old and not a young man?  There is no rubric for settling such questions and in practice we do so by appealing to our intuitions (“Obviously the age of the agent is not morally important”).  We use our conception of what is moral to draw lessons from cases and not the other way around.  Secondly, even if we somehow arrive at a set of features, they are unlikely ever to give us necessary and sufficient conditions for the kalon nature of an act.  Again as in the law, each new case is going to be different in certain ways, and it is a matter of judgment as to the moral relevance of these differences.  


Even leaving these points aside, would the specification of the relevant features add to the objectivity of the kalon?  It must not be thought that with these features in hand we could somehow prove that certain actions were kalon.  Just like with the color green, the best we could do is demonstrate that these actions share features with other ones creatures like us call “kalon”.  The only way to “prove” a thing is kalon is to look at it and so to prove it to oneself.  As for others, the best we can do is enjoin them to look and trust in the proper functioning of their perceptive faculties.  This fits our experience nicely: for how do we go about convincing someone else of the wrongness of a thing we feel deeply in our bones?  We paint them a picture of it as carefully as possible and beseech them to gaze upon it, trusting that if they do they will see what we see.  I think we often walk away from such encounters—when the other party remains unmoved—convinced they were simply unwilling to really look.


In short, then, the answer to the worry about kalon being in the eye of the beholder is that in a sense it is, but that for Aristotle we all have exactly the same eye.
 
The difference virtues make
We can now return to a question we raised in the beginning: What is the difference between virtue ethics and Kantian or utilitarian theories? I have already suggested that, at least in Aristotle’s case, an ethic of virtue is an ethics of aesthetics.  The ethical agent recognizes the good in the same way someone would recognize a beautiful work of art.  In contrast, both Kantian forms of deontology and utilitarianism are ethics of calculation.  For Kant as well as for a utilitarian, the right action is not something one sees, but something one figures out based upon a formula of some kind.  This difference explains a further one: for Aristotle one receives action guidance by looking to a paradigm, whereas for the others guidance is provided by an algorithm.  In virtue ethics, one advances by following and learning from someone else who is farther along in virtue.  This reliance upon models is characteristic of training in virtue and also, as it turns out, characteristic of training in the arts.


I said earlier there was an important difference between Kant and Aristotle that had to do with the emotions but deferred discussion of it.  I would now like to address this point and show how Aristotle’s focus on aesthetics helps to explain it.  The difference in short is this: for Aristotle the emotions of the agent are relevant to an evaluation of his moral worth, whereas for Kant they seem not to be.  As Hursthouse puts it, Kant takes no notice of a distinction between continence and virtue.
 The person who, against inclination, does his duty is just as praiseworthy as the person whose inclinations and duties align.  In contrast, Aristotle says, “For besides what we have said, the man who does not rejoice in noble actions in not even good; since no one would call a man just who did not enjoy acting justly.”
 No one, that is, except Kant. 


Hursthouse uses a nice example to show how our intuitions line up with Aristotle on this issue.  She considers racism as a case where however much our outward actions may be proper, we are a less than good person if we have racist feelings towards others.  Moreover, as she points out, it will likely be the case that having such feelings will prevent us in some situations from actually seeing what it is we should do.
 She says, quite aptly, “It should be noted…that the whole idea that a human agent could do what she should, in every particular instance, while her emotions are way out of line, is a complete fantasy.”
 


I think there is a connection between the aesthetic focus of Aristotle and these differing views on the role of the emotions.  Perhaps we should say first why the emotions do not matter for Kant.  Recall that his standard for rightness has to do with the form of an action in terms of universalisability.  This is something calculated, almost deductive, that we figure out.  In the same way that our emotions are not relevant to solving math problems, so they are of no help in ethics either.  They do not convey any information.  Kant puts it this way: 

Now the ability to take pleasure or displeasure in a representation is called feeling, because both pleasure and displeasure contain what is merely subjective in our representations and have no relation to an object so as to contribute to the possible cognition of it…pleasure or displeasure express absolutely nothing about the object but simply a relation to the subject.
 


Why are the emotions so important for Aristotle?  There are at least three reasons.  The first is that they do convey information.  For the virtuous person the emotions are a sort of heuristic which alert him to both the noble and the ignoble.  It is characteristic of the virtuous person to take pleasure in noble things and this is why for Aristotle upbringing is so important: One must be trained from an early age to take pleasure in the right things.
  The second reason has to do with our self-perception.  We are attracted to beauty not just in things but also in people, and here I do not mean primarily external beauty.  In the same way we want to be externally attractive, we also want to be internally so.  Part of internal beauty for us is feeling certain emotions.  Think again of the example of racism: A person who has struggled to overcome it will not be satisfied with a mere outward change in actions.  Rather, he will still feel dissatisfied with himself as long as he continues to have racist feelings within.  Such feelings are not something he would admire or be attracted to in another, and so he is not attracted to them in himself.  We want to be internally beautiful and our emotions serve as a more accurate barometer of our condition than our actions.
 This idea of internal beauty is implicit in Aristotle since he claims “that every virtue or excellence both brings into good condition the thing of which it is the excellence and makes the work of that thing be done well.”
 Here is the idea of functional excellence which we saw above is connected very closely to beauty.  
Finally, as was already discussed above, if we don’t feel the right way it is impossible for us to consistently behave the right way.  

Conclusion

I began this paper by reflecting upon the recent emergence of virtue ethics as a new alternative in the field of ethics.  I have tried to show that even if virtue ethics overlaps with the more entrenched theories it has important differences.  One of these is a focus upon what it is that moves the agent to act, and I argued that for Aristotle the virtuous person responds to the aesthetic qualities present in actions.  This is in contrast to the utilitarian or Kantian for whom the right action is picked out by a formula of some kind.  This is connected to a second difference which is the place of the emotions in a theory of ethics.  For Kant and the utilitarian they are of no obvious or direct importance, yet for Aristotle they must be right if we are to act right.  They also serve as a guide to the state of our character, the aesthetic qualities of which are just as important to us and those of our actions.















� I presented an earlier draft of this paper to the philosophy department at the College of Wooster, where I received several helpful criticisms.  It has also benefited from the scrutiny of my fellow graduate students involved in Fred Miller’s dissertation reading group.  Special thanks are due to Dr. Miller for his detailed comments.  Finally I wish to thank my wife, who gave this paper a careful screening for awkward phrasings, unclear arguments, and various other infelicities.
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