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Virtues, Perfectionism and Natural Law

Michele Mangini

|. Premise

Many contend that liberalism is weak from the paohtview of value orientation,
because it neglects that central part of humanrexpee which is expressed by substantive
ideas of the good, such as human flourishing, heddife, human goodness, and the like.
This paper argues that there is a long traditiotheé Western culture, of a substantive view of
human goodness revolving around the notion ofuesst. This tradition is supportive of, and
still belongs to, liberal political theory insofas one accepts the assumption that the cultural
(and especially the ethical) presuppositions oérbism are (at least, partly) embodied in
natural law. The work of ‘retrieval’ and analysis necessarydavard this argument will be
founded on a few claims concerning the compatibbetween the ethical core of the virtues
and liberalism. The substantive proposal of humandgess that is put forward, named
‘agency goods perfectionism’, is an attempt at ldisiaing some continuity between a
morality based on the virtues, in agreement with the nlatava tradition, and golitical
morality in which liberal pluralism is balanced by some r@egof value orientation through
‘general and vague’ conceptions of the virtues. @hgument is aimed at showing more
overlap than what is usually accepted between,nenhand, a secular political theory such as
liberalism and, on the other hand, a religiouslgpined conception such as natural law. In
order to defend this thesis, this paper challesgase competing substantive ethical theories,
such as objective list theories and new naturaltteery; which are also aimed at addressing
the problem of valuerientation, but from a perspective that is threig the fundamental
liberal presupposition of freedom of choice. Thquimy will follow a sort of chronological
path, starting with the revival of the ethics aftwes in the last decades. It will then tackle one
of the most plausible contemporary theories ofgbed; namely, perfectionism. Besides, it
will carefully consider classical natural law thgowhose ethical core is assumed to be a

conception of the virtues that promises to dovetagly with a liberal type of perfectionism.

" Professor of Political Philosophy and Philosophylaw at the School of Law of the University of BaT his
paper has been through a long path of elaboratidnadjustments. A few people have contributed femint
drafts and my well due thanks go to lan Carter, Emeta Ceva, Alessandro Ferrara, Francesco Violaadegy
anonymous referees. Of course, all mistakes andrii@tions left are only my responsibility.
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Il.Virtue ethics and its legacy

Over the last decades, ethical theory has shovewiaat of interest for the traditional
concept of the ‘virtues'. If the pioneering attenaptriticising modern moral philosophy dates
back to five decades addt is in the last quarter of the century that etlpbra of works on the
virtues has infused some new life into the conterapyomoral debaté The general trend in
the ethics of virtues is characterised by its distaction with some of the main features of
modern moralities; basically, utilitarianism andritianism. It is not the task of this paper to
dwell on the distinctive features of virtue ethigghich have been largely discussed in the
academic literaturdOne should just be careful enough not to get gedrinto an opposition
which is much fuzzier than what many believe. Or band, the usual opposition between
virtue ethics and the Kantian and utilitarian the®ris misleading, because the latter also
dwell at length on the concepts of virtues and attar? On the other hand, Nussbaum
identifies a narrow common ground shared by aledéérs of virtue ethics, which includes
their concern with the agent, her choice and astianth the character of the inner moral life
and settled patterns of motive, emotion and reagpnvithin the overall course of the agent’s
moral life® This type of core conception is not foreign totsmcoral philosophers as Kant,
Bentham or Sidgwick, although it was foreign to tKentians and utilitarians doing

philosophy in the period from the 50’s throughtie 70’s.

The debate on virtue ethics as a new competitthenrmoral arena has been rich and
often insightful, but a key issue is still largeigglected and deserves attention in this paper;
that is, the relationship between the virtues andchdn flourishing. This relationship was
strongly and widely recognised in ancient Greekcstbut it then weakened in later centuries
and tended to be neglected from the start of thdemmoage. On one hand, part of Christian
ethics taught a morality of duty, understandingydatterms of acts complying with the law.
Catholic moralists, in particular, were preoccupieih specific acts as possible sins, so
virtues held only a secondary position with regarthws and rules. On the other hand, at the

beginning of the seventeenth century, natural lawking seems to have steered decidedly

1 E. ANSCOM BE, “Modern Moral Philosophy”Philosophy 1958, pp. 1-19, at p. 133.

2 Since:A. McINTYRE, After Virtue Notre Dame, Notre Dame University Press, 1981.

3 See, for exampleP. FOOT, Virtues and Vices Berkeley, University of California Press, 197R;
KRUSCHWITZ and R. ROBERTS, The Virtues Belmont, Wadsworth, 198Ridwest Studies in Philosophy
Notre Dame, University of Notre Dame Press, 198CRISP, How Should One Live?Oxford, Clarendon,
1996.

* As argued itM . NUSSBAUM, “Virtue Ethics: A Misleading CategoryJournal of Ethics1999, pp. 163-201.
®M. NUSSBAUM, “Virtue Ethics”,o.c, p. 170.
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towards rule ethics. One of its main advocates, dH@gotius, convincingly rejected the
central aspects of Aristotelian virtue ethics, amaevhich the privileged status of insight in

the virtuous agerft.

It is argued in this paper that these historicaéeedents explain not only the general
“neglect of the virtues” but also the sharp sepanabetween moral theory and the concept of
human flourishing or wellbeing which haunts contenapy ethics. The virtues of the ancient
tradition characterised an ethics in which moral prudential aspectse., those concerning
human flourishing and wellbeing- were fused in osiagle vision. Contrastingly, the
contemporary revival of virtue ethics has, witheavfexceptions, not often developed a view
of the virtues as a conception of human flourisHimyith regard to this issue, what brings
together virtue theorists such as Wiggins, McDowRithardson, Sherman and Nussbaum, is
a set of beliefs concerning the plurality and dasilie heterogeneity of the good; the
centrality of reason in choosing not only meanerids but also in deliberating about the ends
themselves; emotion and desire as complex formstehtionality that can be shaped by
reasoning about the go8dlhese few suggestions shed light on the real ocexitglof the
virtues when looked at through a conception of hunfi@urishing in which reason,
deliberation, emotion and desire have their propkace’ In contemporary theories,
considerations on human flourishing are eithersia@ed in terms of wellbeing, with all its
utilitarian and subjectivist implications, or lé¢& ‘marginal’ views, such as perfectionism and
natural law theory. The main schools in liberalifozdl theory, such as contractualism and
utilitarianism, rely on a weak or minimal theory thie good which is of little or no help to
individual reflection on the classical Socratic sfien about how one should live. No help is
provided either to individuals in search of oridia in making major life choices or to states

in need of guidance to take public policy decisions

® J.B. SCHNEEWIND, “The Misfortunes of Virtue”Ethics 1990, pp. 42-63. It should be underlined, in this
regard, that one of the main aims of this paperitiean attempt to reinvigorate the classical vigwatural law
theory which, in contrast with Grotius’ legalistiatural law, emphasises the place of the virtues.

" Many theorists have found their main interest®gposing some views of virtue ethics to utilitaigan and
Kantianism. A notable exception M. NUSSBAUM, “Non-Relative Virtues”,Midwest Studies Studies in
Philosophy 1988, pp. 32-53.

8 J. McDOWELL, “Virtue and Reason”Monist 1979, pp. 331-50Mind, Value and RealityCambridge,
Harvard University Press, 1998. WIGGINS, Needs, Values, Truth: Essays in the Philosophy aifie/
Oxford, Blackwell, 1987H. RICHARDSON, Practical Reasoning About Final EndSambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 199'N. SHERM AN, Making a Necessity of Virtuy€ambridge, Cambridge University Press,
1997; M. NUSSBAUM, The Fragility of GoodnessCambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1996; “Non
Relative Virtues” MidwestStudies Studies in PhilosopHyp88.

M. NUSSBAUM, “Virtue Ethics”,o.c, pp. 180-ff.
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At least two main negative consequences of the messk of the good can be
identified. First, at the political level, orthoddsantian liberals ground human rights in the
idea of respect for persons and this, in turnrée fagency and the conception of people as
ends in themselves, while forgetting those claimms delf-realisation, excellence and the
common good which belong to the public life as masho the private. Secondly, at the more
ethical level of individual reflection, the Westeworld is seemingly characterised by a
general disorientation about what is valuable anddgin human life. Liberalism is always
taken as a pluralistic political theory offeringchaand every citizen the possibility of
choosing among a large variety of heterogeneousesathat are, more often than not,
mutually incompatible. Yet, it mostly goes unnoticithat beneath this large set of options
hides a unique model of individual value and suseesich pervades most individual choices
in Western society. Contemporary signs of succass) as acquisition of material goods and
exhibition of status symbols, have a special appealdividual desire and reason since they
are promoted by social communication and cultura gonsumerist society. As a result, we
need an ideal of human flourishing which allowscatical potential’ over existing social
ideas about the good. This is the underlyrago of the perfectionist proposal elaborated

below.

In the light of this theoretical and hermeneutibatkground, this paper aims to put
forward two main claims: first, contemporary virteéhics has largely downplayed the real
potential of the virtues for morality; and, seconglerfectionism and natural law theory have
much to offer to the contemporary moral and pditidebate and the best results can be
expected when their focus converges on the virtlibe. second claim leads to tackle in
parallel two ethical trends which have been kepasse so far; perfectionism as a marginal
trend within liberal theory and natural law the@y a dominion of Christian ethics. In fact,
there is a strong connection and a large area eflagy between these two theoretical
approaches, which shall be further elaborated upahe remainder of this paper. At this
stage, one can however already underline a crpoigit which brings together natural law
and perfectionism, while telling them apart fromdem moral theories; namely, the fact that
these theories accept the possibility of a plaasiblitical potential over subjectivist
conceptions of wellbeing. In this idea of a ‘crtigpotential’, reason, deliberation, emotion

and desire are kept in balance and allow the dganself to check what is good for her.
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What is at stake in arguing for the amalgamatiorpeffectionism and natural law
theory? Liberalism offers a political morality that its most mainstream streaks such as the
one developed by Rawls, has been charged with lssicgntinuous from individual ethic,
while perfectionism and natural law theory arguetfi@ necessary continuity between politics
and ethics. Accordingly, if some more or less vaglea of individual flourishing can be
recognised, the state has to take it into accaampsition which is precisely rejected by
dominant liberal thinkers, because of their feat tbontinuity between politics and ethics
might become a source of restrictions on the phyraf values* Nonetheless, developing an
argument in favour of further unification of perfienism and natural law can improve their
respective positions within morality, while promugiat the same time a better understanding

of the theory of the good within liberal politicalorality.

I11. Different brands of perfectionism

The path of inquiry followed here leads to tacklee @f the main contenders in the
contemporary moral landscape which gives pride laice to the theory of the good.
Therefore, this paper is not discussing mainstrébenal theorists, such as Rawls, Dworkin
or Ackerman? On the contrary, the perfectionist theory discdsisethis section has been
largely neglected in contemporary liberalism, imtespf its ancient and respectable pedigree.
Philosophers like Aristotle, Plato, Aquinas, Spiaoteibniz, Kant, Hegel, Green, Bradley
and Marx are generally considered to hold perfectioviews® Among contemporary
writers, Raz, Nozick? Haksar, Hurka and Sher also express some kinded&gtionist

ideas®

10 R. DWORKIN, “Foundations of Liberal Equality”Tanner Lectures on Human Valye3alt Lake City,
University of Utah Press, 1991.

1 Continuity between ethics and politics entailst e agent’s life goes well from her point of vieifvshe
believes, for instance, that reciprocity in distitibn or respect for others should not figure &tf-sacrifice’ or
altruistic behaviour but as just conduct within ellvbalanced life. For example, in times of finalctrisis,
agents differently situated in economic and sdd®lmay perceive that, notwithstanding the legaitimacy of
eventual self-centred behaviour, they cannot detaatiiely their living well from justice. Continyitbetween
ethics and politics here entails that a financiakler also understands the well-functioning andigasof his
political community as intimately connected withs Hiving well. His life would not go so well, if hevere
profiting at the expense of his political communibecause his wellbeing would not be well integtatgth
justice taken as reciprocity in distribution andpect for others’ ends of life.

123, RAWLS, A Theory of JusticegCambridge, Harvard University Press, 197alitical Liberalism New York,
Columbia University Press, 199R; DWORKIN, “Liberal Community”,California Law Review1989,

pp. 479-504; “Foundations of Liberal Equality.c; B. ACKERM AN, Social Justice in the Liberal Statdew
Haven, Yale University Press, 1980.

B T.HURKA, PerfectionismOxford, Oxford University Press, 1993, p. 3.

4 Robert Nozick’s inclusion in the perfectionistlfiecan sound puzzling for any reader familiar witharchy,
State and UtopigNew York, Basic, 1974]. But Nozick has been anguin detail for a view of intrinsic
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Of course, these various authors articulate vefgreint conceptions of perfectionism,
which poses the question of where to start in defiperfectionism in general. In this regard,
one needs to make clear that perfectionism haguate itself within the theory of the good,
encapsulated in concepts such as happiness, wed-loe welfare. All these concepts are
broadly subjectivist and commonly used to grouberial theories. Fine distinctions between
these concepts are beyond the purposes of thenpriesgiry® But, in each of these cases,
the good is subjectively characterised as whajasd for' someone because she desires it, it
makes her happy or it is in her interest. So, haggs implies that something is good because
it brings in pleasure or some other favourableestdtmind, while well-being and welfare
refer to what is beneficial for the agent. All tegerms refer to what is ‘good for’ a person
rather than simply gooth abstracto By contrast, perfectionism relates to what is oo
human beings as such. Following the author who bastributed the most to the
contemporary reflection on perfectionism, Thomaskduone might say that the perfectionist
tradition “shares the foundational idea that wisagood, ultimately, is the development of
human nature*’ Hurka discusses at length various formal critesigh as distinctiveness and
essence, in order to determine the content of hunaanre. He takes hints from the well
known Aristotelian discussion of the good life btlign, only as far as Aristotle’s formal
criteria of human nature are concerned. As a maftdact, Hurka's appeal to Aristotle is
controversial and his view is not broad enough twoenpass all the authors in the

perfectionist tradition.

Therefore, taking Aristotle’s ethics -as the clsamiscussion of perfectionism- as a
starting point, is there a way to define perfeasonin different terms than Hurka’s focus on
the development of human nature? If the various@stwho do not propose the development

of human nature as the ideal of their undoubtediyfeationists theories -like Moof&,

goodness based on a conception of ‘organic unitfPhilosophical ExplanationfOxford, Clarendon, 1981]. It
is alsoworth noting that there is no explicit attempt etiewing his previous political theory in the lattok:
his new considerations are omgncerned with individual ethics.

5 J. RAZ, The Morality of Freedom Oxford, Clarendon, 1986Y. HAKSAR, Liberty, Equality and
Perfectionism Oxford, Clarendon, 1979T. HURKA, Perfectionism o.c; G. SHER, Beyond Neutrality
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1997.

® G.H. VON WRIGHT, The Varieties of the Goodnestew York, Routledge, 1960, Chapter 5.

Y T. HURKA, Perfectionismo.c, p. 3. Hurka also considers broader definitiongpeffectionism, such as
Hamilton’s reference to “the full and harmoniousvelepment of all our faculties” or Rawls’s notiorf o
“achievement of human excellences”; séd., p. 4.

18 G.E. MOORE, Principia Ethica Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1903; “Thaception of Intrinsic
Value”, Philosophical Studied.ondon, Routledge, 1922.
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Nozick, Sher, Raz, and Finrfi5to name a few- are to be kept within the boundadf
perfectionism, a different solution needs to benthuThus, one needs to uncover the
distinctive feature of perfectionism, which distinghes it from other moral theories. From
the point of view of the debate between liberaleamd its critics, it seems as if a perfectionist
theory always proposes a theory of the good tharsfacritical potential grounded in the
ideal of human improvementn subjectivist accounts of the good such as ihapp, well-
being or welfare. Even though subjectivist theowaes provide criteria for criticising the
individual's actual desires, such as procedureatudnalisation or idealisation of preferences,
none provides an external standard to criticislee® desires from the standpoint of human
improvement. Hence, this can be proposedta®ad definitionof perfectionisnf’ in contrast

to anarrow definition of perfectionism as an ideal of human flourishergof the good life,
constituted by a plurality of final and intrinsioagds, each of which regulates an essential
sphere of human conduttThese final and intrinsic goods are nothing efsmntAristotle’s
ethical excellencesaccording to which people are deemed ethicallynieble and
praiseworthy. All agents can be called better orseaccording to the degree to which they
develop ethical excellences. This evaluation geepdr into the whole of human life than the
critical potential of,e.g, Rawls’ version of perfectionism; which can jushghasise that
someone wasted her talent and did not develop Um@ah potential, in terms of artistic and

scientific excellence®

While the subjectivist theories normally associakgith liberalism offer no conceptual
tool to criticise and negatively assess the agecti@ice of ends, since they only accept
subjectivist conceptions of the good, perfectiotiisbries endorse a conception of the good in
light of which it is possible to criticise the agisnchoice of ends. In liberal theories, such a
conception of the good has an important role tg plathe political level, for the justification
of government actions that go beyond people’s peefees and the realisation of goals not

expressly chosen by individual citizens.

9 3. FINNIS, Natural Law, Natural RightsOxford, Clarendon Press, 1980.

2 1t is worth noting that, usually, when people grsp or discuss perfectionist theories, they refesdme
version of the broad definition. This absorbs a omm understanding of perfectionism, such as imm@vi
artistic or physical excellences. However, thesesas are ‘derived’ from the original Aristoteliadea of
‘ethical’ excellences’ encapsulated in the ‘narmefinition’. Ethical excellences identify what maitserves to
be promoted in the human being.

% See, for a more extensive treatment of the ‘nardefinition”: my The Good Life in the Liberal StatehD
thesis, Brighton, Sussex University, 2004.

2 The view of ‘ethical excellences’ and the develepinofagency goods perfectionisaeveloped here rely on
Martha Nussbaum'’s interpretation of Aristotle’stugs; seeM . NUSSBAUM, “Non-Relative Virtues”p.c,

pp. 32-53.
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How is the idea of a critical potential to be seéllout? An obvious candidate for
answer equates perfectionism with an ‘objectivistaeption of the good’, where the good
stands for those substantive ends worth pursuingplsgan beings, while holding that all
conceptions of the good are either subjectivispenfectionist> In such a view, any ethical
theory based on some objective conception of tloel gae., a conception in which the good is
independent from people’s actual desires or pretam® can be called perfectionist. A
perfectionist theory can either claim to orientiundual conduct and offer a political guide or
simply guide political action. From a liberal poiot view, perfectionism in the objectivist
sense of the term runs the risk of justifying theiference of the state in individual choices.
However, one does not need to follow Hurka’s olyestt definition. In fact, the wider ‘broad
definition’ of perfectionism put forward allows élarating a perfectionist theory compatible
with liberalism, as a ‘critical potential’ can berdsed from different grounds different than an
objectivist conception of the good. Actually, thbjextivist definition of perfectionism is
responsible for the bad name it has in liberalles;ca misunderstanding that should be
corrected.

In order to argue for a brand of perfectionisompatible withliberalism, one needs
first to challenge one of the most prominent exasmf contemporary perfectionist theory;
that is, Hurka’s maximising consequentialism. Hiskperfectionist theory is ‘long’ and
articulated and it stretches from personal to alitperfectionism. For the purposes of the
present inquiry, one needs only to examine the aspef his theory that are most
characteristic of his perfectionist proposal aslaslrelevant to our three-pronged discussion
concerning virtue ethics and natural law theorysidally, Hurka’'s views on human nature,
rationality and maximising consequentialism. In ardy the common thread which runs
through these three points is a denial of Aristatellegitimacy’ to Hurka’s perfectionism,
since he wants to detach human nature from morakguce the complexity of rational
deliberation and translate perfectionism into a im&ing consequentialism, using intrinsic
goodness rather than utility. What will emerge l&tt one cannot claim support from

Aristotle’s perfectionism, while forgetting the ties.

% This is G. Sher’s solution; seBeyond Neutralityo.c, pp. 8-9;T. HURKA, Perfectionismo. c, p. 5.
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First and foremost, Hurka is persuaded that thé &esount of perfectionism “must
remain close to whatever motivates the idea thathilman good rests somehow in human
nature”® Furthermore, such an account should remain rebsogtse to the perfectionist
tradition and “our nature as defined must seensilfimorally significant® One can deduce
from these hints that Hurka desires to remain ctosine mainstream perfectionist tradition
espoused by authors like Aristotle, Kant, Aquinad &reen; all of which used moral criteria
in forming their accounts of human nature, withdaging committed to ‘commonsense
morality’.*® However, Hurka dismisses the possibility of usingral standards to identify
human essence, arguing that we do not use thedemify the essence of non-human kinds.
So we seem to be left with a rather ambivalent takenorality. On one hand, perfectionism
relies on human nature and this is morally sigariic On the other hand, Hurka wishes to
avoid recourse to moral criteria -and expressesdhly a few pages later-, probably for the
same reasons that lead many contemporary authgm®omd ethics in some objective, non-
ethical naturalism. While this move is perfecthaymible, it makes its author depart from the
perfectionist tradition and should thus be discdssed justified. Hurka argues that moralism
in the perfectionist tradition is a falsehood, sint holds implausible claims about human
nature. For example, it is absurd to claim thatgmtionism should develoghstinctivehuman
properties because these are what distinguish haifr@am other beings. Hurka contests that
many properties are distinctive of human beingsheout being necessarily good as, for
example, killing for fun or despoiling the enviroant. And a perfectionism based on
distinctiveness would allegedly develop these prigee as intrinsically good. However, in
support of the perfectionist tradition, one coukply that Hurka reaches these absurd
conclusions because he does not appreciate thegorets such as ‘distinctiveness’ and
‘human nature’ are evaluative from the start, stdrical perfectionist accounts, and that they
do not commit them to thinking that all what istofistive of humanity is also intrinsically

good as such.

Perfectionist thinkers who want to connect pertetim to human nature and select
what counts in human nature on essentialist grotasle to draw a line somewhere. It does

not make much sense to say that the best perfestiothepends on some essential properties

2T HURKA, ibid., p. 9.
% |bid.

% |bid., p. 19.

" |bid., pp. 10-14.
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in the human nature, although we do not yet knovckvif these properties are esserffial.
Stocker’s criticism of Hurka’'s vision of human n@uconnects it with the broader
perfectionist tradition. Aristotle, the foremostrigetionist thinker to whom Hurka appeals,
notoriously built his theory on the strong substantconception of the good life that is
eudaimonia His views on formal properties, such as distirartess, essence but also
completeness, self-sufficiency and finality, cannm¢ disconnected from his overall
conception okudaimoniaon the contrary, it can only be understood irigiist. According to
Hurka, distinctiveness cannot be taken seriousbabge cruelty also distinguishes human
beings from other living creatures. However, thisses the point of an inquiry which is
aimed at a specifically human life. Aristotle wishi® define a good human life for people
who live in a society with their fellows; and tipsint of departure automatically drives out
certain human features that, albeit unique to hub®angs, are nadesirableto develop in the

human nature.

In order to define perfectionism as a moral theasge cannot help but using
evaluative categories in identifying human natuderka’s aim to found his theory on a
‘neutral naturalism’ seems a hopeless task bedaaaanot yield more than what is contained
in its premises. It is difficult to conceive of Hkar's perfectionism as a moral theory, once one
keeps in mind his harsh charges against the toaditiperfectionism of Aristotle or Aquinas
as embodying a falsehood insofar as it embodieslmstic views. A leading idea in Hurka’'s
critigue of moralistic perfectionism is that itrnsduced to a popular notion of morality, not an
alternative and distinctive theory. Likewise, aaling to Sidgwick, perfectionism through the
exercise of the virtues is no more than an intnifbmorality and, as such, does not deserve

separate discussigh.

Secondly, in reviewing Hurka’s perfectionist proglpsone needs to scrutinise the
content of his essentialist approach and his enpluasrationality. Hurka claims to follow
Aristotle in proposing a tripartite view of perfemtism: physical perfection, practical
perfection and theoretical perfection or ratioryali¥Whereas Hurka affirms that physical

perfection is less important, practical and thecaétrationality consist in forming and acting

% |bid., p. 17; see also, for some criticisM: STOCKER, “Some Comments on PerfectionisrEthics 1995,
pp. 386-400, at p. 388.
“T.HURKA, Perfectionismo.c, p. 20.
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on beliefs, intentions and plans and developingntie be more complex and inclusi¥eln

his view, the pursuit of knowledge is not only tle&ta unified scientific knowledge or other
‘rarefied’ forms of the concept, such as theolggyiosophy or physics, but it can also consist
in an artist’s understanding of “the quirks andagifies of his materials™. In spite of this,
critics such as Stocker comment that Hurka ovesrabestract general thought and underrates
more particular and concrete forms of thoujhPerfectionist (Aristotelian) reasoning is
typically shown by deliberation over meaasd ends, keeping in mind the complexity of
human flourishing. In contrast, Hurka’'s overallatment of perfection as rationality is spoiled
by his analytical method of isolating and discugsiach factor on its own, detached from the

integrated whole to which it belongs.

One needs, then, to confront Hurka’'s vision witlineot possible conceptions of
perfectionism. In this regard, his emphasis on méaation renders his brand of
perfectionism incompatible with classical, virtuaskd, perfectionism; which leads to tackle,
as one last important aspect of his theoryniaximisingconsequentialisi¥ Each of these
two terms must be analysed in turn. First, consetiglesm is one of the main components of
all utilitarian theories. It states that the righttion is that which produces the best
consequences. Hence, the concept of the goodastprihe right and the good is something
to beproducedin terms of good consequences. Therefore, onlitie of good sought after
tells apart utilitarian from perfectionist consegtialism; namely, the switch from utility to
some kind of intrinsic goodness, such as rationafitong the lines of Rawls’ understanding
of perfectionism as the production or maximisatmhscientific and artistic excellences,
Hurka’s perfectionist consequentialism holds thatgood of perfection is a state of affairs to
be produced. It is very doubtful that Aristotle Mebwsubscribe to this understanding of
perfectionism, notwithstanding Hurka’s appeal te authority. Indeed, at least two general
features ofeudaimoniaconflict with Hurka’s consequentalism. First, @sts on a peculiar
balance among different components, which is cdeatel developed by each agent on her
own, and it cannot be produced as scientific kndgéecan bé&* If someone wishes to take

the idea okudaimoniaseriously, as the exercise of moral virtues reqgispecial attention to

% This comes from Hurka’s view of perfection asaadility plus the incentive to maximisation.
31 (i
Ibid., p. 120.
¥ M. STOCKER, “Some Comments on Perfectionisro’c, p. 396.
3 T.HURKA, Perfectionismo.c, pp. 55-ff.
% Although the political and social conditions whitthther the development eludaimoniaand the virtues can
be produced by the state, this is true only atekiel of political morality. At the level of indidual morality, by
contrast, the exercise of virtues is not a quesiioproduction’.
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salient ethical features of each situation and @mal participation, ‘producing perfection’
makes little sense. Secondly, consequentialism wolkks smoothly as long as it deals with
‘simple’ values like utility or preference-satisten, which can somewhat be produced in
ourselves and in others. However, when dealing waittelational value likdriendship its
peculiar features -namely, mutual loyalty and comcepending some time together, sharing
experiences and showing sensitiveness towardsnloéanal states of others- show a special

dimension of value which is alive and true only tloose involved; that is, friends.

These considerations lead to another central agfddurka’s perfectionism: it is a
maximising theory. Thus, Hurka makes a controversial conaectivith the historical
tradition. He claims that “perfectionism has alwdaen amaximisingmorality” and that
“Aristotle, for example, thinks there is a bettartpof the soul and wants us to strain every

85 One wonders how Hurka is led to conceive of Atadtan

nerve to develop it
perfectionism, based on concepts sucheadaimoniaand the virtues, as a maximising
morality. In effect, the virtues are excellencescbéracter or theoretical excellences, which
consist in appropriate answers in certain sphefesuman experience and do not lend
themselves to maximisatidh.The case of friendship is particularly relevanttiis regard.
Friendship, as a prudential good, offers a cleang{e of a good whose structure is not only
unconducive to maximisation but whose value woudd discarded by the application of
maximising rationality. The value of friendship swsts in being loyal to one’s friends, being
concerned for them, spending time with them, anal like; all reasons which imply a
commitment towards certain particular persons, déejpg on their character and on the bonds
developed between them and the agent. When adiagfi@end, one never acts to maximise
the amount or value of friendship in one’s lifetbe number of one’s friends, unless he sees

friendship just as a means to desire, satisfaciiopleasuré’ None of the reasons for which

% |bid., pp. 55-56. Aristotle’s quotation, however, se¢mbe quite inadequate. Nicomachean Ethicsat 1177

b 35, he says that we ought to go to all lengthbvtoa life that expresses our supreme elementiehg the

activity of contemplation or theoretical knowleddelife expressing understanding or contemplat®mthe most
choice-worthy and god-like. Equating these viewthwiaximisation of some value sounds rather strange

% According to the Aristotelian ideal, one is omist excellent. It is not a matter of degree, likeng more or
less courageous in front of the enemy. If one ig@geous, she responds to the situation of dadgarg what is
appropriate: one cannot maximise courage withoohing the risk of exces<f(the well-known Aristotelian
vice of recklessness); the same goes for generdsityperance and the other virtues. They are nuadites,

such as a talent for running fast or playing sotltatr are present in degrees in people and madkeaf prefer to
have more rather than less, neither can one conadithe virtues simply as results of moral actibacause a
virtue is, first of all, a mode of choosing tieda@ertain inner predisposition.

3" Michael Stocker has been particularly eloquertdmmenting on the special features of friendshijcivido

not lend themselves to maximisation. Hurka’s cotioepof ‘broad perfectionism’ refers to “some dep@nent

of capacities or some achievement of excellenad; 5. HURKA, Perfectionismo.c, p. 4. Following Stocker
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people must act if they are to sustain friendskipds itself to maximisation. Furthermore,
from the point of view of an entire life, it is dotful that a search for more and more valuable
friendships makes that life better. Neverthelesanfthe point of view of political morality, it

could be a valid perfectionist goal for a governimencreate and improve conditions that
enable friendship to develop and last, like a deswein working hours or the creation and

improvement of public centres for social activities

V. Objectivelist theories

The present debate on perfectionism answers thékn@ln charges addressed
against liberal neutrality by such authors as Rat @alstort® It is the political role of the
state and its eventual greater involvement in @it lives which is to be discussed in this
respect. In this context, Hurka’'s work represemtseaception, since it covers both personal
and political aspects of perfectionism. Converséhe theories compared in this section
bypass the liberal debate, although they have sorastsituated themselves within it, as in
the case of George Shér.

The notion of ‘objective list theories’ dates bdokthe first appendix tReasons and
Personshy Derek Parfif’ As the title of the said appendix -“What Makes $ome’s Life Go
Best’- makes it clear, Parfit's discussion revohaesund the concept of well-being or self-
interest* The outline of an objective list theory is drangaist experiential theories such as
hedonism and desire-fulfilment theories. Accordiogbjective list theories, “certain things
are good or bad for people whether or not thesplpawould want to have the good things, or
to avoid the bad things” and “the good things miglestude moral goodness, rational activity,
the development of one’s abilities, having childeerd being a good parent, knowledge and

the awareness of true beauf§”.

one can conteghat friendship, as many other values, is a capdgibe developed, the greater the better, and
that it represents an achievement of excellenamjlasi to artistic or scientific excellence -as inaWs’
understanding of perfectionism-, because friendeb#to be lived through day by day, with all ite®d and bad
aspects; sed. STOCKER, Plural and Conflicting ValugOxford, Oxford University Press, 1990, Chapter 10
% J. RAZ, The Morality of Freedopp.c; W. GALSTON, Liberal PurposesCambridge, Cambridge University
Press, 1991.

¥ G. SHER, Beyond Neutralityo.c.

“0 D, PARFIT, Reasons and Persgn®xford, Oxford University Press, 1986, Appendix 'What Makes
Someone’s Life Go Best”.

“|bid., p. 493.

2 |bid., p. 499.
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Following Parfit and Scanloff,one can agree that such a list includes mostat#sir
goods that people have always tried to pursue @ir thves. However, one should also
guestion the effective working of such a theoraaompetitor to Aristotle’®udaimoniaas a
theory of ‘the good life’. Famously, Aristotle proges a complex and interwoven ideal of
how to live well and be an excellent person in whac'list’ of external goods -among which,
‘having good children and being a good parent’- lhasecondary place with regard to
exercising virtuous activity and finding pleasuneitt According to Aristotle, the exercise of
the virtues represents the core of the good Ikpressing both moral goodness and rational
activity; that is, the two general criteria by whieneans one can legitimately assess all
people’s lives, since a life lacking in one or thitber of these features is considered to be a
less than human life. Whereas a life lacking inWdealge or the awareness of true beauty -as
it happens with a large number of human lives-asintuitively unsuccessful because it can
still be successfully evaluated on the grounds ofentommonly shared features, like moral
goodness and rational activity or, according tostatle’s overall view of the good life,

virtuous activity exercised with pleasufe.

So, it seems that, if one wishes to position objectist theories with respect to
perfectionism, their main distinctiveness can bekea in terms similar to the difference
between ‘how to make one’s life go well’ and ‘ligira good life’. Parfit's problem originates
within a subjectivist perspective on wellbeing wdheéhe unbalance of hedonistic or desire-
fulfilment theories towards subjectivisre.g, what is good for the agent lies entirely in her
sphere of experience- make it (theoretically) nsaps to find a counterweight on the
objective side. While an objective list theory litee one elaborated by Parfit makes a good
job in balancing subjectivist theories of wellbeing sits uncomfortably at the desk of
perfectionist theories where the Aristotelian payadand its millennia-long tradition still
largely influence the debate. A perfectionist tlyesuggests an ideal of the good life for
persons who want to live a complete human life.tHis view, it is clear that a list of

disconnected, though objective, goods cannot enass@n adequate perfectionist proposal.

“3T.SCANLON, What We Owe to Each Oth&ambridge, Bellknap, 1997.

“ parfit agrees entirely with Aristotle about ple@sbecause he does not endorse his objectiveuisep it is
but adds that one’s life goes well, if he has thgsed things and strongly wants them, finding pleasn them;
see:D. PARFIT, Reasons and Persgrsc, p. 502.
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V. Traces of a different perfectionism

Hurka’s maximising consequentialism and objectiig theory fail in terms of the
Aristotelian ideal. Their basic failure lies in eductive understanding of the human good.
First, both theories show no or little connectiaivieen their view of the human good and
what one could call ‘rationality in action’; thas,ideliberation and pondering of different
means to reach a certain end and choice betwefamedif ends. Although both give pride of
place to rationality in their theories, none ofrthenderstands rationality as infused in the
ideal of the good life and spelled out in the eigercof the virtues like in Aristotle’s
eudaimonia Their escape from the Aristotelian ‘moralisticdenstanding’ of the human good
brings about truncated views which cannot restére integrity of human flourishing.
Secondly, and along the same lines, they undervhleigole of emotions and desires with
regard to the complex realisation of human flounghThirdly, to the extent that Hurka’'s and
Sher’s theories reject ‘moralistic’ contaminatioti®y remain open to that further evaluation

unavoidably made on prudential views of the humaag

The ethics of virtues quickly addressed above hagtieoretical resources to redress
these weaknesses but it needs some systematiaatiociarification of its various conflicting
strands. Such an attempt has been quite succgssfialle and prepares the way for the
proposal elaborated in this paper and introducedgasicy goods perfectionisrollowing
Nussbaum’s taxonomy, the perfectionist vision mrvard is close to the work of authors

such as McDowell, Wiggins, Richardson, Shermaniussbaum herseff.

The crucial place of reason in directing the fumaitng of virtues through deliberation
andregulatingthe pursuit of substantive goods needs to be ernggthat first. Reason also
has an important role in balancing and organisimg drives arising from desires. These
should not be thwarted nor should they receive tlass satisfaction, because the
(perfectionist) ideal that flows from the virtuesna at aspecificallyhuman life. From the
variety of desires that human beings experiencévetera second priority, which brings
together some of the above mentioned thinkers agency goods perfectionism’. There is a
plurality of qualitatively heterogeneous goods harb&ings normally pursue and not just a

homogeneous measure, like utility, that can covieatever people want. This last point has

“SM. NUSSBAUM, “Virtue Ethics”,o.c.
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the merit to draw attention to the complexity ofistotelian ideals of the good life, such as
agency goods perfectionism, in which the key vabfieexcellencescannot be adequately
rendered by a maximising consequentialist view @r dny list of objective goods,

notwithstanding their diversity. Finally, a thirdriqrity emerges from some of the best
reflection on virtue ethics -for example, McDoweMurdocH® and Sherman-; that is, a
special attention to the place of emotion in reagpmbout the good. This is an important
legacy to bear in mind, because perfectionist theoare usually so focused on objective
goods or maximisation that the emotional side ahan life is altogether forgotten.

A. Agency goods per fectionism

It is worth emphasising that this paper aims toppse a vision of perfectionism
centred on an account of the virtues which amouat® partial conception of human
flourishing; otherwise, calledagency goods perfectionismit holds that ‘character’,
constituted by a unified set of virtues, offersiical potential compatible with liberalism and
overlaps with the core ideas of natural law thedBynce it is explicitly derived from
Aristotle’s ethics, one should be wary of underdmihow agency goods perfectionism does
not run the risk to be incompatible with liberalisBudaimoniahas usually been taken as a
full-blown ideal of *happiness’, including many @sfive goods the agent should pursue in
her life. Such a view has been rejected by mostrdils, precisely because it threatens the
freedom of each individual to subjectively definkawis good for her. By contrast, Aristotle’s
conception ofeudaimoniaand the virtues as a perfectionist proposal da¢sprescribe the
pursuit of substantive goods but simpdgulatesindividual pursuits. It is regulative insofar as
its ethical strength is constituted udaimoniaand the virtues, which restrain any subjective
definition of the good. It is @erfectionistproposal in the broad sense of the term insofar as
eudaimoniaand the virtues represent a critical potentialedasn the idea of human
improvement. However, improvement is only conceiwederms of the exercise of ethical
excellences or excellences of character -nametyyittues- and does not prescribe the pursuit
of any substantive ends. This perfectionism i3 Bense, based on an ‘objectivist conception
of the good’; that is, the idea of human improvemetiowever, it is not based on an

objectivist conception of substantive goods oreghds worth pursuing by human beings.

“6|. MURDOCH, The Sovereignty of the Gaddndon, Routledge, 1971.
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The idea of character, as constituted by a cedeiirof virtues, connects virtue ethics
with agency goods perfectionism. The main featwkesirtue ethics congenial to agency
goods perfectionism include its being agent centsedthat the concept of right action is
based on that of the virtuous agent, rather than dther way round, as happens in
utilitarianism and Kantian theory; its being comet withbeing rather thardoing or with
determining the sort of agent to be rather thansimt of action to do; its taking as basic
concepts areteic notions, like the good, excellemzkvirtue, rather than deontic notions, like
the right, duty and obligatioH.

Although all virtue ethicists might not subscrilee these features, they represent a
plausible core of virtue ethics which may work dsridge towards that conception of human
flourishing so far neglected by virtue ethics. Ndhis bridge has to connect at least three
separated theoretical islands: not only virtueostl@ind agency goods perfectionism but also
natural law theory. In order to check whether thipossible, one should provide at this point
a brief outline of what constitutes agency good$geionism and natural law theory, in order
to put in place some parallel structures and dgvtie necessary conceptual tools to conduct

a more in-depth analysis of these three theories.

B. The place of virtuesin agency goods perfectionism

Different perfectionist approaches have been fodnole human nature (Aristotle),
intuition (Raz), or a theory of organic wholes (Mdg. Contemporary liberal societies can
only accommodate a perfectionist approach provitlatlit is respectful of the large variety of
styles of life and comprehensive conceptions ofdbed it faces. Hence, no perfectionist
theory can be based on a narrow and rigid accauhtiman flourishing. One may wish to
outline avague but still thickaccount of human flourishirij; that is, an account centred
around a general framework of intrinsic goods tdilbed in with more detailed descriptions
on a case by case basis. Martha Nussbaum’s hertieilpufounded account of human
virtues? is a helpful starting point for such an accounpeffectionism. She argues that, in

basic spheres of human conduct where we cannothelpsing and acting, such as our bodily

“" This account is provided but not endorsed by Rstfiouse; se€n Virtue Ethics Oxford, Oxford University
Press, 1999, p. 25.

“ The expression “thick vague conception of the goisdMartha Nussbaum'’s; see: “Aristotelian Social
Democracy”, inH.S. RICHARDSON, G.M. MARA and B. DOUGLASS, Liberalism and the Gogd.ondon,
Kegan, 1990, p. 205.

M. NUSSBAUM, “Non-Relative Virtues"p.c, pp. 32-53.
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appetites, the giving and taking of money, our ptals/ulnerability, and the like, we can give
right and wrong responses. One can giviliia description of right responses in terms of
virtues, such as temperance in the first spheregandrosity and courage respectively in the
second and third spheres. To act with temperantieeirsphere of bodily appetites means to
act in the right way, although what temperance catety requires in the situation is to be
conceived according to the cultural context ofdlgent. What was the appropriate exercise of
temperance in ancient Athens may not be so in ogoaeary Italy. Although this account of
agency goods is flexible enough to allow large atawns through cultural contexts, it is also
perfectionist in excluding ‘wrong’ conceptions dfet good. These will be identified by
‘wrong’ responses in the mentioned spheres of huexgerience. However, most life choices
-concerning, for instance, substantive goods amdecs:- keep their legitimate status when

agency goods are exercised.

Now, liberals may accept a perfectionist theory they do not wish the state to
impinge on their lifestyle, even if they recognibat the public sphere can promote general
conditions for the good life that do not pre-emmdividual freedom of choic®. Those who
reject indiscriminately any public engagement widtiteria of the good life or human
flourishing are doing a disservice to liberal themrsofar as they conceive the liberal state as
necessarily separate and independent from thetyudlilife of its citizens. Very recent
experiences, like the current world economic crisisarly show that not only state actions
but also world dynamics affect individual lives. liBes or the organisation of public
institutions and ethics or individual choices fdretgood life are deeply interconnected
matters. As a result, the theoretical strategy omtiauity seems to respond better to
experience. In contrast, on the ‘discontinuistatdgy, a liberal state should apply its policies

without being concerned with the kind of life iiizens live®

The central idea of notions such as the good liftaonan flourishing refers to the
guality of a person’s life as a whole. This ideaynbe filled in at various levels. The most

general level includes, as its constituent partsatwhas been calleggency goodsthat is,

* This is not to say that all supporters of freedoiti be satisfied with this arrangement. Howevence

freedom is considered in the context of a humam lif should be clear that its importance depenighe

activities that people can effectively realise gbut. Freedom of choice allows people to realisgrtgoals to a
degree depending on eventual hindrances and ssébiar but it is also scalar with regard to @sds. Once we
accept the purposefulness of freedom of choice ptréectionist discourse on self-restraint on theugds of

agency goods sounds more plausible. S€e: TAYLOR, “What's Wrong with Negative Liberty?”,
Philosophical Papers,Zambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1985.

* Cf supra note 10.
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virtues or qualities of character which work as e®af choosing in the basic spheres of
human conduct. The perfectionist view put forwadpartial view of human flourishing or

the good life. In promoting the exercise of agegowds, it does not claim to suggest all that
matters to an individual's way of living. This com&o consist also in a certain set of
prudential goods and in other purely subjectiveicd® Instead, in promoting agency goods
one promotes what has most reasons to be sharduslsense, ‘human flourishing’ or ‘the

good life’ or ‘the well-lived life’ are just partiaoncepts, but endowed with better normative

foundations than more extensive ones are.

Nussbaum’s account can be very helpful in offeriagfoundation for, and
identification of, agency goods. On a less genlenadl, prudential goodssuch as aesthetic
experience, human relationships, play or knowledgmtribute to someone’s good life,
although they do not have to figure necessarilyewery good life. Prudential goods are
substantive goods, even if the latter also inclgoeds which do not directly benefit the agent
like altruistic goods. What often happens is theg pursuit of one of these goods, such as
knowledge, by its own nature may prevent the purstiiother prudential goods, such as
aesthetic experience or play. At this level of tiyeth sounds very plausible to let in, as
constituents of the good life, objective goods loé sort included within an objective list
theory. Lastly, a third category which would fill the conception of the good life put forward
would be awvay of living which embodies a particular ranking of agencydsoand prudential
goods and a particular way of realising th&nn a way of living, one may include not only
what the agent pursues or exercises as valuehéar awn sake -as for the previous two
categories- but also what he pursues instrumentally her personal reasons for certain
evaluations and rankings. For example, my waywifidj can include the biographical reasons
which make me a tourist entrepreneur. A way oilivis not constituent of someone’s good
life in the same way that agency goods and prudlegtiods are, but it is more a particular
way of organising them, establishing priorities @hare good for the person involved but not
for another. Each of us adopts, consciously or motyay of living because each of us
preferably pursues some goals rather than otheesy though one is not always aware of

what counts most in her own life.

2 The distinction between particular categories @bds and a way of living is borrowed from J. Chsee:
“Legitimacy, Unanimity and PerfectionismPhilosophy and Public Affair2000, pp. 5-42, at p. 11.
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In this view, agency goods and prudential goodseitlall final, are fundamentally
different. Whereas prudential goods identifyjects of choice&eonsidered choice-worthy for
themselves® agency goods are (dispositions to engageninfles of choosingn certain
spheres of conduct. If one does not choose a ptiatignod, he is still within the boundaries
of the good life in opting for other prudential giso However, if one does not exercise an
agency good, such as the virtue of courage whelindeaith the sphere of conduct where
bodily vulnerability is at stake, he is simply wpt Courage is identified as the right
response, while other alternatives like cowardiceashness are wrorig.We take them as
inappropriate responses. Wrong responses brindifeumuch further from the ideal of the
good life than happens when we just neglect somédgnmtial good whose choice is up to us,
whereas agency goods are constitutive of the gdedahd participate in the exercise of
deliberative rationality.

By and large, however, the list of basic sphera$ @rresponding agency goods is
justified by their being accepted despite any dddion of time and place. We can still
recognise what is good and bad in literary casa® fihe past or from very foreign cultures
because their virtues and vices still corresponduto‘thin’ descriptions?® Thin descriptions
of what courage and justice are need to be filleéddcording to specific circumstances of
place and time, whereas holding that the rightarse is courage rather than cowardice or
rashness is closely tied to the human conditiorthWaspect to fear of severe harm to our

body or death, we admire the courageous persoarrdihn the coward or the rash. There is

% It is not for the individual agent to determinatlsomething is choice-worthy in itself: choice-thimess is
already there to be picked up, although it is reittbstract -as it would be according to critedehsas Nozick's
organic unity- nor absolute. Choice-worthinessnthe beyond subjectivist choice but relies on wikajood for
a specifically human life and can be detected tijincas hermeneutical approagha Nussbaum. What is choice-
worthy is usually confirmed in different societigsough time and space, so it is “for us” as muglit & for our
fellows similarly situated.

> Wrongness here does not depend on ‘producing baseguences’ for the agent but on refusing thescorr
kind of conduct from the point of view of what ctihges the good life or flourishing. Given the qolexity of
this ideal, what appears good or bad to the agegt here, now and individually- will differ from gerad
criteria of right and wrong conduct.

* This definition of courage with regard to bodilylrerability will seem a restriction of use to #tiose -
ancients as much as contemporaries- who extengsthef courage to conduct to take in the face i such as
bad reputation, poverty, sickness and others. Xestotle explicitly defines these as usesdiilarity, while
the central case of courage is that concerned feithfor the vulnerability of one’s body and espdgi death.
See:Nicomachearkthics 1115a10-24.

* |f agency goods are nothing else than virtues, should one use the term in the first place, ratf@n remain
within the traditional bounds? The basic reasonaftwpting ‘agency goods’ is that the extensive tkeba the
virtues as a moral theory alternative to utilitarsan or Kantianism has overloaded the term. Oneccausider
agency goods as a coherent set of ‘internal goetigh orientate the agent’s choice on all basictenatof his
conduct in life. In contrast, the virtues are cdeséd more narrowly in the contemporary debate faisma of
morality or correct behaviour toward others, exaolgdimportant areas of conduct such as friendlir@ssur
sense of humour.
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no personal intuition here to identify what is ugtand what is vice but a large convergence

of shared opinions through time and sp¥ce.

In times of ethical relativism, the foundation gfeacy goods requires more extensive
and detailed argumentation than what has beendedvo far® One should focus on the
particular nature of agency goods which belonght gsychological fabric of people rather
than being moral rules or principles that one degi follow. If one behaves in an unjust or
spiteful way, he shows traits of character that enb&r a person we cannot easily relate to.
Most people tend to avoid unjust persons that aevk to be so, because their attitude is
harmful to them. These bad traits of character deingt makes human relations possible and
beneficial. Besides, unjustness is not only wraongfthe point of view of the community, as
human relations are endangered, but also from ¢iré pf view of the agent herself, since a
person who is not in balance with her fellow hurbamgs cannot even aspire to the ideal of

flourishing.

The advocate of agency goods holds that havingdatitzat of character such as
unjustness is universally accepted as wrong becaumsie people may disagree on the
meaning of justice as a political concept -conirémt example, the positions espoused by
Rawls, Nozick and the utilitarians-, justice asrattof character entails at least a common
core of ideas like fairness, giving each personduer; respecting people’s dignity and treating
them impartially. Although concrete definitions pfstice may vary, there is a minimal
account of justice that has to be present in amegcognise that different conceptions belong
to the same debate. It is possible to imagine qadat definitions of justice in which ideas
such as compensating the most disadvantaged drighigd, but the common core remains
what is unchanging in justice. Any opposite traill Wwe universally accepted as unjust, if it
shows one or more features contrary to the commos, such as unfairness, not giving each

her due or not respecting human dignity.

However, there is some truth in relativism that digency goods account can capture,
while strong objectivism cannot. Relativists hdhétt certain moral rules and principles show

themselves to be admirable adaptations to circurosta Then again, agency goods advocates

" It is worth mentioning here that the idea of wrthas a higher degree of universality than the edimg
conception of fundamental rights which is so ottenalded now.

%8 Relativist objections have been tackled in liiperalismo forte: Per un’etica pubblica perfexiista Milano,
Mondadori, 2004, Chapter 7, Section 4.
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do not defend that certain traits of character ameversally valid, in spite of cultural
differences. Instead, they hold that, notwithstagdsome specific features dependent on
one’s social culture -like the exclusion of slafesm the subjects of justice-, all cultural

variations of justice exhibit a common core.

VI1.Virtuesin natural law theory

In order to reach some kind of tentative positieadusion for the assessment of the
three most important contemporary contenders irfigheé of the human good, one also needs
to inquire into the substantive ethical views ofunal law theory. The plural is required, of
course, by the (conflict-ridden) coexistence ofsleal natural law, based on the virtues, and
of new natural law, based on fundamental goodkellassumptions put forward earlier on are
plausible, the alliance of natural law theory witkrfectionist liberalism through virtue ethics
should now be confirmed, although the new nataal &lternative proposal deserves critical
assessment. For this purpose, one needs thustdirstjuire into the virtues of the natural law
tradition and verify their similitude (and overlapg) with the virtues discussed in
contemporary virtue ethics and, secondly, to exanmaw natural law’s ethical views and
assess its position regarding the virtues. Inviesy, attention should be paid to the current
debate and the contemporary theories offered byesoinits most influential members, like
Grisez and Finnis, as well as to Finnis's accounfAguinas’s views concerning practical

reason.

While commenting on the virtues of the natural fadition, one needs to keep in
mind that this tradition is notoriously split intawwo equally important factions, respectively
represented by Christian and secular virtues. @tterltrend has been theorised first in Greek
ethical thought; as, for instance, in the consitiemaof the cardinal virtues of practical
wisdom, justice, courage and temperance. The aliemposition has been developed in two
ways; either as special theological virtues thdy @hristians have and care about because of
their conception of god -such as faith, hope anarigh or as ‘infused’ virtues that god
implants in people, where not only theological also cardinal virtues are infused from god.
Obviously, theological virtues are specific to Ghien believers and there is no claim of an
overlap with contemporary secular conceptions efuintues. Instead, one should scrutinise
the real status of ‘infused’ virtues in the worktbe foremost defender of Christian ethics;

that is, Thomas Aquinas.
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The Scholastics classified all virtues under theelaof ‘infused’, including the
cardinal virtues belonging to the secular traditiout with a noticeableaveat infused virtues
are only received from god ‘to some degree’. Thgreke of reception of the moral virtues
rather than their acquisition through effort mustdssessed in turn. Scholastic views can be
distinguished by their adherence to one of two nthgoretical poles: on one hand, the
Augustinian position that virtue is a gift of graaad, on the other hand, the Aristotelian
position that virtue is an achievement of humaroreéffWhat is at stake is more than a
doctrinal disagreement. Indeed, one can only dimeessfully a parallel between natural law
theory and liberal perfectionism if natural lawoa¥s for an understanding of the virtues that

leaves some place to human effort.

Following the careful reconstruction by John Inglis useful starting point is the
suggestion that Aquinas constructed the secondop&iis Summarheologiaeon the grounds
of William Peraldus’sSumma de Vitiis et Virtutibusround 1250. Moving from within an
Augustinian background of ideas, Peraldus did nishwo reduce human beings to mere
puppets which divine grace would cause to act. way out of the Augustinian problem
concerning human freedom was to distinguish betwefrsed virtues that god produces in
people without any intervention on their side anel ¢tardinal virtues for which human effort
is required. However, human effort is required awlyprepare oneself to receive the cardinal
virtues from god. Hence, whereas Peraldus goekeiuthan Augustine in allowing human
effort a role, it does not go as far as to adnat ttuman beings can cooperate with god in the
acquisition of the moral virtué8.It was, then, up to Aquinas to reconsider and ftither
reduce the Augustinian authority on the issue dties.

Faithful to the Aristotelian tradition, Aquinas \wed to confer a greater role to human
beings in the acquisition of the virtues. To tHiee, he relied on the idea of habitual human
activity producing moral virtues in cooperation lwigod, where activities conforming to
nature and received from god, appear as cooperaiitngod® Thus, while at the higher
level the theological virtues perfect people iratiein to the highest good béatitudq people

need also to be perfected in relation to thoseipalysbjects and persons who are the causes

*J.INGLIS, “Aquinas’s Replication of the Acquired Moral Migts”, Journal of Religious Ethi¢999,
pp. 3-27.

0 bid., p. 9.

® Ibid., p. 11.
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of their actions. The infused moral virtues com® ishape and direct lower appetites to their
ultimate end, as happens with the infused virtuesemperance and courage. Crucially,
whereas the acquired virtues of temperance ancageulirect a person’s action with regard
to her highest good in the worldly life, there istact relationship between the two forms of
virtues. As a result, far from being useless, agustine thought, the acquired virtues prepare
people to receive their infused counterparts. Bessithis does not happen through a radical
replacement that leads to the disappearance ofatugired virtues, because Aquinas
conceives of the relation in terms of a harmoniassition in which the infused virtues are

built upon the acquired ones while strengthenirir thperatiort?

This view of Christian virtues is clearly compaéiblith liberal perfectionism based
on the virtues because it leaves room for the Wyrdghest good, although locating the
divine good at a superior level. Most importantbiquinas’s reconstruction grants
compatibility and cooperation between acquired arfdsed moral virtues. For example,
while acquired temperance serves bodily healththadyeneral balance of one’s good (civil)
life, infused temperance can supervene and tramdfoe final cause, directing the work of the
acquired virtue to the highest goodb&fatitudo So, rather than finding an opposition between
two incompatible ethical conceptions, we find thetquired virtue can enable one to move
more easily toward the final en®.Such a general scheme of compatibility can makenro
for and offer keys to interpretation, as in theeca$ temperance and abstention. Once one
accepts the idea of a continuum between acquirddirdased virtues -that is, between the
worldly and the non-worldly final cause-, the pomit balance to identify in each case,
according to its specific circumstances, has atsbet drawn in the light of physical desires
and their satisfaction. If infused virtues are bugpon acquired ones, the account of these
starts from those spheres of physical needs anidedehat inextricably belong to human
nature and there is, thus, continuity rather thaposition between happiness from the

acquired virtues in this world armatitudofrom infused virtues at the divine leVél.

2T, AQUINAS, Sommarheologica I-1l 51.4 ad 3;J. INGLIS, o.c, pp. 14-20.

8 J.INGLIS, o.c, p. 22.

& After the presentation of agency goods perfecsionithe account of essential spheres of human iexper
should by now be familiar to the reader. One caidn go as far as assuming thatttria description or right
responses in terms of virtues keeps agency good®cfienism closer to Aquinas’s virtues than other
perfectionist accounts.
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VI1I. New natural law fundamental goods

The competing view within natural law theory thesa to undermine the project of a
common ground between secular and religious ethiceugh a conception of virtues. In
contrast, new natural law theory holds that a sultste ethics has to consist in a list of
objective basic goods which are self-evident, msic and open to pursuit by a limitless
number of people in a limitless number of ways.i#itial example of these goods is provided
in Finnis’s list in Natural Law and Natural Rightswhich includes knowledge, life, play,
aesthetic experience, sociability and friendshipctical reasonableness and religioMay
does offer a far more developed and sophisticaséddummarising the views of new natural
law, he distinguishes five reflexive or existengg@ods in whichchoiceenters for their very
definition and which have ‘harmony’ as a commonntbe namely, marriage, harmony
between and among individuals and groups of persbasmony among one’s feelings,
judgments and actions or peace of conscience astly,| harmony with god or religion. In
addition, three substantive goods do not requirgcehfor their definition; that is, life -
including health, bodily integrity and the transsms of life-, knowledge of the truth and

appreciation of beauty and, finally, excellenceviork and play®

Independently of the exact contents of these distsasic goods or principles, it should
be emphasised that they are principles of practieason and not moral principles. By
opposition, the morality aspect of new natural lames in with the ‘basic requirements of
practical reasonableness’, defined as modes obnedgility, which specify ways of choosing
not incompatible with a will oriented towaidtegral humanfulfilment that is, the new
natural law neologism for the idea of the highexidy

Two short remarks are in order at this point. Fiest to their contents, basic goods
only seem to represent a setpofidential goods, selected from a large and varied set which
has been increasing over time. A list of basic gasdailing on two accounts: as in all lists of

objective goods, its reliance on some particukamg at the exclusion of others is based on

® It is worth-mentioning that lists of basic goodstis kind verymuchresemble objective list theories. So, why
should they be treated separately? The main redmsesnot haveto do with foundation (appeal to self-evidence)
or content (inclusion of religion or harmony witledyin the list); on the contrary, it is purely ségic. New
natural law has to be discussed and assessed éouhge of the general discussion of natural laaoith because
its merits and faults are strictly connected wité position of the virtues within natural law.

% W.E. MAY, “Contemporary Perspectives in Thomistic Naturail, in J. GOYETTE, M.S. LATKOVIC,
and R.S. MYERS, St Thomas Aquinas and the Natural Law Traditi$vashington, Catholic University of
America Press, 2004, p. 143.
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pure intuition® and, more often than not, the pursuit of some gmtiel goods may prevent
the pursuit of others. Secondly, as to their stmgteven if they refer to a highest good such
as ‘integral human fulfilment’, lists of basic g@odan never amount to a comprehensive ideal
of the good life, able to cover all basic spheresuwman experience. It is lacking in terms of
that well-balanced view of human flourishing thaterweaves the basic components of
human anthropology, like reason, desires and passibhis view has been exemplified in

agency goods perfectionism.

At this point, one needs to delve into the new ratlaw’s conception of the virtues
and, more precisely, how authors in this traditcmmsider the issue of virtues in classical
natural law. Finnis focuses on the structure ofb@ehtion and choice in order to identify the
core tenets of Aquinas’s ethical discussion. Invesv, Aquinas’s doctrine rests on a number
of basic human goods, which are not fully reducitdeany single fundamental good and
which provide the first principles of practical sem. New natural law advocates hold that
these basic goods are incommensurable, althougrallinified by their relationship to the
first principle of Thomistic ethics; namely, thammiple that ‘good is to be done and pursued
and bad avoided’. Much of Finnis’s argument seemrg¥olve around one point developed in
note 92 of hisAquinas® The ends of human life or principles of practieasonableness are
more basic than the virtues. Indeed, they pre-gkistvirtues in our practical reason, as
‘naturally known principles’, prior to the developmt of any virtue, and make their

emergence possibfé.

In relation to Aquinas’s thoughts about the virtuéisinis states that the good of virtue
is thebonum rationis“both an intelligible good in which a reasonapé¥son is interested and
the good of that person’s being interested in it aufficiently well-integrated -mind
integrated with will and each with sub-rational ides and powers- to choose it and to put it
into practice”™ He also develops that excellence and strength hafracter involve a
disposition to act withintelligent love in pursuit of basic human goodsSo, although this
account leaves some room for the virtues, it ischdlg centred arounthe virtue of practical

reasonableness or prudence, rather than any sihtjte specific moral virtues, understood as

" A. LISSKA, Aquinas’s Theory of the Natural Law: An Analyti®gconstructionOxford, Clarendon, 1996,
p. 156.

% J. FINNIS, Aquinas Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1998, p. 80.

% T. AQUINAS, SommaTheologicdl-Il g. 47 a.6¢c; g. 56 a.1c; these are the rfees quoted by Finnis.
©J. FINNIS, Aquinas o.c, pp. 83-84.

™ bid.
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spheres of balance between specific sets of demigseason. Most importantly, in Finnis’s
interpretation of Aquinas, the virtues still havenarely auxiliary role with regard to the basic
human goods that remain the crucial normative iemew natural law’s ethics. The good of
virtue, in the sense dfonum rationis commits the moral agent to choose with a will doav
all the basic goods of human existence, with a taWard integral human fulfilmenta
concept which, in the later work of the new natuaal school, has supplanted the traditional

notion ofbeatitudoor felicitas "

However, the position of the adepts of the new nahtaw with regard to the virtues is
more articulated than appears at first sight in wré@ings of Finnis. Critics within the
contemporary natural law discourse have observatl nbw natural law authors “do not
continue the Thomistic tradition regarding the gaatlvirtues of prudence, justice, fortitude
and temperance and the way in which Aquinas reltitege virtues to specific powers of the
human person®™ However, we should look at the work of Germains@rzi the actual founder
of new natural law, to grasp the nuances of a #teal position which understands the
centrality of virtues in the moral and Christiaadition only reductively; “much of what
scriptures and Christian teaching say on moralityekpressed in the language of the
virtues™.”* Although acknowledging this, Grisez reshapes tineias in terms of ‘modes of
responsibility’ that stem from the ‘first principlef morality’; “in voluntarily acting for
human goods and avoiding what is opposed to thempoght to choose and otherwise will,
those and only those possibilities whose willingcanpatible with a will toward integral

human fulfilment””®

With regard to the importance of the latter consdpt new natural law, virtues are
associated to modes of responsibility because tlteyot concern specific kinds of acts.
Virtues come as aspects of a personality well-ratiegl in itself with a morally good self.

According to Grisez, such a personality is shapgdlmices that go along with the first

2|t is important to emphasise that in referringfiguinas, Finnis has to admit and do justice totthditional
ethical conception of the virtues, taking distafroen his previous marginalisation of the virtues\Niatural Law,
Natural Rights where he concentrated all of his account ontafihasic values’, while describing virtues such
as courage, generosity, moderation, gentlenessrentlke as ‘aspects of human self-determinatiod self-
realisation’. More precisely, they were taken robasic values but as ways or modes of pursuinig bakies.
See:J. FINNIS, Natural Law, Natural Righto.c, pp. 90-91.

® W.E. MAY, Thomas Aquinas and the Natural Law TraditiaMashington, Catholic University of America
Press, 2004, pp. 153-154.

" G.GRISEZ, The Way of Lord Jesus: Christian Moral Principl&®l. I, Quinci, Franciscan Press, 1983,

p. 192.

® |bid., p. 184.
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principle of morality and with modes of responstijl while the virtues embody the latter.
Thereafter, a character expresses and embodies thedes of responsibility. In order to
make the moral import of the virtues completelyacjeone should study which modes of
responsibility are available to this end. For exlEmpis book orChristian Moral Principles
expands on modes that resemble deontological norons than virtues. First, one should not
be deterred by felt inertia from acting for intgible goods. Secondly, one should not be
pressed by enthusiasm or impatience to act indahstically for intelligible goods. Thirdly,
one should not choose to satisfy an emotional eegxcept as part of one’s pursuit or
attainment of an intelligible good other than tlatisaction of the desire itsélf. Whereas
these (and other) modes described by Grisez déowe the core of Christian teaching, one
remains sceptical about his claim that the virtuses dispositions of character which keep
reason on balance with desires and emotions iadatight in the classical tradition-, can be
reduced to norms prescribing certain actions aodlipiting others. Although acknowledging
-though without quoting him- that Aquinas proposeahoral theology founded on an ethics of
virtues, Grisez emphasises that “virtues do nowigde a normative source distinct from
propositional principles such as the modes and g¢bmpletely specific norms they

generate™®

Lastly, Grisez’s reductivist position on the vatuis confirmed by his thesis that
character is largely -even if not entirely- the matructure of one’s choices, the self which
expresses and shows itself in further particulés.&uch a self-styled ethics of character or of

virtues, which emphasises character rather thaicptar acts, realises a false dichotofy.

The reasons behind this reductivist position onvirtees held by new natural law are
strong enough to create a sharp fracture in whaéeRdseorge calls, following Berlin, “the
central tradition of Western thoughf’. Whereas the central tradition from Aristotle to
Aquinas, rests on the virtues as a crucial ettdoatponent in strengthening the moral fabric
of people and society, liberalism introduces andenines the importance of a pluralism of
values; hence, generating disgregating effectslensihe traditional conception of the good
that George takes as hierarchical, elitist and-@lntalist. In turn, a conception of the kind
offered by new natural law, based on the recogmitiba multiplicity of fundamental human

goods that can be pursued and organised in muliydgs by different persons and

" |bid., p. 192.

7 bid., pp. 205-210.

8 |bid., p. 193.

 Ibid., pp. 193-194.

% R. GEORGE, Making Men Moral Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1993, pp. 19-ffuotingl. BERLIN,
The Crooked Timber of Humanity: Chapters in thetdtisof Ideas New York, Knopfl, 1991.
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communities, is much more congenial to the libgrlalralism of values. The virtues of
tradition are identified and criticised as a mothati model of the good life that conflicts with
the variety of human goods, whereas the concegfidandamental human goods is taken to
emphasise the diversity of ways of life availailertodern peopl&. However, in light of the
interpretation of the virtues put forward abovegads led to doubt that the virtue ethics
tradition could be charged with anti-pluralism, ighhew natural law’s fundamental goods

would express a variety more congenial to libehatglism.

VI1Il. Conclusion

The preceding discussion on the substantive theofithe good may be misplaced or
useless, if citizens in liberal societies accepheagelativistic view of value; relying, at best,
on a conception of human rights rather than onraose full-fledged attempt at defining what
is objectively good. Yet, if many signs perceiveddifferent quarters have been correctly
interpreted, one may plausibly identify a well-sggteneed for value orientation that runs
trough different levels of liberal societies. Thavival of virtue ethics, a return of natural law
theories and some perfectionist hints in liberaotly, all show a demand for a stronger

connection of ethics to human needs and desirepa@@a to what rights theories can express.

The general idea put forward, from the beginninghi$ paper, is that virtue ethics
conveys a conception of the good that deserves re gareful treatment than many virtue
ethics theorists would care to concede. In thiamgagency goods perfectionism does a good
job in proposing a substantive ethics connectett wiphilosophical anthropology in which
reason, desires and passions realise an idealcdealan

To conclude, the plausibility of some overlap betweagency goods perfectionism
and natural law theory in the area of virtues shthas the traditional theory of the good from
which liberalism developed deserves a more categatment. Real life choices and activities
revolve around experiences of the good, wellbemdjfiourishing, at least, as much as around
experiences of the right and justice. As a refuitther development of this argument can only

improve the moral and political self-understandfiginy liberal society.

& |bid., pp. 38-39.
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