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               Sweet are the uses of adversity, 

               
               Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous, 

               
               Wears yet a precious jewel in his head; 

               
               And this our life, exempt from public haunt, 

               
               Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks, 

               
               Sermons in stones, and good in everything. 

               
               I would not change it. (Shakespeare, As You Like It, II.i)
               

               
            

            

            
         

         
      

   
      Preface

      
         
         Mera Flaumenhaft: Student and Teacher

         
      

      
      Mera Flaumenhaft is the daughter of two teachers dedicated to the notion that schools
         and teachers should play an important role in shaping thoughtful and moral human beings
         and citizens. They were not professional scholars, but they were lively learners.
         Books, politics, museums, music, plays, birds, plants, and travels were rethought
         in endless discussions with friends, children, and even strangers. Such talk seemed
         a necessary component of friendship. There was an underlying tension between their
         respect for traditional learning, culture, and morality, and their belief that modernity—modern
         science, politics, and rationality—would make the world a better place. Education,
         especially democratic public education, was one key to the moral development of human
         beings and society. So, discussion and schools have shaped Mera’s entire life, even
         as real learning came from other experiences as well. At the schools she has attended
         since then, she has learned some things about what one should and should not aspire
         to learn, and what it means to learn, by one’s self and with others.
      

      
      The University of Chicago in the early 1960s was a comfortable and exciting second
         home: a curriculum of “great books” in required core courses, the latest version of
         the famous Hutchins College. Her early interest in natural history was put on the
         back burner as the study of literature became her first concern. The Chicago English
         Department was known for close readings that emphasized ideas and authors—rather than
         historic context and secondary scholarship—serious writing requirements, and small
         discussion classes. At the university, she found a faculty of learned adults, many
         of whom were willing and eager to include intense articulate students in their way
         of life. Mera’s most memorable moment did not take place in the English Department,
         but with Karl Joachim (“Jock”) Weintraub, a revered teacher of the required History
         of Western Civilization sequence. When she went to Weintraub, an extraordinary model
         of intellectual and moral seriousness, to confess her lack of interest in Augustine’s
         Confessions, she had the most important conversation of her young life. He suggested that Augustine
         was a thinker from whom she, like thousands of others, could learn about many of the
         deepest questions in which she was already interested. He said that “disciplined imagination”
         was a habit that could make the most alien-seeming thinkers, accessible and even fundamental,
         to all readers, even if they were not ultimately convinced by their arguments. She
         has often recounted that life-changing conversation to other serious young students
         who may need help learning how to learn.
      

      
      The graduate department of English at the University of Pennsylvania was a less comfortable
         home. Specialized expertise and an incentive to produce new “readings” somehow discouraged
         interest in the relations between the study of literature and other fields of learning.
         Those years were intellectually lonely, but did help clarify her personal interests.
         Plays continued to be of special interest, because of the relation between the broadly
         political ideas in drama and the status of the theater as a civic institution. An
         early interest in Shaw, Brecht, and the founding of the Irish Republic’s National
         theater gradually deepened into the study of plays by Aeschylus, Euripides, and Shakespeare.
      

      
      Academic literary studies soon became less attractive for another, more worrisome
         reason. During her university years, American institutions of higher education underwent
         great transformation. The Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, changes in social
         mores, especially regarding private life and families, produced a widespread rejection
         of the wisdom and authority of the old—in literature, politics, religion, and philosophy.
         Spurred on by the influence of French “literary theory,” and the professional encouragement
         of novelty, English departments were the special targets, as well as instigators,
         of such change. The books chosen for study, questions and thoughts acceptable in discussions,
         and the language of students, teachers, and published interpretations radically changed
         the meaning of reading and thinking and speaking. The natural interests of most readers
         fell out of style and were rarely cultivated in classrooms. By now, several generations
         of high school and college students have never learned to ask whom Natasha should
         marry, or what Shakespeare intended his readers to learn from serious encounters with
         Romeo, Caliban, Falstaff, and Shylock. The study of great works of literature often
         neglects its function of helping young people grow up.
      

      
      In 1969, Mera married, completed her dissertation in Annapolis, and found a more congenial
         intellectual community at St. John’s College, where her husband was teaching. She
         audited some classes, regularly attended lectures and question periods, and occasionally
         taught regular and community seminars. An appointment to a teaching position in the
         English Department at the new Anne Arundel Community College unexpectedly turned out
         to provide an excellent opportunity to shape her own, as well as her students’, learning.
         The courses in Shakespeare and world literature were opportunities to read and discuss
         whole great works, rather than anthologized purple passages. In her sections, “literature”
         included Thucydides, the Bible and Machiavelli, as well as Homer, tragedies, and Tolstoy.
         Students were drawn to such offerings. She also began to learn Greek, and to write
         the first of many essays. She finds, as others have said, that “I write to find out
         what I think.” Communal discussion as a way of life has the same effect, but formulating
         and sustaining coherent arguments while arriving at tentative conclusions makes writing
         valuable for students as well as teachers who do not lecture in their classes. After
         a few years, teaching and learning expanded to include the company of two young children,
         and she left the community college. In 1977, St. John’s offered a regular faculty
         appointment in a school and home worthy of a lifetime commitment.
      

      
      Here was an integrated curriculum intended to help serious readers willing to work
         hard in the company of respectful fellow learners to develop compelling questions
         about the world as a whole. “Literature people” discover that they are, after all,
         interested in mathematics, and “science people” find wisdom in the works of Homer
         and Hobbes. Mera found that learning Greek and French makes students thoughtful about
         the language of great writers and about their own speech. The slow, difficult translation
         and discussion of a play by Sophocles in Greek is a remarkable preparation for a close,
         thoughtful reading of a play by Shakespeare in English. Euclidean propositions, artful
         sonnets, and scientific and political treatises accustom readers to attend to the
         structure of books and of all objects of interest. And the freshman laboratory is
         not just the beginning of the laboratory sequence of the curriculum. It also reopens
         and develops a way of thinking about nature, ourselves, and other living beings that
         is found most often in young children before they enter school.
      

      
      Mera has come to think her mission as a St. John’s tutor, especially now, as technology
         speeds up all human life, is to teach students how to slow down, to look again, to
         ask another question, and to wonder why. This means thinking something through for
         oneself before applying a received label like “tragic flaw,” or immediately grabbing
         one’s phone and clicking for brief information. One can learn a lot from explanations
         that come to be rejected and from etymological guesses that turn out to be wrong.
      

      
      This way of looking and this habit of mind, teaches one to ask questions that can
         make even deceptively simple things—shapes and numbers, fish fins and magnolia leaves,
         weighing and measuring—interesting, even marvelous, to the curious and thoughtful
         looker. At first, learning to look in this way might seem silly, even childish. But
         soon “What’s a part?” becomes, “What’s the whole?” while, “What’s a plant?” also asks
         “What’s the purpose of a thing? What’s a soul?”—and onward.
      

      
      Naive looking and naive reading eventually help students see the complexity inherent
         in things, even those things that appear to be simple, or easily explained—the bad
         aspects of good things and the good aspects of bad things, like Odysseus’s lies, Pericles’
         Athens, Falstaff’s charm, and Jonah’s justice. Mera helps her students become aware
         of and question their reactions to things they may initially idealize or dismiss with
         disdain. In doing so, she helps us become grown-ups—self-aware, questioning beings,
         who are awake to the infinite difficulties, contradictions, and rewards of living
         a morally serious life.
      

      
      It would be impossible for any volume, even quite a large one, to touch on every subject
         Mera has opened-up for her students. But we hope that she will accept this gift in
         the spirit in which we offer it, namely, in the spirit of looking together. Any reader of this volume will recognize the enormous debts that we owe to our teacher
         and friend.
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      Introduction

      
      
      Athens and Jerusalem are the two deep roots of Western civilization. Thinkers as various
         as Friedrich Nietzsche, Matthew Arnold, and Leo Strauss have identified the abiding
         tension between the Hellenic and the Hebraic dimensions of the Western soul as the
         source of its dynamism, its restless creativity, and its ceaseless cultural innovation.
         Our continual reinvention of values, ideals, habits, and ambitions—whether in politics,
         culture, or religion—is shaped decisively by the dialectic between these two traditions.
         This collection is devoted to exploring the fundamental questions posed by this dual
         inheritance.
      

      
      As early as Tertullian in the second century AD, the question of the West has been:
         “What has Athens to do with Jerusalem?” Christianity itself is born of the attempt
         to synthesize this double inheritance, using the universal ambitions of the Roman
         political empire as a ground for Christianity’s spiritual empire. The attempted synthesis
         of reason and revelation culminates in the medieval effort to find a way to inhabit
         both the kingdom of God and the city of Man.
      

      
      Shakespeare provides us moderns with a unique lens through which to view this heritage,
         with all its ramifications. Standing on the cusp of modernity, Shakespeare is sufficiently
         removed from the height of the Middle Ages to attain critical distance on what it
         means for European culture; yet, at the same time, he remains close enough to a world
         of divinely anointed kings, crusades, and the ideals of chivalric love for that world
         to be a real presence. What could appear as merely antiquarian to modern readers is
         vividly animated in Shakespeare’s poetry. 
      

      
      Shakespeare’s panoramic vision encompasses the instability of classical pagan virtue
         and the waning of that world as the Roman Republic became an empire in Antony and Cleopatra. It extends to Christianity’s efforts to tame man’s most destructive ambitions in
         Macbeth, while recognizing the limits of its ability to provide political stability in Richard II. Shakespeare also shows us that we cannot simply return to a premodern or ancient way
         of life: as Timon ruefully teaches, the Athens of Socrates is no longer viable, and in Cymbeline we learn that whatever world we inhabit is decisively shaped by the legacy of Rome’s
         universalizing mission. Nevertheless, the perennial problems remain, and our world
         is no less tragic or comic. In Lear, we confront the limits of human reason as it searches for meaning, order, and justice
         in an indifferent cosmos, while with Shakespeare’s most corpulent creation, Falstaff,
         we’re reminded of how dangerous but also how amusing and entertaining impiety can
         be. 
      

      
      Through Shakespeare we come to know ourselves, and in doing so, we are able to return
         with a fresh immediacy to the fundamental questions of the human condition first articulated
         by the Bible and by Greek thinkers: What is justice? What is the beautiful? What is
         virtue? How is the individual shaped by the political order? What is the divine?
      

      
      As Aristotle’s investigation of virtue and happiness teaches, such questioning can
         be the basis of friendship—that communion between two souls that Aristotle calls the
         greatest of goods. The theme of coupling is further explored in the character of wily
         Odysseus: the seemingly most self-sufficient of men chooses mortality and Penelope.
         But as the tragedian Sophocles demonstrates, friendship is also deeply problematic.
         It is bound up with honor, pride, and prestige. Man’s political desires and duties
         may prove incommensurate with the private satisfactions of mutual benefit and companionship.
         The longing for preeminence proves an attractive alternative response to our mortality.
         Outstanding virtue, though, need not be a divisive source of resentment; perhaps,
         as Pindar suggests, its communal celebration is the most fitting response to our finitude.
         
      

      
      If the Greek pursuit of excellence is ambiguously interwoven with the longing for
         friendship, the Hebraic pursuit of righteousness is clearly fulfilled in filial piety.
         The family lies at the heart of the Torah; the story of one tribe is concomitantly
         a universal reflection on the commitments, sacrifices, and devotion required for a
         people to endure. Relations between husband and wife always point beyond themselves
         to their posterity. The duties of parents and children to one another are ever at
         the forefront even of the Bible’s love stories. But equally, the sins of the parents
         live on unto the third and fourth generation. Justice and sin, righteousness and wickedness,
         good and evil—these ramify, the Bible seems to say, across past, present, and future
         generations.
      

      
      This collection ends not with the roots of the Western tradition, however, but with
         reflection on the unique constellation of virtues possessed by our greatest founding
         father. George Washington embodies an American ideal that strives to unite what is
         noblest in both the tradition of Athens and the tradition of Jerusalem. As both statesman
         and legislator, Washington combined political greatness with moral goodness. This
         volume concludes with an examination, praise, and timely reminder of the possibility
         of such honorable ambition.
      

      
      
   
      Part I

      Athens

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      Professor or Friend?

      
         
         
         
         Leon R. Kass

         
         On the Intention and Manner of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics

         
         
      

      
      
         Just as others are pleased by a good horse or dog or bird, I myself am pleased to
            an even higher degree by good friends. And I teach them all the good I can, and recommend
            them to others from whom I think they will get some moral benefit. And the treasures
            of the wise men of old, which they have left behind by writing them in books, I unfold
            and go through them together with my friends, and if we see something good, we pick
            it out and regard it as a great gain if we thus become useful to one another. (Xenophon,
            Memorabilia, I.vi.14)
         

         
      

      In June 1966, these words of Socrates were inscribed inside the front cover of a copy
         of Rousseau’s First and Second Discourses, a present from Harvey Flaumenhaft (already then our closest friend) to Amy and me
         on the occasion of our fifth wedding anniversary. As it turned out, this gift changed
         my life: Rousseau’s arguments regarding the moral costs of scientific progress challenged
         my naive faith in the moral promise of enlightenment, a challenge that led me that
         year, in Harvey’s company, to the careful study of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, a book I came to love and have since taught a dozen times. Two years later, Harvey
         brought us another life-changing gift in the person of Mera Oxenhorn (soon to be Flaumenhaft),
         who quickly became a full member of our foursome, beginning a nearly five-decade friendship
         of sharing thoughts and speeches. 
      

      
      Truth to tell, Mera was born for friendship. No one I know has a greater zeal for
         serious conversation about serious subjects, looking for truth and moral benefit.
         No one I know takes greater pleasure in going through old books together with her
         students and friends—and, as this Festschrift attests, her students are, in the decisive
         respect, very much her friends, people who, like Mera, passionately care to know,
         “Do you see the same truth?” No one I know takes greater pleasure in sharing the things
         she has already learned or the questions she is still pursuing. And no one is more
         delighted to discover something as a result of joint inquiry, undertaken in concert
         with friends and fellow seekers. Her intention is philanthropic, her manner is dialectical,
         and her goal is understanding, seen as indispensable to a life well lived. In Mera’s
         honor and in Mera’s spirit, I offer the following examination of the intention and
         manner of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics. I trust that she will not be disappointed to discover why I believe that one might
         well imagine that the book was written just for her.
      

      
       

      It cannot be denied that Aristotle appears to us at first glance to have been a professor.
         Unlike his intellectual grandfather, Socrates, who wrote nothing and conversed endlessly,
         and unlike his own teacher, Plato, who wrote imitations of the endless Socratic conversations,
         never speaking directly in his own name, Aristotle wrote what seem to be disciplined
         and thematic treatises about almost everything. (Aristotle, we trust, would have received
         tenure, at least as a professor of Hellenic civilization; Socrates could not even
         have applied to be a postdoctoral fellow.) According to one commentator, friendlier
         to Plato, Aristotle set out to show that human reason—his human reason—was adequate
         to giving a once-and-for-all account of the whole—to lay bare the truth—a task in
         which, self-deceived professor that he was, he might have thought he succeeded. Such
         appears to be the view of Aristotle held by many through the ages, both by those who
         turned to him for authoritative answers and who systematized his thought beyond recognition,
         and the many more who rebelled against this so-called system.
      

      
      The Aristotelian corpus is traditionally divided up by subject matter. According to
         the tradition, the Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics, along with the other ethical writings (and also the Rhetoric), represent Aristotle’s distilled teachings about the practical, as distinguished
         from his teachings in the so-called theoretical and productive sciences, say about
         nature or art. The Ethics itself might appear to lend some support to this view: early on, Aristotle says his
         inquiry is “something political” (though only something political); and in Book VI, while searching for phronēsis (practical wisdom), Aristotle distinguishes it from technē and sophia (art and philosophic wisdom), as he distinguishes doing (praxis) from making (poiēsis) and both from beholding the truth (theōria). And as to his intention to speak nothing but the truth, we have the famous passage
         where Aristotle, though acknowledging his distaste at having to go against friends
         in exposing the difficulties in the Idea of the Good, says, “Yet it would perhaps
         seem to be better and even necessary, for the sake of safeguarding the truth, even
         to destroy the things of our own (ta oikeia), especially as we are philosophoi; for while both are dear, it is fitting to prefer the truth”  (I.vi).
      

      
      But we must be cautious. To take the tiniest example only a few pages later (I.xi),
         Aristotle refrains from denying flatly that the happiness of the dead is influenced
         by the fortunes of their descendants on the grounds that it would be exceedingly loveless (aphilon) to do so, and contrary to reigning opinions. Aristotle will show himself much interested
         in friendliness and friendship, and quite reticent in disturbing common opinion, or
         at least the common opinion of gentlemen—though he does not hesitate to expose his
         differences with Socrates. Indeed, there are numerous peculiarities of the book that
         would be hard to explain on the hypothesis that the Ethics is a treatise whose plan and manner is dictated solely by the subject matter and
         whose intention is simply to lay bare the truth. Consider the following perplexities:
      

      
      First, there are evident contradictions. In the chapter on greatness of soul, it is said that honor is the greatest of the
         external goods (1123b20), but in the discussion of friendship the same is said of
         friendship (1159a25, 1169b10). In the chapter that seeks the specific ergon (or work) of man (I.vii), Aristotle asserts that man is by nature a political thing
         (politikon), whereas in a discussion of friendship between husband and wife he says “man is
         by nature more a coupling than a political thing, inasmuch as the household is earlier
         and more necessary than the polis, and the bearing of children is more common among living things” (VIII.xii). Or there
         are conflicting teachings about pleasure. On the one hand: “The many and the most
         vulgar (not without reason) identify the good with pleasure . . . and show themselves
         to be utterly slavish, choosing the life of fatted beasts [that is, cattle]” (I.v);
         and, “In all things, one must guard against the pleasant and pleasure . . . for in
         dismissing [pleasure] from ourselves, we will be less likely to go wrong” (II.ix).[1]   On the other hand: “That all things, both beasts and human beings, pursue pleasure
         is a sign that it is somehow the best” (VII.xiii); and, “God always delights in a
         single and simple pleasure” (VII.xiv). 
      

      
      Next there are certain structural peculiarities. Why doesn’t the Ethics end at the end of Book VI, with the complete presentation of ethical virtue culminating
         in the man of practical wisdom and the concomitant discussion of the other so-called
         intellectual virtues? Why does Aristotle begin Book VII explicitly stating that one
         must make a fresh beginning, treating the same subject all over again but from a new
         perspective? (Each pair of contradictory passages above divides across this two fold
         division of the book.) Why are the books on friendship present at all, and why are
         they sandwiched in between two thematic discussions of pleasure? Why is the discussion
         of the theoretical life, first mentioned in Book I.v, postponed until almost the very
         end? And why are there several accounts of the soul (I.xiii, VI.i, VI.ii) and frequent
         formulations and reformulations of our nature (e.g., at 1097b10, 1139b5, 1154b21–31,
         1170a16–20, 1177b27–1178a8), but no definitive or even thematic discussion of soul
         and of our nature?
      

      
      Third, what can be the point or the meaning of the praise of the theoretic or philosophical life? It appears to come out of nowhere—like an advertisement to eat in Tashkent—and,
         though arguments are made for its superiority, they seem ill-prepared by the earlier
         text, and altogether inappropriate in a book that claimed, at its beginning at least,
         that its purpose was practical, to make us good, and which on more than one occasion,
         early on, seemed to disparage speech and even philosophizing in favor of deed? 
      

      
      Fourth, there is the notorious paradox even regarding the alleged practical intent. Aristotle insists that the only fit hearers of his discourse are those who have
         been well brought up, that ethical virtue arises from habituation in virtuous action,
         and that “how one has been brought up makes all the difference” (II.i). If this is
         the case, it is hard to see the practical value for oneself of reading the Ethics, though it might be helpful for legislators founding a city or even for fathers teaching
         their sons. (We note that Nicomachus, to whom the Ethics is dedicated, is the name of both Aristotle’s father and his son.) Lest the point
         be lost, Aristotle goes out of his way explicitly to raise the identical question
         about the value of practical wisdom, no less, in chapter xii, of Book VI:
      

      
      
         If indeed phronēsis is about the just and noble and good things for a human being, but these are the
            things which a good man [already] does, knowing them we will be no more able to do
            them, if indeed the virtues are hexeis [dispositions; habituated states of character]. . . . But if, on the other hand,
            one must say that it [prudence] is not useful for the sake of acting virtuously, but for becoming virtuous, then it would be of no use to those who are already virtuous (spoudaios). (1143b21–30)
         

         
      

      This question about prudence could be raised in spades about the Ethics itself, since prudence comes from experience and not from books, and since the Ethics is anyway not a work of prudence (though it is, I will argue, prudently written). What good is this book
         and for whom?
      

      
      Indeed, finally, what kind of a book is the Ethics? One might ask: To which of the species of intellectual excellence described in Book
         VI does it belong: science (epistēmē), art (technē), practical wisdom or prudence (phronēsis), intuitive intellect (nous), or philosophical wisdom (sophia)? Careful examination would show that it belongs to none. And, by the way, why does
         Aristotle, who apparently thinks the theoretical life is best, bother to write a practical
         book—or for that matter, any book at all?
      

      
      In this essay, I will propose—and I hope illustrate—a way of reading the Ethics that sheds light on these perplexities. I am inclined to believe that Aristotle was
         not only aware of all these difficulties, but that part of his intention is to make
         them available for the careful reader. Though there is, to be sure, wondrous much
         to be learned about the various subject matters discussed by reading the Ethics as a treatise, I propose to treat it rather as a book, a literary whole, written
         by an author self-conscious about his various audiences, dialectical rather than demonstrative
         in character, with an order and manner dictated not so much by the subject matter
         as by the needs of us, its readers. For a simple and obvious fact about the subject matter has been largely overlooked by those who take all their bearings
         from subject matter: this book is about its author and all its readers; the book is about
         our life and what it means. It is thus, necessarily, a reflexive book. For this reason, I
         believe that the deepest intention of the Ethics is self-reflection, and that its structure and manner are intended to bring every
         reader to a level of self-consciousness appropriate to him, and to bring the most
         careful and thoughtful reader to the fullest self-consciousness, discovering en route the truths and perplexities about himself as a political animal—but not only as a political animal. Moreover, Aristotle intends, I believe, by means of this self-reflection,
         to beckon the willing reader to the life of thought simply, to the philosophic life,
         to the inquiry about the natural and the divine, a life whose delights he will have
         already tasted in the course of self-reflection—well before its delights are praised
         at the end of the book.
      

      
      From this perspective, the structural peculiarities of the book provide moments for
         the progress of reflection, and open the door for contrasting political man, or man
         as citizen, displaying ethical virtue and prudence, and “natural” (and even “supernatural”
         or divine) man, a seeker after the pleasures of the body, of friendship, and of learning;
         and the contradictions of the text come to be seen as inherent in the complexities
         of our nature and our life. Finally, if this is right, the Nicomachean Ethics stands as the activity of Aristotle’s friendship for us. If we are to share his friendship,
         we must share his activity. We must think with him, from within the book, and allow the deed or drama of the book, no less than its speech, to work
         on us. 
      

      
      Politics and Happiness: 
Beginning with What Is First for Us
      

      
      The comprehensive question of the Ethics, though not ever asked flat out, is the old Socratic question “How to live?” or again,
         “What is a good or the good—or best—human life?” If there were a goal for all that
         we do, the attainment of which might make our life complete and lacking in nothing,
         it would be worth knowing—both what it is and how to get it. Aristotle makes sensible
         and plausible arguments that the human good is the at least implicit end of the political,
         the authoritative and comprehensive character of which is sufficient to compel the
         assent of the well-born-and-bred, ambitious, practical man of the city to whom the
         book turns out to be explicitly addressed. The question of the good life is immediately
         captured under the political (science or art or capacity)—even before its goodness
         is identified.
      

      
      (We encounter here perhaps our own greatest difficulty in entering into the Ethics. Most of us today grow up without being brought up; few of us would immediately accept
         the architectonic character of the political. We must imagine ourselves both well
         brought up and members of a genuine community that aims at the common good—the polis—rather than this aggregate of private selfishness called the modern city. Given time,
         I think I could show, on careful examination, that we are indeed reared under some
         tacit notion of what is good and that even our liberal democratic regime has notions
         of the common good that rule over us and form us profoundly, often unbeknownst to
         ourselves. Still, let us admit the difficulty, exercise our imagination, and proceed—the
         book does not finally depend on the supremacy of the political.)
      

      
      Almost immediately, Aristotle presents his own difficulty—heralded by the first of
         his warnings about not demanding undue precision. “The noble and just things (ta kala kai ta dikaia) about which the political speculates possess much variety and confusion, so that
         it is believed that they are only by convention (nomos) and not by nature (phusis)” (I.iii). Aristotle immediately discloses one of the prevailing challenges to the
         life of ethical-virtue-in-action-in-the-city, the challenge of conventionalism. According
         to this view—a version of which now dominates so-called enlightened thought—morality
         is strictly conventional. It rests on arbitrary agreement, and thus ultimately on
         the superior might, of those who establish the laws and customs regarding the noble
         and the just. By implication, the best and only naturally good life is the life devoted
         to unrestrained pursuit of the various pleasures of body and soul, each man seeking
         to indulge his own personal longings. We recognize this as the argument made by Glaucon
         in his challenge to Socrates in Book II of Plato’s Republic: Show me, Socrates, that the just life and not the tyrannical one is the core of
         happiness. The position of the conventionalists is ultimately the position hostile
         to politics and morality, in favor of private life and pleasure.
      

      
      Aristotle does not set out to refute the conventionalists. Instead, he places certain
         strictures on his mode of speech, and makes certain demands on his hearers, appealing
         to their decency: they must already be decent and moral grown-up men, not dominated
         by their passions, who already believe that the noble and just things, as they understand
         them, are indeed good and good-for-you. Relativism and nominalism are not refuted. Aristotle, a gentleman who is more
         than a gentleman, will to begin with speak gentleman-to-gentleman about gentlemanliness.
         He declines to be useful in the reform of potential tyrants. Unlike Socrates, he declines
         to take up the radical question. However, we the careful readers, notice, both that
         he brought it up and that he didn’t discuss it, and we wonder why? Is it impossible
         to refute ethical relativism? Or is the effort directly to do so subversive of or
         threatening to that decent ethical opinion it seeks to defend? Will the answer be
         given more gently, even without the question being asked?
      

      
      Gaining some ground by identifying our end by the name “eudaimonia” (happiness or flourishing), Aristotle again addresses what seems to be a matter
         of method, regarding the starting points, dictated by subject matter, but what in
         fact turns out to be yet another warning about the fit student: the fit student must
         already know “the that”—that is, he must know that the noble and just things are noble and just, and also good—for if he has “the that,” he will not need “the why” (1095a30–1095b14). Such a man either already has or can easily acquire the archai, the principles. Here is one of the manifest and certainly important intentions of the book: to show
         “the why and what” to those who already have “the that,” that is, to show virtue to
         the virtuous. Perhaps by such a showing, one can also reveal the ground or standard
         of virtue, and therewith of virtue’s goodness for happiness. But, unlike Socrates,
         Aristotle seems intent to find this ground not up in the heavens.
      

      
      Plato’s Socrates had found a natural ground for virtue, but, according to Aristotle,
         that ground was at best too remote and, for all practical purposes, useless. True, the argument of the Republic refutes the conventionalist challenge, disclosing a natural (or we-would-say “objective”)
         standard of goodness—not just of human goodness—in The Idea of the Good. But this standard of goodness is far removed from
         the ordinary course of human life, and is presented in the context of an admittedly
         impractical, not to say preposterous, treatment of how to make the best city in speech
         come into being. From the dizzying heights of the center of the Republic, the polis as polis appears as a cave, its citizens and rulers necessarily mired in opinion, ignorant
         of what is truly noble and just. The virtue of the citizens is called demotic or vulgar
         virtue. Only philosophy leads to happiness. It seems, then, that the refutation of
         tyranny is philosophy, cold comfort to those friends of decency who do not philosophize.
         Put more bluntly—and this is a problem not peculiar to Plato and Aristotle—if the
         imperishable standard of good (or God) is so high, so lofty, and so pure—that is,
         sufficiently free and remote from the admixture of that which would corrupt it, and
         therefore out of reach of or contact with most of us—it might as well, for all practical
         purposes, not be there at all. From the point of view of decent politics, conventionalism
         and the Idea of the Good may come to the same thing—not only useless, but also subversive.
      

      
      Aristotle rejects both Socrates’ manner (I.iii) and Socrates’ answer (I.vi). No direct
         refutation of conventionalism; no idea of good. He will seek a middle way, between
         the view that all virtue is conventional and the view that true virtue is out of this
         world. Aristotle is sensible. Aristotle is practical. Aristotle is philanthropic.
         Aristotle will defend as much as he can the self-sufficiency and autonomy of the political.
      

      
      Yet if his intent is so practical—as he says it is—why does Aristotle even bother
         to attack the Idea of the Good as impractical? Why does he foist such a technical
         and abstruse discussion—the most theoretical discussion in the Ethics, at least up until Book X—on gentlemen, who only need to know the that, and who have
         just been told regarding the theoretic life that it can be postponed until later? Does
         Aristotle mean to suggest to the careful reader, that, ultimately, the defense of
         the political and ethical cannot be given by the political and ethical, that a philosophical
         defense will be necessary? The gentlemen may not need to philosophize, but the ground
         of their albeit right opinion can only be given by those who do. The trick is to seek
         the ground of the noble and the just without in the process upsetting right opinion.
         Aristotle, a master of delicacy and tact, knows all too well the corrosive character
         of the question “Why?” 
      

      
      Indeed, although I am unable here to provide the evidence, I think it true that Aristotle
         almost never goes directly head-to-head against decent opinion, including opinions
         about the gods that he surely does not share; he goes out of his way to appear to
         harmonize his views with the ruling opinions—partly, to be sure, as a matter of self-defense,
         but primarily in full realization that the realm of ethics and politics is necessarily
         and unavoidably the realm of opinion—and nomos—and moreover, that decent opinion is hard to come by and easy to undermine. Thus,
         though he is always refining and purifying common opinion, though he is frequently
         showing the gentlemen the more profound understanding of that which they already believe,
         he does it from the inside, and almost imperceptibly. (This one can see if one watches
         him discuss the various ethical virtues in Books III–V.)
      

      
      Having failed to discover what happiness is from the prevailing or best opinions,
         or from the consideration of the prominent lives, Aristotle moves us to find the ground of our own well-being, and very close to hand: in our own work
         (ergon). Seeking the proper work of man as man, and separating off those works that men
         share with plants and animals—but thereby insisting from the outset that man is an
         animal—Aristotle argues to his famous definition: “The human good is an energeia—a being-at-work—of soul, in accordance with aretē (excellence), or if there are many, in accordance with the best and most complete”
         (1098a16–18). A happy human life is a life in which human reason—logos—works well. We will probably quickly agree that a man defective in what is specifically
         human cannot be a happy man. Yet nearly everything that human beings do partakes of
         logos, of reason. Which of the many human lives is most of all that life in which the human
         power is used well, with virtuosity, excellently? And what is virtuosity or virtue?
      

      
      The definition of happiness does not seem to have gotten us far enough. For one thing,
         Aristotle does not here attempt to deduce the noble and the just from his account
         of the ergon of man. Indeed, if one reads closely, there is nothing necessarily ethical about the virtue in the definition. (He covers this difficulty with another warning
         about not seeking undue precision.) Rather, the noble and just things
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