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Abstract 
 

This dissertation works towards a new interpretation of republicanism in political 

philosophy. The contention is that if we are going to be republicans rather than 

liberals, then we should be perfectionist republicans, rather than pursuing the neo-

Roman brand of republicanism pioneered by Philip Pettit and Quentin Skinner. 

The central problem that the dissertation seeks to confront is to find a productive 

middle ground between radically opposing visions of politics. On the one hand, 

there is the political thought of mainstream liberals, such as that of Judith Shklar 

and Bernard Williams, who argue that the humane accomplishments of modern 

politics are fragile cultural achievements that could be lost, and hence should not 

be taken for granted. On the other hand, there are arguably liberalism’s most 

insightful critics, including Friedrich Nietzsche and Alasdair MacIntyre, who insist 

that any political community truly worth having would be concerned with realising 

a much wider range of values than those that typically interest liberal political 

theory. 

To give shape to a theory that combines liberalism’s anti-utopianism with the 

ambitious perfectionist ideals of its critics, this dissertation engages with a wide 

array of political theory. It consists of seven chapters on topics that include (1) a 

critique of Pettit’s neo-Roman republicanism; (2) the peculiar history of Nietzsche 

studies; (3) a reading of Nietzsche as a radical humanist; (4) an analysis of 

MacIntyre’s Thomistic Aristotelianism from a secular perspective; (5) and the 

liberalisms of Charles Larmore and Shklar. The final two chapters draw the threads 

of the dissertation together. Chapter 6 defends a new approach to political theory 

which centrally revolves around the Aristotelian question of the purpose of political 

community, rather than the modern emphasis on the state and its legitimacy. 

Drawing on Williams’ political realism, political naturalism develops some of the 

methodological ideas that underpin republicanism. 

Chapter 7 is the first attempt to show how perfectionist republicanism will 

defend a richer conception of the point and purpose of republican political society, 

while also preserving the humane institutions of modern politics. It pursues this by 
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orienting republicanism around three central normative ideals: (i) protecting equal 

liberty; (ii) realising the flourishing of every citizen; and (iii) the cultivation of 

excellence in a wide range of domains, including the arts, science, music, 

philosophy, humanities, and even athletic achievements. Each stage is both an end 

as well as a means, insofar as every prior stage helps to set the socio-political 

conditions for the realisation of every further stage. Together they present a 

complicated normative account of the good society that would be worth our 

allegiance. 
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Introduction 
 

 

 

 

For over fifty years now, A Theory of Justice by John Rawls has set the terms of 

debate in political philosophy.1 It begins with the striking claim that ‘justice is the 

first virtue of social institutions, as truth is of systems of thought. … Being first 

virtues of human activities, truth and justice are uncompromising’.2 Operating in 

Rawls’s shadow, the value of justice has been front and centre in political 

philosophy, producing numerous separate scholarly literatures in the process. Since 

its publication, critics have taken issue with the specific conclusions about justice 

that Rawls defends. But in recent years the Rawlsian enterprise, the entire way of 

doing political philosophy that he inspired, has come under attack from multiple 

directions with respect to its moralism and anti-perfectionism. 

In a famous essay on politics, Bernard Williams brands the Rawlsian project as 

a chief representative of the ‘political moralism’ that he rejects.3 Williams does not 

go into much detail, so commentators have since tried to piece together his reasons 

for taking aim at political moralism by reading the essay together with the rest of 

his philosophical oeuvre. 4  An intriguing new account comes from Matthieu 

Queloz.5 He argues that Williams is critical of moralism, in both ethics and political 

theory, for dividing the world into two separate spheres: the moral and the non-

moral. The dualism at the heart of moralism is problematic because it misrepresents 

                                                        
1 Rawls, 1999. 
2 Rawls, 1999: 3-4. 
3 Williams, 2005b. 
4 See Geuss, 2014; Owen, 2018. 
5 Queloz, 2024. 
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the realities of human life in a variety of ways. Two dimensions are especially 

relevant in this context. The misrepresentation of moralism already begins with the 

sharpness of the separation itself, which rests on the wrongful assumption that the 

moral is somehow fundamentally distinct from the non-moral, when in truth things 

are far less clear-cut for Williams.6 Moralism turns a necessary distinction in human 

ethical life between self-interested and other-regarding actions into a falsifying 

dualism that distorts our understanding of our ethical lives. Secondly, moralism 

unduly awards absolute weight to the moral over the non-moral. For the moralist, 

moral values always trump every other type of consideration, regardless of their 

relative importance in a given situation.7 The result is that we fail to appreciate the 

tensions between morality and many of the things we care deeply about. As 

Williams explains in an interview, ‘I’ve always been impressed by the thought that 

if you took morality absolutely as seriously as it demands, almost nothing that we 

value would exist’.8 Moralism presents our individual and political lives as more 

harmonious than they really are, blinding us not only to their true complexity but 

also to our wider commitments and values which lie beyond morality’s scope. 

Queloz argues that Williams’ target in the realm of politics is how political 

moralism sets up a dualism between principle and interest.9 According to Williams, 

Rawls insists on a stark contrast between the moral principles that underpin his 

“justice as fairness”, which are taken to be of a fundamentally different kind, on the 

one hand, and the politics of mere interests, on the other.10 While this is doubtless 

part of the story, other features of Rawls’s theory are also problematic from 

Williams’ perspective. Consider the claim we saw earlier about the uncompromising 

nature of justice. The notion that justice enjoys absolute priority is also an 

expression of moralism, since it puts justice on precisely the kind of normative 

pedestal that Williams regards as problematic. One way of putting the point is to 

apply the remark above specifically to Rawls, namely, that if we would take justice 

as seriously as Rawls and his followers demand, many other things we value might 

                                                        
6 Queloz, 2024: 436-7. 
7 Queloz, 2024: 441. 
8 Williams, 1999: 159, cited in Queloz, 2024: 456. 
9 Queloz, 2024: 446. 
10 Williams, 2005b: 2. 
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cease to exist. Yet to account for this would probably require letting go of the 

normative priority of justice on which Rawls constructed his theory. 

Samuel Moyn critiques recent liberal political thought in a way that is 

continuous with Williams’ account. In Liberalism against Itself, Moyn insists that 

the influence of Cold War liberalism, which continues into the present day, has 

been disastrous for liberalism as a whole.11 Moyn is deeply disappointed by the 

minimalist anti-perfectionist direction of post-War liberalism, which is a betrayal 

of liberalism’s core commitment to universal emancipation. ‘After impugning the 

Enlightenment, Cold War liberals went on to purge the perfectionism and 

progressivism of the liberal tradition. It was momentous that in the middle of the 

twentieth century, liberals abandoned any account of the highest life’. 12  Even 

though Rawls, according to Moyn, is not a Cold War liberal, and he, unlike his 

contemporaries, understood the need for greater economic fairness, he was also 

profoundly influenced by the minimalism of Cold War liberalism. 13  That 

minimalism, so Moyn insists, is responsible for our intellectual inertia in the face of 

the political, economic, social, and ecological crises that beset us in our current 

moment. Rather than responding with an ambitious set of ideals for the future, the 

only thing that liberals have left as they confront increasingly illiberal and 

authoritarian forces is to revert to a kind of perverse reactionary panic. For 

liberalism to become a creed worth saving, Moyn insists that it has to recapture the 

Enlightenment’s perfectionist ‘commitment to the emancipation of our powers, the 

creation of the new as the highest life, and the acquisition of both in a story that 

connects our past and our future’.14 

The argument of this thesis is continuous with the concerns raised by Williams 

and Moyn precisely because it starts from a concern with the value of essential 

institutions of open societies, where that value is not adequately represented or 

defended in liberal theories of justice. This matters because a dimension of the 

current crisis that is often overlooked is the ever-increasing pressure on some of the 

                                                        
11 Moyn, 2023. 
12 Moyn, 2023: 39. 
13 Moyn, 2023: 169. 
14 Moyn, 2023: 176. 
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essential institutions of open societies, such as universities, schools, theatres, 

museums, and even sports clubs. These are not just vital components of any vibrant 

civil society, they also provide citizens with the means they need to live flourishing 

human lives. It is by going to school and playing at the local football club that 

children gain the knowledge and learn the skills that they need to become well-

rounded adults. More broadly, since the state cannot do everything, those 

institutions will also have to play a key role in addressing the challenges that 

confront us in our present moment. Without universities, for instance, there will 

not be a place for the rigorous critical and creative thinking that is required to solve 

complex social problems. But universities are increasingly trapped between rapidly 

deteriorating public funding and wealthy donors who influence its educational and 

research agendas. While liberal political theory arguably has good answers relating 

to questions that concern distributive justice, it has little to offer in defence of the 

institutions which have for far too long been taken for granted. Due to its anti-

perfectionism and near exclusive focus on justice, modern liberalism tends to see 

those institutions in instrumental terms—that is, as a bulwark against state 

overreach from above and a tyrannical majority from below. The hope is that the 

institutions of civil society will provide an extra layer of protection for the individual 

person. Even if that is indeed part of the role they do play, it does not get to the 

heart of what truly justifies their existence as important components of the success 

of open societies. A real justification has to be in some broad sense perfectionist, 

insofar as museums, universities, and concert halls all serve their own distinctive 

ends that are valuable for their own sake. 

I am suggesting that it is not at all evident that the just society, even in Rawls’s 

rich sense of justice, constitutes the good society in the way that continues to be 

widely believed.15 That is not to say, of course, that justice is unimportant or that 

we can do without it when making sense of politics (as utilitarianism has tended to 

do). Nor I am claiming that the societies of Europe and North America would not 

be well served if wealth were to be redistributed to the less well-off. There are all 

kinds of reasons for why inequality is harmful, and it seems clear that we are 

                                                        
15  For other philosophers who have made similar arguments, see Nussbaum, 2000; and 
Honneth, 2010. 
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currently living through some of the social and political consequences of letting it 

spiral out of control. The point, rather, is that justice alone is not good enough. 

Even those societies that are, on most accounts, relatively just, are still nowhere near 

to living up to the highest aspirations. The emphasis on justice over the past half a 

century has helped to conceal that important truth from political philosophers. 

This dissertation moves beyond recent liberal political philosophy by working 

towards a new republicanism, what I call “perfectionist republicanism”, that will 

defend a richer account of the good society. My contention is that if we are going 

to be republicans rather than liberals, then we should be perfectionist republicans, 

rather than pursuing the neo-Roman brand of republicanism pioneered in 

contemporary political thought by Philip Pettit and Quentin Skinner.16 Because 

neo-Roman republicans have always stayed very close to liberalism, they do not 

escape from its minimalism. To promote a more ambitious idea of the point and 

purpose of republican political society, I draw on a wide array of political 

philosophy, trying to weave the ideas of multiple traditions into a new story. 

Perfectionist republicanism is so far oriented around three central normative ideals: 

liberty, the human flourishing of citizens, and the promotion of excellence in a wide 

range of domains. Together, they represent the principles of perfectionist 

republican theory, helping to structure the analysis of what would be involved in 

bringing about a political society that is truly worth our allegiance. 

To explain what problems in the scholarly literature that this dissertation is 

engaged with, I outline four desiderata that the theory of perfectionist 

republicanism will have to satisfy. 

 

1. Perfectionism with humane values 

 

A defining feature of modern liberalism is the rejection of perfectionism. The most 

famous example is A Theory of Justice, where Rawls insists that justice and fairness 

demand the rejection of perfectionist principles.17 Since perfectionism is contrary to 

fundamental moral norms, we face a choice between justice and perfectionism. And 

                                                        
16 Pettit, 1997a, 2012a; and Skinner, 1990, 1998. 
17 Rawls, 1999: Sec. 50. 
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rather than sacrificing justice, politics should remain neutral with regards to 

competing conceptions of the good. Charles Larmore follows Rawls when he claims 

that the commitment to neutrality is the ‘essence’ and ‘guiding spirit’ of liberalism.18 

Failing to be neutral means that some people in society are treated as a mere means, 

rather than also as ends in themselves. Judith Shklar is even more minimalistic when 

she claims that ‘liberalism has only one overriding aim: to secure the political 

conditions that are necessary for the exercise of political freedom’.19 The most we 

may hope for, in her view, is to avoid the catastrophes of the past. 

Many of liberalism’s most insightful critics, such as Friedrich Nietzsche and 

Alasdair MacIntyre, insist that it represents a debased form of political community. 

They contend that any political community truly worth having would realise a 

much wider range of values and goods that those of anti-perfectionist liberalism. 

For MacIntyre, the true good of political society lies in the realisation of the 

flourishing of the citizens of that community.20 This is the perfectionist conception 

of politics he takes from Aristotle, who famously claims that politics is the ‘highest 

master science’, because it encompasses all the others, structuring the common life 

of the citizens of the political community.21 As with the other sciences, such as 

military strategy or medicine, politics has its own ends. According to Aristotle, the 

ultimate end of politics, properly understood, is the realisation of the individual and 

common goods of the citizens of the political community. And that is precisely 

what, according to MacIntyre, liberalism both rejects in theory and makes 

impossible in practice. In part because the defining feature of liberal theory is to 

deny that politics should have anything to do with human flourishing or the 

common good, modern politics ‘is civil war carried on by other means’.22 

The everyday practice of “advanced liberal modernity”, as MacIntyre often calls 

it, is contrary to the flourishing of individual agents as well as the communities of 

which they are part. One reason for this is that many lack the resources that are 

                                                        
18 Larmore, 1996: 121, 125. 
19 Shklar, 1998: 3. 
20 MacIntyre, 2016: 176. 
21 NE 1094a-1094b. 
22 MacIntyre, 2007: 253. 
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necessary for realising essential components of human flourishing.23 Without things 

like safety, social stability, and an adequate level of prosperity, families will be 

unable to realise the goods of family life, which are goods that every person needs 

when they are young if they are to flourish. Another reason for why, in MacIntyre’s 

view, liberal modernity is contrary to human flourishing is that under the 

institutions of state and market, which characterise that modernity, social life is 

highly compartmentalised into rival spheres.24 This compartmentalised social life 

renders the agent’s good incoherent, because they consistently face choices between 

pursuing a set of essential goods in one sphere that are in conflict with the goods of 

another sphere. In other words, what they should do qua parent is in conflict what 

they should go qua employee at their workplace, which is in turn in conflict with 

what they should do qua citizen. MacIntyre argues that the conflicting social roles 

that the agent embodies in liberal modernity means that they are often incapable of 

realising every component of their flourishing. 

Nietzsche lived well before the advent of modern anti-perfectionist liberal 

theory. But when we consider his critique of what, in Chapter 3, I call “democratic 

humanism”, which certainly includes anti-perfectionist liberalism, on the one hand, 

and his own perfectionist interest in excellence, on the other, it is clear that 

Nietzsche envisions a political community that is very different from liberalism. The 

Anti-Christ condemns ‘the poisonous doctrine of “equal rights for everyone”’ for 

‘waging a deadly war on every feeling of respect and distance between people’.25 In 

Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche insists that ‘the democratic movement’ represents 

an ‘abased … form of humanity, a mediocratisation and depreciation of humanity 

in value, which is to say the presuppositions of every elevation, of every growth of 

culture’.26 As he writes in the preface to On the Genealogy of Morality, Nietzsche’s 

worry with regards to liberalism’s values is that they are inimical to human 

excellence: 

What if a regressive trait lurked in “the good man”, likewise a danger, an enticement, 

                                                        
23 MacIntyre, 2016: 124-6. 
24 MacIntyre, 2016: 202-4. 
25 AC 43. 
26 BGE 203. 
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a poison, a narcotic, so that the present lived at the expense of the future? Perhaps in 

more comfort and less danger, but also in a smaller-minded, meaner manner? … So 

that morality itself were to blame if man, as species, never reached his highest potential 

power and splendour? So that morality itself was the danger of dangers?27 

Above all, Nietzsche wants to bring about the social, cultural, and political 

conditions that contribute to humanity achieving its ‘highest potential power and 

splendour’. And Nietzsche’s claim is that the societies where these values, such as 

equality, compassion, altruism, and respect for persons, become dominant are likely 

to produce precisely the opposite conditions that he wants to bring about.28 

With MacIntyre and Nietzsche we have two very different points of view about 

politics. Like nearly all contemporary neo-Aristotelians, MacIntyre defends an 

inclusive and egalitarian version of Aristotle’s political ideal. Nietzsche’s 

perspective, by contrast, bears greater resemblance to Aristotle’s, insofar as he adopts 

the Ancient Greek emphasis on the (potentially) most excellent individuals.29 Yet 

despite these differences, there is a shared view of liberalism’s conception of the 

good society as minimalistic, and hence partial at best. For it consciously eschews 

values other than freedom, equality, and justice, depleting political community of 

any higher purpose. According to their perfectionist critics, liberalism confines 

politics to bleak terrain, putting aside the questions, values, ideas, and traditions 

that could enrich our sense of the aims of political society. 

This is the point where I return to the neo-Roman republicanism of Skinner 

and Pettit. In the preface to Liberty before Liberalism, Skinner says that the aim of 

neo-Roman republicanism is to ‘question’ the ‘ideological triumph’ of liberalism.30 

Pettit likewise presents his republican theory as a challenge to the liberal 

hegemony.31 Yet from the early days of neo-Roman republicanism, critics have cast 

doubt on the claim that it represents a real alternative.32 As I will argue at length in 

Chapter 1, I largely concur with those critics, though I draw attention to a feature 

                                                        
27 GM Preface 6. 
28 Leiter, 2014: 104. 
29 Leiter, 2014; Drochon, 2016; and Robertson, 2020. 
30 Skinner, 1998: x. 
31 Pettit, 1997a: 8-11. 
32 Patten, 1996; Larmore, 2001. 
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that has received much less attention in the literature, namely, the central role of 

consequentialism in Pettit’s theory. Neo-Roman republicanism is best understood 

as a consequentialist alternative to Rawlsian liberalism, since its central claim is that 

the republican state should maximise equal freedom as non-domination. So rather 

than notions like utility, happiness, or welfare, all of which are familiar from 

utilitarian theorising, Pettit argues that consequentialists should put a distinctive 

notion of freedom at the centre of their political theory. In other words, Pettit 

combines an older notion of liberty with modern consequentialist political morality, 

to defend roughly the same political society as liberalism. Furthermore, he also 

explicitly aligns himself with liberal neutrality, endorsing a purely instrumental 

conception of the political virtues.33 While this might help to put Rawlsians at ease, 

it also means that, from the perspective of liberalism’s perfectionist critics, neo-

Roman republicanism is restricted to the same minimalist terrain because it fails to 

advance a richer and more ambitious account of the good society. 

At the same time, liberals only have to point to the shortcomings in their critics’ 

politics to bring home the force of their own argument. With Nietzsche, we have 

someone so eager to recover a perfectionist orientation towards excellence that he 

neglects, and at times even outright attacks, the humane values that liberals rightly 

wants to preserve. This is nicely illustrated by Hugo Drochon’s Nietzsche’s Great 

Politics. Drochon zooms in on what he considers to be Nietzsche’s greatest 

contribution to political theory: namely, his programme of “great politics”. 

Nietzsche’s idea is that European society should be divided into separate castes, 

ruled by an interbred elite race of ‘good Europeans’.34 Europe will have to be divided 

into two main castes, each with its own ‘sphere of life’, where the function of the 

majority is to provide the elite with the resources they need in order to realise their 

artistic aspirations. As Williams aptly observes, Nietzsche’s ‘clearly aristocratic 

sympathies are, in political connections, not so much reactionary as archaic, … his 

conception of social relations owes more to his understanding of the ancient world 

than to a grasp of modernity’.35  In other words, the separation of society into 

                                                        
33 Pettit, 1997a: 97, 82-92, see also Pettit, 2014: xiii. 
34 Drochon, 2016: 88-90. 
35 Williams, 2006b: 266. 
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distinct castes does not amount to a conservative defence of Europe’s nobility, but 

rather to an endorsement of a politics that is inspired by the socially-stratified 

societies of classical antiquity. 

The case of MacIntyre is different, since he does not sacrifice humane values for 

the sake of perfectionism. The trouble with MacIntyre’s political thought, instead, 

is that it is utopian in the pejorative sense. In his total rejection of liberalism and 

the state, MacIntyre leans into the thought that the imperfections of liberal societies 

are simply modern pathologies, the inevitable result of the wrong turn taken in the 

past that set us on course for the modern world.36 The idea is that if only we could 

make things right in some way, if the wrong turn could be reversed, then the 

independent local communities that MacIntyre favours would consist only of 

virtuous and benevolent agents, henceforth making institutional safeguards against 

abuses of power unnecessary. As Shklar pithily notes, ‘To those American political 

theorists who long for either more communal or more expansively individualistic 

personalities, I now offer a reminder that these are the concerns of an exceptionally 

privileged liberal society, and that until the institutions of primary freedom are in 

place these longings cannot even arise. Indeed the extent to which both the 

communitarian and the romantic take free public institutions for granted is a tribute 

to the United States, but not to their sense of history’.37 

Part of what make liberal societies stand out is how seriously they take the 

protection of people’s core interests. That is not to say that they are always successful 

in practice—far from it. But the emphasis is there, even if pointing this out is 

sometimes seen by radicals as capitulating to reactionary forces. And the fact that 

this emphasis, and the institutional and legal institutions wherein it is embedded, 

has not always been there means that it could be lost. To take the preservation of 

humane values seriously means that, rather than assuming it is somehow the only 

rational way of doing politics, we instead think of them as fragile cultural 

achievements. And responding to this correctly means refusing to indulge in 

utopian imaginations about a political society where human imperfection is a thing 

of the past. Many of the things we dislike about human beings are just as much part 

                                                        
36 See esp. MacIntyre, 1998b, 1999. 
37 Shklar, 1998: 17. 
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of us as the features we do approve of, and no amount of social engineering can ever 

hope to overcome them. One of the lessons for political theory is that in proposing 

political change it should tread carefully through a recognition that freedom is more 

brittle than liberalism’s radical critics often like to admit. 

So there are perfectionists who think that political community should promote 

higher values, on the one hand, and liberals who insist that the failure of their critics 

to take the protection of humane values seriously vindicates their rejection of 

perfectionism, on the other. Nietzsche and MacIntyre make it abundantly clear that 

they have nothing but contempt for liberalism. 38  Rawls, Larmore, and Shklar 

recognise the value of their critics’ perfectionist ideals. They are not relativists about 

value, but they feel compelled to reject perfectionism in the name of liberty and 

justice. The question, therefore, is whether there could be a perfectionist political 

theory which shows that liberal objections against perfectionism can be met. Here 

then we have the first desideratum: to find a constructive middle ground between 

liberalism and their perfectionist critics by combining the strengths of each side for 

the sake of a new internally-coherent republican political philosophy. This will 

require bringing the perfectionist values of Nietzsche and MacIntyre together with 

the humane values of liberalism. Because the aforementioned anti-perfectionist 

liberals all insist that perfectionism is immoral, perfectionist republicanism cannot 

hope to comply with their understanding of what justice demands of the principles 

of political society. For them, it is either justice or perfectionism, but never both. 

In defending his version of liberalism, Williams does allow for the possibility of 

perfectionist ends that come after securing the conditions of life without terror—

that is, after humane values are protected. While his liberalism is, Williams writes, 

‘resolutely nonutopian’ because it is conscious that ‘nothing is safe’ and the task of 

opposing cruelty ‘never-ending’, that does not mean it has to collapse into ‘the 

politics of cynicism’.39 In good times, it can be ‘the politics of hope as well’.40 

Following Williams’ more flexible approach, I will seek to balance perfectionism 

                                                        
38 See e.g. BGE 203, 223, 225; MacIntyre, 1988: 326-40, 1990a. 
39 Williams, 2005c: 61. 
40 Williams, 2005c: 61. 
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against other standards, hoping in this way to defuse liberal objections against it.41 

To be successful, republicanism will need to be able of giving a robust defence of 

values like freedom and equality within the overall perfectionist structure of the 

theory. 

 

2. Realism with idealism 

 

Under the label of “political realism”, Williams argues that political theory should 

have a greater sense of the precarious nature of the human condition. Instead of 

orienting itself exclusively around high ideals—whether justice, human perfection, 

or culture—political theory ought to be more aware of the harsh realities of politics. 

Among other things, that means it should grapple with the fragility and deeply 

conflictual nature of every stable political order. Williams captures this Hobbesian 

sentiment by insisting that the first question of politics concerns the securing of 

essential goods like stability, protection, order, trust, and the conditions of 

cooperation. They are first, Williams writes, because ‘solving it is the condition of 

solving, indeed posing, any others’.42 Without the goods of the first question, it is 

difficult to see how any further political project could possibly succeed. Political 

realism brings political theory back to the most basic function of politics, which is 

not justice or excellence, but rather to protect against the worst dangers (famine, 

civil war, economic deprivation) that have befallen many political communities, 

from the past into the present. There is a meta remark in Williams’ realism 

addressed to intellectuals who think themselves to be above “politics”, who consider 

government and bureaucracy inane because it represents the opposite of creative 

self-expression. Williams’ warning is that we have to take politics and bureaucracy 

seriously, since we are all dependent on them. While the uncorrupt government 

                                                        
41  Rawls (1999: 285-6) distinguishes two variants of a perfectionist theory. In the first, 
perfection is ‘the sole principle of a teleological theory directing society to arrange institutions 
and to define the duties and obligations of individuals so as to maximize the achievement of 
human excellence in art, science, and culture’. The more moderate version is one where 
perfection is balanced against other values and principles. From what I have said so far, it 
should hopefully be clear that republicanism will be a moderate theory in Rawls’s terminology. 
42 Williams, 2005b: 3. 
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official or local politician might not lead heroic lives, they are vital not only when 

it comes to providing essential public goods, but also in keeping the calamities that 

lead to social disintegration at bay. A rejection of politics and the idealisation of a 

completely unpolitical life is neither wise nor possible. 

Taking up Williams’ lessons as they see them, two claims about the future of 

political theory stand out in the realist literature. First, inspired by Williams’ 

rejection of what he dubs ‘political moralism’, which treats politics as ‘something 

like applied morality’,43 some of Williams’s realist followers argue that political 

theory should instead be (more-or-less) independent from morality with its own 

sources of normativity.44 Which considerations motivated Williams’ rejection of 

political moralism remains contested, but there are reasons to question realism’s 

subsequent detaching of politics from ethics in light of Williams’ broader 

philosophical commitments.45 The second claim of realists is that, rather than the 

Rawlsian emphasis on ideal justice, political theory should revolve around the 

question of the legitimacy of the state—that is, the normative basis of the state to 

rule.46 The idea, roughly, is that to solve the first political question in a way that is 

different from simply imposing a reign of terror, the solution must make sense to 

the people it coerces. The justification that is offered about why it should be obeyed 

must be broadly acceptable to the people who are subject to its coercion. 

Critics have argued that realism harbours a status quo bias. The two claims 

together—the decoupling of politics from morality and the focus on political 

legitimacy—have resulted, they argue, in a literature that is characterised by a strong 

focus on reining in our hopes for a better society.47 Although calling attention to 

the precarious nature of the human situation is important, so far realism mostly tells 

us to be minimalistic. From a perfectionist perspective, that minimalism is 

unconvincing for many of the same reasons that anti-perfectionist liberalism is 

unconvincing. Even if the purpose of politics is first and foremost to protect against 

                                                        
43 Williams, 2005b: 1-2. 
44 Rossi and Sleat, 2014. 
45 See esp. Geuss, 2014; Owen, 2018; and Queloz, 2024. 
46 See Hall, 2015; Sagar, 2018. 
47 For authors who develop different parts of this critique, see Estlund, 2014; Freeden, 2018; 
and Bagg, 2022. 
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the worst things that befall human communities, that does not mean that political 

theory cannot also be ambitious, in particular because we need a sense of what we 

should do when the goods of the first political question are securely in place. There 

should also be space in normative political theory for more idealistic and 

imaginative reflection on what political society could become. This leads us to the 

second desideratum for perfectionist republicanism, which is to combine anti-

utopian realism with idealism about what political society could also be like. The 

aim would be to integrate Williams’s anti-utopian insights about the precarious 

nature of the human condition, captured by his notion of the first political question, 

within an idealistic conception of the purpose of republican political community. 

 

3. Secular political theory 

 

Eric Nelson’s The Greek Tradition in Republican Thought chronicles a very different 

strain of republicanism from the neo-Roman republicanism of Pettit and Skinner.48 

It tells the story of a series of early modern European thinkers who took inspiration 

from Greek ethical and political philosophy, and especially the surviving works of 

Plato and Aristotle, to defend a eudaimonist conception of republican government. 

The canonical texts of this tradition are Thomas More’s Utopia, James Harrington’s 

Oceana, and a series of Montesquieu’s writings, including the Persian Letters, 

Considerations on the Causes of the Greatness of the Romans and their Decline, and The 

Spirit of the Laws. As is to be expected, Greek republicanism is very much part of 

Christendom. Take Harrington as an example, who sees humanity as one part of a 

harmonious cosmological plan, where the human soul, the commonwealth, and the 

cosmos are all modelled after each other.49 This is an idea that we also encounter in 

Republic, where Plato has Socrates remark that ‘there may perhaps be a pattern or 

model laid up in heaven somewhere’ which reflects the justice of the person and the 

polis.50 
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While there are noticeable differences with More and Harrington, MacIntyre’s 

philosophy is also theistic in various ways. Whose Justice? Which Rationality? claims 

that every state of human happiness before death ‘will be less good than it might 

be; it will not adequately exemplify the universality of good or its self-sufficiency. 

So the ultimate end of human beings is outside and beyond this present life’.51 In 

the same spirit, Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry argues that ‘there are indeed 

a variety of imperfect happinesses to be found in this world, but neither separately 

nor in conjunction can they constitute the human end’.52 And so the human good 

can only be specified ‘by reference to the existence and goodness of God’.53 In his 

political thought, meanwhile, MacIntyre remains impressed by the ideal of a 

political society where everything could, in principle, fit together into a harmonious 

whole. 

For those who are not believers, this takes us in precisely the wrong direction, 

namely, back into Christian theism. Starting from a naturalistic understanding of 

humanity, political theory will have to do without the metaphysics that MacIntyre 

appeals to. We have no reason to believe that there is a pattern in heaven which 

might give us answers about what things are supposed to be like in our ethical and 

political lives. So while the republicanism of this dissertation shares some of its 

perfectionist aspirations with early modern Greek republicanism as well as 

MacIntyre, there will also be a sharp contrast in terms of how it is carried out. 

To reflect on the implications of our secular ethical condition for ethical and 

political thought, we should  learn from Isaiah Berlin and Williams. They teach us 

that our conception of human beings and their capacities will be transformed 

without metaphysical assumptions about God or, more generally, a teleological 

conception of the universe or history.54 One thing that clearly follows when we 

adopt a secular point of view is that notions of a perfect and indivisible human 

good, whether in this life or the next, become useless. All human lives, no matter 

how good they turn out, will be characterised not only by genuine loss, but they 
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53 MacIntyre, 1988: 178. 
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will also remain incomplete—and necessarily so. For if there is no final telos that 

represents the full and harmonious coming together of all human ends, then the 

tragic moments in life are just that. Another thing that should follow is the 

realisation that there is an irreducible plurality of goods, both in the realms of 

politics as well as ethics, that conflict by their very nature. 

Berlin warns us against the deep error of supposing that all goods, all virtues, all ideals 

are compatible, and that what is desirable can ultimately be united into a harmonious 

whole without loss. This is not the platitude that in an imperfect world not all the 

things we recognise as good are in practice compatible. It is rather that we have no 

coherent conception of a world without loss, that goods conflict by their very nature, 

and that there can be no incontestable scheme for harmonising them.55 

On the disenchanted, naturalistic, understanding of our ethical condition that 

Williams and Berlin defend, different things are good in different situations, for 

different reasons, and to varying degrees depending on circumstance. The relative 

weight of values like justice, loyalty, freedom, and equality depend on the situation 

at hand, so no single value can enjoy overarching normative authority. To think 

that a value could occupy such a special position is to assume there is far greater 

harmony in our values than there in fact is. To be sure, MacIntyre’s account of 

human life is subtler than my picture above implies. For one thing, he is of course 

well-aware that in life on this planet rival goods make competing claims on the 

agent, and hence that every human life will indeed consist of a different composition 

of goods and excellences.56 He remains an Aristotelian when he argues that what 

ultimately matters is not the choices that the agent makes, but rather the ‘nature 

and quality of the deliberation that goes into the making of them’, since ‘it is by 

their initial education as practical reasoners and by their subsequent exercise of their 

reasoning powers in the making of such choices that agents play their part in 

determining the goodness of their lives’.57 If it is our rationality that determines the 

quality of our lives, then MacIntyre is proposing a modern version of Aristotle’s 
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function argument, which we can assess on a secular basis. Yet MacIntyre also 

defends a Thomistic account of natural law, according to which all human beings, 

regardless of their cultural history, have the rational capacity to grasp its precepts.58 

For Williams, ideas of this kind are relics of a world not yet thoroughly 

disenchanted. 

Another important question … is whether or not a given writer or philosophy believes 

that, beyond some things that human beings have themselves shaped, there is anything 

at all that is intrinsically shaped to human interests, in particular to human beings' 

ethical interests. In the light of that question and the distinctions it invites, Plato, 

Aristotle, Kant, Hegel are all on the same side, all believing in one way or another that 

the universe or history or the structure of human reason can, when properly 

understood, yield a pattern that makes sense of human life and human aspirations. 

Sophocles and Thucydides, by contrast, are alike in leaving us with no such sense. 

Each of them represents human beings as dealing sensibly, foolishly, sometimes 

catastrophically, sometimes nobly, with a world that is only partially intelligible to 

human agency and in itself is not necessarily well adjusted to ethical aspirations.59 

From what we have seen, MacIntyre is on the side of those who in some way believe 

that the universe will, in the end, make (ethical) sense to us. But we have no good 

reason, from a secular perspective, to hold onto such hopes.  

Here then we have the third desideratum: perfectionist republicanism has to be 

an entirely secular theory, which means it has to be carried out differently not just 

from the Greek republicanism of More and Harrington, but significantly also from 

MacIntyre. Now there might be thought to be a contradiction between the 

intention of doing secular political theory and drawing on ethical and political ideas 

that have their origin in a theistic conception of the world. To some extent, this is 

a problem that for all of us because most of our concepts have a Christian genealogy. 

And it certainly stops us from using the notion of the soul as part of our thinking 

about human flourishing, for instance. But human flourishing has the potential to 

be a fully secular idea. Indeed, when Elizabeth Anscombe catalysed a revival of 

interest in Aristotle in 1958, one of the main things that made Aristotle appealing 
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was the naturalistic approach to ethics that, unlike Kantianism, did not depend on 

divine command theory.60 It held out the promise of analysing ethical life based on 

an understanding of human beings as part of nature, as simply one evolved animal 

among the rest. So it is a matter of analysing whether notions make sense within 

disenchanted modernity, and if they do not, how they would have to be adapted so 

that they might fruitfully be used on a secular basis. 

To give an example of what I have in mind, consider that for many of the Greek 

republicans, and to some degree also for MacIntyre, the purpose of political 

community was to realise “the good”, which, as the term suggests, encompasses all 

goods and values in a comprehensive, sweeping manner, from the human good, 

justice, beauty, liberty, friendship, to loyalty. The issue is not that there is no 

connection between these concepts, or that we face a tragic choice between (say) 

justice and the human good—although it is easy to imagine a situation where we 

do. Instead, the point is that, once we let go of the idea of the good, a different kind 

of political philosophy is required to analyse the complex relations (and conflicts) 

between political values as well as their practical implications. In other words, if the 

purpose of political community can no longer be to realise the good, then the 

question becomes what goods politics should be trying to realise, and what their 

relation is. 

A central question of this dissertation, therefore, is what a thoroughly secular 

and naturalistic, and hence less erroneously optimistic, neo-Aristotelianism could 

look like. I want to find out how far Aristotelian ethical naturalism takes us by 

looking at what parts of MacIntyre’s theory are salvageable, and in what ways it 

would have to be transformed so that it can fulfil its full potential, in our secular 

ethical condition as Berlin and Williams have characterised it. As I will argue at 

length in Chapter 4, one problem in relation to MacIntyre is that once we have to 

do without the elements of his theory that rest on the truth of Christian theism, we 

are left with a radically underdetermined ethico-political conception. The ideas that 

remain of MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelianism without  Thomism are, roughly, the 

three core stages of virtue—that of a practice, the narrative unity of a human life, 
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and a moral tradition—that he outlines in After Virtue.61 But human communities 

have lived within a bewildering array of moral traditions (or “ethical systems”, as 

Williams more accurately calls them),62 none of which, at least not in any obvious 

sense, are better expressions of human nature than the others. The upshot is that 

Aristotelian ethical naturalism cannot provide sufficient material as the basis of 

perfectionist republicanism, which is part of the reason for why I also draw on other 

traditions.63 

 

4. Political theory for open societies 

 

MacIntyre’s reflections on modernity make it clear that he is not only critical of 

capitalism, the state, and modern moral philosophy, but that his disillusionment 

runs deeper still. We get a glimpse of the depth of that disillusionment when we 

consider his proposal about what we should do in the face of our predicament as he 

sees it. Our only hope, MacIntyre insists, is to retreat into independent local 

communities that represent the last bastions of the virtues. In our moment, those 

local arenas, like the family farm, fishing crews, and mining communities, are ‘the 

only places where political community can be constructed’.64 Dependent Rational 

Animals claims that in those small communities, politics is not something of 

‘competing interests’. 65  For when they are in good order, their ‘basic political 

question is what resources each individual and group needs, if it is to make its 

particular contribution to the common good’, so that ‘it is in the interest of all that 

each should be able to make its contribution’.66 In the kind of communities he 

envisions, ‘everyone, so far as is possible, will have to take their turn in performing 

the tedious and the dangerous jobs, in order to avoid … disruptive form[s] of social 

inequality’.67 The idea, in other words, is that my individual interests as member of 
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such a community turn out to coincide with its common good, which means that 

individual and common goods are ultimately unified. There is a sense, therefore, 

where MacIntyre thinks that social harmony is possible, that it can be achieved in 

principle, even though humanity might scarcely do so in practice. This belief in 

social harmony probably also has something to do with MacIntyre’s conversion into 

Catholicism after the publication of After Virtue, now calling himself a Thomistic 

Aristotelian, though this utopian strain was already present when he was still a 

Marxist. In fact, MacIntyre’s transition from Marxist to Thomist might have been 

made easier by the belief in harmony that the two traditions have in common. 

Another virtue of independent local communities, for MacIntyre, is that, due 

to being small-scale, they allow all members to participate in the deliberation 

through which political decisions are reached.68 While it is not necessarily oppressive 

if ‘some people rather than others should exercise power through political office’, 

MacIntyre also insists that ‘an elementary requirement of justice is that every 

relevant choice is heard and that every relevant argument is given due weight as an 

argument’. 69  And that is precisely what the size of modern societies make 

impossible, for it rules out the ‘common mind arrived at through widespread 

deliberation governed by norms of rational enquiry’.70 States exclude most citizens 

from ‘participation in extended and informed deliberation’, and so they make it 

difficult to ‘achieve the goods of local community’. 71  The emerging idea is a 

rejection of the size, and social complexity that accompanies it, of modern society. 

For to achieve the political goods which MacIntyre considers fundamental indeed 

requires politics on an increasingly small scale. 

MacIntyre’s communities cannot be the basis on which we organise our politics. 

That is not to say, of course, that political theory should ignore the important role 

that community plays in human life. But it would mean reverting back to a more 

direct socio-political structure before the advent of modern life, one that is no 

longer ours. Where Aristotle emphasised the importance of the bonds of civic 
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friendship for political community, it is hard to see the connection between modern 

citizenship and “friendship” in any sense of the term.72 Nowadays citizenship is 

something of strangers, rather than, as for Aristotle and MacIntyre, of friends.73 For 

reasons that I develop at length in Chapters 4 and 7, MacIntyre’s political thought 

has run into a prolonged dead end, so if neo-Aristotelianism is going to speak to us, 

then it will have to make peace with the fact that Aristotle’s vision of a small 

citizenry, which takes turns in ruling and being ruled, lies behind us. The 

Aristotelian tradition will have to adapt to the realities of modern politics where a 

small minority of citizens does most of the ruling, while the majority is ruled. 

There are also neo-Aristotelian reasons to welcome the development of the 

complexity and size of modern societies. An idea that is usually traced back to J. S. 

Mill’s On Liberty, but which has also been taken up by people like Berlin, is that 

one of the great virtues of open societies is that they allow their members to engage 

in what Mill called ‘experiments in living’ with different modes of life.74 ‘Human 

nature is not a machine to be built after a model, and set to do exactly the work 

prescribed for it, but a tree, which requires to grow and develope itself on all sides, 

according to the tendency of the inward forces which make it a living thing’.75 Mill 

thought that experimentation is conducive to personal development, because 

developing one’s character and individuality is an important part of human well-

being.76 This raises a question about the extent to which individuality, and related 

ideas such as authenticity, are indeed as important, especially to the same extent, to 

human groups who have a very different cultural and historical self-understanding 

as they are to us. It seems rather implausible that, for instance, the Mayan peoples 

of Central America before the Spanish conquest considered individuality to be an 

integral component of their well-being in the way that Mill suggests all human 

beings do. However, the only thing that really matters for our purposes here is that 

they are important to people like us—individuality, self-expression, and authenticity 
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form an integral part of modern ideas about what makes for a worthwhile life.77 

More broadly, so argued Mill, fostering diversity in the ends that citizens pursue is 

also good for society as a whole.78 A society that enables its people to develop in 

many different ways is more likely to realise a wider range of goods. When some 

people devote their lives to farming, others to civil defence, and still others to the 

arts, then society as a whole is made culturally richer and more interesting. 

We can make sense of this in more direct neo-Aristotelian terms. MacIntyre 

emphasises the importance of what he calls ‘practices’ for human life. 79  Every 

practice—examples are chess, tennis, the sustaining of family life, biology, 

architecture, and farming—has its own distinctive ‘goods of excellence’ that are 

valuable for their own sake.80 It follows that, all else being equal, a political society 

where a greater number of practices flourish is preferable over a rival society where 

only very few do. While MacIntyre’s fishing crews have a sense of solidarity and 

common purpose that is mostly foreign to larger political societies, especially during 

peacetime, the latter are able to sustain a much larger number of practices and their 

institutions—from the humanities, arts, to concert halls—in a way that fishing 

crews never could. In this sense, the variety that Mill praises also enhances the 

goodness of a society on the neo-Aristotelian account. Once we let go of the ideal 

of a politics of equal participation in small communities, we no doubt lose access to 

genuine human goods, some of which might even have seemed, as they did to 

Aristotle, indispensable for political community. There is a price to be paid in terms 

of the social cohesion and political friendship that characterise small communities. 

But while we lose access to those goods, we might find ourselves in the position of 

acquiring a wider range of goods that were previously unavailable. 

Given the importance of both Aristotle and MacIntyre for republicanism, this 

arises in the fourth desideratum, which is that it should be a theory for open 

societies. It should accept the basic parameters of open societies, by which I mean 

especially their size and social complexity. I should emphasise that the point is not 
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that the institutions of open societies as they currently exist should simply be 

accepted. That would mean that perfectionist republicanism is merely a theory 

which leaves the social world as it is. It would amount to rethinking the theory even 

though it has no implications for political practice. The motivation behind this 

desideratum is not conservatism. While this desideratum does direct us to accepting 

some very general features of the social world which we currently inhabit, there also 

remains a lot of room for articulating a very different vision of political society. For 

example, it does not rule out defending an economy that is no longer capitalist, or 

political institutions that are very different from those of current states. 

 

5. The case for perfectionist republicanism 

 

I have outlined four desiderata: firstly, to find the middle ground between liberalism 

and its critics by balancing perfectionism against humane values; secondly, 

incorporate realism about the precarious nature of the human situation with an 

idealistic conception of what, in good times, political community could be like; 

thirdly, facing up to the implications of our secular ethical condition for political 

theory (and neo-Aristotelianism especially); and fourthly, taking on the size, and 

accompanying social complexity, of modern open societies. As I hope the desiderata 

make clear, I adopt a broadly dialectical approach in this dissertation, trying to 

adjudicate between various strands of political theory that are not often discussed 

together. By using the genuine insights of one tradition, and buttressing its 

shortcomings by appealing to the ideas of yet another tradition, I want to show how 

they could work together in a new theory. So Pettit’s and Skinner’s state of the art 

work on freedom addresses the lack of any serious interest in freedom in both 

MacIntyre and Nietzsche; the perfectionist ideal of MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelianism 

helps to overcome liberalism’s and neo-Roman republicanism’s minimalism; adding 

Nietzsche’s perspective recovers an interest in excellence which is largely lost on 

contemporary neo-Aristotelianism; Williams’ and Shklar’s anti-utopianism brings 

us back to the fragility of peace and needs of the vulnerable; the reflections by Berlin 

and Williams on the implications of secularity for ethical and political thought help 

to shine a critical light on both Aristotle’s and MacIntyre’s metaphysical 
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assumptions; and finally, Aristotle’s practical philosophy is an important resource 

for many different reasons that will become clear. 

From a certain distance, all four desiderata can be understood as attempting to 

reconcile Nietzsche and MacIntyre with Williams’ account of our situation in 

secular modernity. Because Nietzsche, like Williams, is a thoroughly secular 

thinker, this process in relation to his thought is largely focussed on trying to bring 

his perfectionist interest in the highest types of excellence together with humane 

values. Due to his complete rejection of modern life in favour of Thomistic civility, 

it involves a much deeper rethinking in the case of MacIntyre. The notion that 

modernity is a catastrophe, as MacIntyre insists, has always seemed like a hopeless 

exaggeration.81 If the loss of shared faith is not experienced as a loss, but as a 

liberation, then our general view of modernity will be very different from 

MacIntyre’s.  

At the same time, republicanism is also trying to move beyond the minimalism 

of political philosophy in the present. And in this way I hope to make a contribution 

that pushes the political theory literature forward that can be recognised as progress 

by people who otherwise hold very different views. In other words, by synthesising 

the ideas of multiple traditions, the ambition is to produce a theory which a diverse 

audience can, if not find appealing, at least see the rationale for. For instance, many 

Nietzscheans believe that Nietzsche is onto something when he claims that the value 

of excellence is unduly ignored, but they think that Nietzsche’s own political views 

go way too far. Likewise, while many in political theory see the appeal of Aristotelian 

ideals, they also think there is a nostalgia in MacIntyre’s philosophy that they do 

not share. Perfectionist republicanism tries to weave these ideas about politics into 

a new story so that they are no longer vulnerable to objections like being inhumane 

or nostalgic. That is not to say that other traditions could not help to further enrich, 

as well as deepen, the analysis that I conduct in this dissertation. Nevertheless, the 

combination furnishes us with enough materials for a complete political philosophy, 

which addresses all of the central questions, and defends an appealing account of 

the good society. 
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With those remarks about my approach to political theory out of the way, I will 

now give a brief overview of how, in the final two chapters, I propose to make sense 

of the desiderata in the shape of perfectionist republicanism. 

 

Aristotelian teleology 

 

Aristotle’s political thought revolves centrally around the following teleological 

question: what are the ends of political community?82 As we saw earlier, Aristotle 

argues that politics should be understood as a ‘science’, in the same way that 

medicine or shipbuilding are sciences, and that its purpose is to realise the individual 

and common goods of the citizens of the polis.83 Before we get to the stage of 

answers, however, I want to propose adopting Aristotle’s question in contemporary 

political philosophy. As I argue in Chapter 6, compared with Williams’ emphasis 

on the legitimacy of the state, this has the key advantage of broadening the horizons 

of (realist) political theory because it puts the question of the nature of the good 

society at the centre of the discipline where it belongs. That is not to say, of course, 

that legitimacy is unimportant, but rather that we should start with examining the 

purpose of political community (but not the state), to then work our way towards 

the question of the state, and social institutions more generally, after answering 

Aristotle’s question. 

Another point to draw attention to is that, though Aristotle is a teleologist, he 

is not a consequentialist. For while both Aristotle and consequentialism share an 

interest in the good, or ends, of politics, consequentialists combine that with a 

theory of the right which says that the good should be maximised, whereas Aristotle 

has no such theory. For the consequentialist, social institutions, and every value not 

part of the good, are merely of instrumental value to the extent that they help to 

maximise the good. An example is how the utilitarian might value liberty because it 

is conducive to increasing the total amount of welfare. Yet as soon as greater liberty 

no longer has a net positive effect on maximising welfare, the utilitarian ceases to 

be interested. Liberty, for the utilitarian, only has instrumental value. Aristotle has 
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a subtler understanding of the value and relation between political goods. While he, 

like the consequentialist, recognises there can be instrumental relations between 

different (political) goods, and that some goods or states of affairs are better than 

others, he does not reduce goods to their instrumental function. For Aristotle, many 

goods have a dual purpose in human life, since they are both ends and means at the 

same time.84 As will become clear, this idea of the dual value of goods will be crucial 

in how republicanism will combine perfectionism with humane values. 

 

The four stages of the common good 

 

An important idea in republicanism has traditionally been the political equality of 

citizens. And while full citizenship in most early modern republics was restricted to 

propertied males, in the modern age it has been expanded to the point where no 

person is excluded on the basis of their gender, race, or wealth. This expansion has 

rightly been welcomed by contemporary republicans, and I will adopt it here as 

well. As such, I propose to use the following definition: a republic is a political 

community of equal citizens whose purpose it is to realise its common good. The 

common good represents the principles of republican political society, giving the 

republic its general normative orientation. As I conceive of it so far, the common 

good consists of four stages, with each prior stage enjoying priority of the latter. Put 

together, the idea is that it represents an attractive picture of the good modern 

society, one which would be truly worthy of our allegiance.85 

The first stage of the common good is to provide the public goods that fall under 

Williams’ account of the first political question, including most prominently 

stability, order, and the conditions of cooperation. Without these goods securely in 

place, none of the goods of the further stages will come within reach. Stages two to 

                                                        
84 See esp. NE I.1-2. 
85 A lacuna in the theory as it stands is the lack of a place for justice. The account of the 
common good makes no mention at all of justice, its value, or its relation to liberty, 
flourishing, and excellence. That is not because justice is unimportant, but simply because I 
have not had the chance of thinking about it very much while writing a dissertation which 
already covers a lot of ground. 
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four involve the three central normative ideals of perfectionist republicanism, which 

are liberty, flourishing, and excellence respectively. 

The second stage is to guarantee the liberty of all citizens. To help us think 

about this, I draw on the work by Skinner and Pettit on the nature of socio-political 

freedom (as opposed to metaphysical freedom related to free will) in a modern 

society. Their notion about freedom is a negative concept (in Berlin’s sense of 

negative), insofar as the absence of relevant constraints results in the presence of 

freedom. They also argue that our thinking about freedom should primarily revolve 

around the idea of the free person, and only secondarily be concerned with actions 

or choices.86 According to Pettit, the free person’s freedom is both wide and deep. 

Wide freedom refers to the range of choice that the agent has access to. Pettit argues 

that for the agent’s freedom to be wide enough, they need to be able to exercise the 

choices that fall under the ‘basic liberties’.87 They include the freedom of conscience, 

expression, religion, and association, the freedom to own and trade goods, to travel 

and settle anywhere within the geographical borders of the state, and to change 

occupation and employment. Wide freedom requires that the agent is properly 

resourced to be able to actually exercise the basic liberties, rather than merely having 

a legal right to them. Deep freedom, meanwhile, requires that in the agent’s exercise 

of the basic liberties, there is no one that dominates the agent—that is, that there is 

no one who has the uncontrolled ability to frustrate their choices, regardless of the 

ones they make.88 The basic idea is that every person has to live on their own terms 

in shaping their lives, and that is made impossible by domination because the 

dominator has the ability to control the choices that the agent makes.89 

Stage three of the common good is to realise the flourishing of every citizen. As 

we have seen, this is the normative scheme at the heart of the Aristotelian tradition. 

One of the characteristic ills of modern society is the widespread experience of life 

as meaningless. Some insist that this is an unavoidable consequence of secular life 

itself because we have a deep-seated need for the transcendent. According to this 

                                                        
86 Pettit, 2007; Skinner, 2008. 
87 Pettit, 2012a: 102-4. 
88 Pettit, 2012a: 69-72, see also Pettit, 2014. 
89 Pettit, 2014. 
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view, ‘the malaise of modernity’, as Charles Taylor calls it, is caused by the sense of 

emptiness that we experience in our secular, immanent lives.90 There is doubtless 

some truth to this, for human beings are the only species of animal that can foresee 

the future and are therefore conscious of their own finitude, and that is a painful 

fact to confront. But it is also the case that many secular people do not experience 

their lives as problematic on this existential level. People are less likely to have 

trouble with affirming their life if it is, from their perspective, going well—that is, 

if they identify with their projects, have meaningful relationships, do not suffer too 

much, and feel part of something larger than themselves. The real problem, then, 

might not be disenchantment as such—and that, in any case, is not really up to 

us—but rather the kinds of secular lives that many people are forced to live under 

present conditions. 

What follows is that among the most important questions for social and political 

thought in our time is how society can best be structured in order to enable people 

to lead meaningful and fulfilling lives. There is, then, a connection between the 

Aristotelian interest in human flourishing and the question of meaning and 

fulfilment. It is important to see that they are not the same, since the Aristotelian 

tries to understand to what extent a person is objectively flourishing, whereas 

meaning is something of subjective experience for every person. Failing to see how 

they are different would mean we would be incapable of making sense of cases where 

by all ethological standards a person is leading a flourishing life, but where they still 

suffer from depression, experiencing their lives as meaningless. Nevertheless, if it is 

true that flourishing, on the whole, tends to contribute positively to human beings 

experiencing their lives as having value and meaning, then there is a connection 

between secularity, the social and political questions it raises, and the questions that 

concern neo-Aristotelians. 

Aristotle’s approach to analysing human flourishing is famously (and 

controversially) naturalistic. That is, he begins his enquiry into human flourishing 

by first looking at what type of creatures human beings are. When Aristotle has 

completed his enquiry, we, as his readers, have been presented with an attractive 

                                                        
90 Taylor, 2007: 1-10, 310. 
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picture of human flourishing. For rather than locating it in one goal like pleasure, 

Aristotle sees us pursuing a range of goods, and cultivating a number of virtues, all 

of which have to be combined into a single life lived at its best.91 The good life, 

according to Aristotle, consists in the pursuit of knowledge, participation in 

political life, the development of our rational faculties, a stable household and 

family, and good friends. It will also include a certain measure of wealth, physical 

prowess, pleasure, and honour, with all of them in the right proportion. The 

possession and exercise of the virtues is both constitutive of the good life and will 

enable the human agent, together with others, to realise other goods. In this sense, 

the virtues are both valuable for their own sake, while also serving an instrumental 

function in the realisation of other ends.92  

Yet contrary to Aristotle, most neo-Aristotelians no longer believe that only two 

types of human lives—the life devoted to politics and that devoted to philosophical 

contemplation—allow for the full development of all the elements that are 

constitutive of human flourishing. They think that human beings can lead a wide 

range of flourishing lives, devoted to a combination of many different goods and 

activities that have very little to do with either politics or philosophy. So when neo-

Aristotelians emphasise the realisation of citizens’ flourishing as the end of political 

community, they recognise that this will take a different shape for every person, 

depending on things like their interests, talents, and personality. 

The fourth and final stage of the common good is to promote excellence in a 

wide range of domains. It makes little sense to try and provide an exhaustive list of 

all of the domains that might be included here, but it will likely include the 

humanities, sciences, so-called “high culture” comprising music, painting, film, 

poetry, and literature (among others), and even politics and athletic excellence. For 

some of these domains, or practices, there is a role to play for political institutions, 

for example by funding museums and concert halls, whereas others might best be 

left alone. The goods of these practices also play a central role in neo-Aristotelians 

accounts of human flourishing. They argue that attaining them increases the degree 

to which one is leading a flourishing human life. Likewise, a well-known theme 

                                                        
91 Taylor, 1994. 
92 MacIntyre, 2007: 184. 
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from Nietzsche’s writings is the idea that aesthetic goods can help in the affirmation 

of life, both for the artist themselves and for the person who subsequently 

experiences the art. 93  The idea is that creating a painting, playing a musical 

instrument, or going to a Wagnerian opera can have a positive impact on people’s 

experience of life as worth living. So there is a connection between the fourth part 

of the common good with both human flourishing and the problem of meaning in 

modern life. 

If republicanism were to become a consequentialist theory, each prior stage 

would only be of instrumental value for the final stage of the common good, which 

would be to cultivate excellence. While clearly highly perfectionist, it would fail to 

preserve the humane accomplishments of liberalism, since it would reduce equality 

and liberty to an instrumental role. Following Aristotle’s conception of the dual 

function of political goods—that is, their value both for their own sake and as means 

for further ends—all four stages of the common good are constitutive elements of a 

comprehensive picture of the good modern republic. They are ends and means 

simultaneously, so if one were absent the account would be incomplete. On the one 

hand, the goods of every stage have independent value, both for the individual 

citizen and for society as a whole. A free society is better than an unfree one, and a 

society where every citizen can develop the full range of their powers is better than 

a society where either no one or only a small minority do. And finally, as Nietzsche 

constantly reminds us, a society where some individuals reach the very pinnacles of 

human achievement is of greater value than a society where no one reaches beyond 

mediocrity. Though clearly not the only or even the most important part, excellence 

is a part of the success of a modern society. At the same time, every earlier stage of 

the common good also plays an instrumental role in the realisation of later stages. 

The first political question is necessary to guarantee equal liberty, both of which 

contribute to the realisation of the flourishing of individual citizens, which in turn 

increases the likelihood that the political community will have a richer cultural life. 

How does this quick sketch of the common good in republicanism fulfil the 

four desiderata? The difficulty with answering this question is that it is so far only 

                                                        
93 See e.g. BT 5 and BGE 188. 
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a (relatively brief) normative account of the nature and relation between the three 

main ideals (liberty, flourishing, and excellence), which means there has barely been 

any inquiry into the social and political institutions that the theory would require. 

Normative ideals on their own are not worth much without a sense of how we 

should realise them in practice. I have, for instance, said nothing about how citizens’ 

liberty and flourishing should be accomplished, or whether there are conflicts 

between them in their implementation (and what to do when there are). As is the 

case with the lack of place for justice in republicanism, that is not because the 

question of how these ideals should be implemented in the social world is 

unimportant, but simply because I have not reached that stage so far. That being 

said, nothing stands in the way of fulfilling each desideratum once the theory is 

fully developed. The normative account sets the direction of travel in relation to the 

first desideratum of balancing perfectionism with humane values: the Aristotelian 

understanding of the dual value of political goods together with, first, the political 

equality of citizens and, second, the priority of liberty over the two other normative 

ideals in republicanism goes some way in fulfilling this desideratum. Likewise, by 

including the priority of Williams’ first political question within an otherwise highly 

ambitious conception of the purpose of political community, the theory also 

complies with the second desideratum of combining anti-utopian realism with 

idealism. Finally, the theory does not rely on theistic premises (desideratum 3)—

though a lot turns on the specific conception of human flourishing that will have 

to be spelled out—nor does it require a political community of a smaller size than 

open societies (desideratum 4). 

 

Why “republicanism”? 

 

A reader might wonder about the theory’s credentials of being a “republican” 

theory, given that it is not only very critical of republican political thought in the 

present, but also because it draws on a slew of thinkers, most of whom never 

identified as republican. That obviously applies to Aristotle, who lived before the 

notion of a res publica even arose in the Roman context, but also to Nietzsche, 

MacIntyre, and Williams. A good reason to at least not include it in the liberal 
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tradition is that (as we saw earlier) many liberals specifically define their project as 

a rejection of perfectionism. 94  If the commitment to neutrality, and hence a 

rejection of the Aristotelian conception of politics, is the ‘essence’ of liberalism, then 

republicanism presents itself as an alternative.95 The second reason for why the label 

makes sense is that perfectionist republicanism is an attempt to revive the Greek, 

rather than the Roman, tradition of republicanism in contemporary political 

philosophy. And when we see it as part of that (now dormant) tradition, its 

credentials for being a republican theory are much stronger. (Another name for it 

would therefore be “neo-Greek” republicanism.) Thirdly, while many of the ideas 

which form the basis of the theory might originate from non-republican thinkers 

like Williams and MacIntyre, the theory which brings them together remains 

recognisably republican, in particular because it makes use of notions like 

citizenship and the common good. So as a final product, seeing it as part of a 

republican tradition broadly defined makes both historical and philosophical sense. 

This also allows me to differentiate perfectionist republicanism from a family of 

theories which also draw on Aristotle in various ways: communitarianism. Although 

political theorists are often too quick to dismiss the value of community, especially 

in terms of its function in the ethical lives of people, I do not believe that communal 

experience should be considered an end for politics. Nor am I committed to the 

implausible thesis that the interests of the community somehow outweigh those of 

the individual—though of course sometimes they do. Rather, I think Aristotle was 

broadly right when he said in the Politics that human beings, due to the fact that 

they are social animals dependent on others, can only live flourishing lives as 

members of a well-ordered political community. 96  But such a life can still be 

devoted, as Aristotle also recognised, to the pursuit of goods and skills the 

achievement of which takes place on a more-or-less individual basis. Even then, 

however, that person still relies on various resources and goods—security and social 

stability chief among them—that only membership of a political community can 

guarantee. 

                                                        
94 See esp. Rawls, 1993; and Larmore, 2020. 
95 Larmore, 1996: 121. 
96 Pol. I.2, see also Pol. VI.8.1142a. 
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 Yet ultimately the question of whether perfectionist republicanism is truly a 

rival creed to liberalism, or whether it instead amounts to an attempt to, as Moyn 

puts it, ‘forge a liberalism worthy of the name’ by reinventing liberalism to make it 

‘eligible for and worthy of rescue’, is in the end not of great importance.97 Rather 

than the labels we use to differentiate one view from the other, what matters is the 

substance of the theory, and especially the way it tries to make sense of our secular 

ethical condition by combining perfectionism with a thorough defence of humane 

values, even though modern liberalism insists that is impossible. 

 

6. Overview of chapters 

 

Chapter 1 develops the argument that, rather than an ideological rival of liberalism, 

Pettit’s neo-republicanism is best thought of as a consequentialist liberalism. That 

is because Pettit’s theory advocates the maximisation of liberty as non-domination 

with the hopes of ending up in roughly the same territory as Rawls. The result is 

that Pettit, like Rawls, is vulnerable to the perfectionist complaint that mainstream 

political theory tends to be minimalistic, above all preserving liberty and justice 

while rejecting higher values for politics. 

Anyone familiar with MacIntyre’s work might well wonder about my bringing 

Aristotle and Nietzsche together, since After Virtue claims that our choice in 

‘advanced modernity’ boils down to a stark choice between Aristotle or Nietzsche.98 

Either we side with Nietzsche and forego any hope of overcoming modern 

emotivism, or we try to recover the classical tradition of the virtues. In Chapter 2, I 

critically examine MacIntyre’s view of Nietzsche as the ultimate antagonist of the 

Aristotelian tradition by putting his reading of Nietzsche in the context of post-

War Nietzsche reception to show where it came from, after which I argue why it no 

longer holds up given the current state of Nietzsche studies. The upshot is that if 

MacIntyre were to write After Virtue today rather than over forty years ago, it would 

not be plausible to present our current predicament in terms of an opposition 

between Aristotle and Nietzsche. 

                                                        
97 Moyn, 2023: 6, 11. 
98 See e.g. MacIntyre, 2007: ix, xi, 146. 
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The third chapter shifts from the history of Nietzsche studies towards studying 

Nietzsche himself, developing what I call a “radical humanist” reading. While 

Nietzsche is well-known for his criticism of various systems of values and moral 

philosophies, when trying to understand his constructive vision we find a somewhat 

disorganised set of ideas that seem to lack coherence. Making the case that Nietzsche 

should be read as a radical humanist allows us to piece together various parts of his 

philosophy, from his pronouncement of the death of God, his rejection of 

mainstream morality, his embrace of the perfectionist values, and what he calls the 

affirmation of life, into a coherent story. Broadly following the perfectionist reading 

in the secondary literature, it seems to me that only if we understand this about 

Nietzsche that we can fully come to terms with that for which he is probably better 

known, namely, his critique of Christianity, democracy, Kantianism, and 

utilitarianism.99 Chapter 3 also brings some of the limits of Nietzsche into focus. 

First, his constructive contribution to political theory is very thin, since he never 

really addresses—at least not in any real depth—any of its central questions. And 

on the rare occasions that Nietzsche does write about politics, he defends fantastical 

ideas that we saw earlier of a united Europe ruled by an interbred race of ‘good 

Europeans’, which I believe to be of limited value for contemporary political 

thought.100 Second, Nietzsche’s thought exemplifies the risk that comes with too 

heavy a focus on human excellence. Put this together and I think we have to 

conclude that Nietzsche never got much farther than sketching the contours of a 

new humanism that requires a lot of work before it becomes an attractive theory. 

In Chapter 4, I try to take up that challenge by turning my attention to Aristotle 

and the neo-Aristotelianism of MacIntyre. The aim here is to understand which 

parts of MacIntyre’s philosophy are of enduring value and which ones rest on 

problematic (theistic) assumptions, and hence have to be rejected. I also critique his 

political thought, arguing that the small-scale communities that MacIntyre 

envisions cannot be the basis on which we organise political society moving forward. 

Chapter 5 takes up the question of how to formulate a more humane 

interpretation of Nietzsche’s humanism. It has two main parts: the first is a critique 

                                                        
99 May, 1999; Leiter, 2015. 
100 Drochon, 2016: 88-90. 
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of Larmore’s political liberalism and the second is on Montaigne and Shklar’s 

liberalism of fear. During his career, Larmore has emerged one of the staunchest 

critics of perfectionism in political theory, arguing forcefully in favour of liberal 

neutrality. According to Larmore, all states that do not abide by the principle of 

neutrality are guilty of violating the most basic of moral principles, namely, that 

each person should never be treated solely as a means, but always also as an end in 

themselves. Contrary to Larmore, I argue that, while the notion that every person’s 

interests should be taken into account seems true, it is a mistake to give expression 

to that idea in Kantian terms. A more fruitful way of doing this, I argue in the 

second part of this chapter, is by appealing to the humanitarian values of 

Montaigne. That way we can move away from the moral rigidity of Kant, bring 

political theory back to the lived experiences of the most vulnerable, and preserve 

the perfectionist orientation of republicanism. 

The sixth chapter develops a new approach to political theory: political 

naturalism. It provides a framework for doing normative political theory that starts 

from the precarious nature of the human condition, the conflict between values, 

and the inherently conflictual nature of the political sphere. There are two 

differences when compared with Williams’s political realism. First, political 

naturalism revolves around the central question of Greek political thought, rather 

than political legitimacy. That is, it has an emphasis on the ends, or purpose, of 

political community as the principal question of political philosophy, putting the 

question of the nature of the good society back at the centre of political philosophy. 

Second, rather than extricating political theory from ethics, political naturalism 

defends the deep continuity between politics and ethics in Aristotelian terms. 

Besides an engagement with Williams’ political thought, the motivation behind 

political naturalism is to pave the way for doing modern and more realistic neo-

Aristotelian political theory, not beholden to the medieval utopianism of 

MacIntyre. 

The concluding seventh chapter draws the threads of the chapters together by 

giving the most comprehensive defence of perfectionist republicanism so far.  
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Chapter 1 

 

A Critique of Philip Pettit’s  

Republican Liberalism 
 

 

 

 

‘Consequentialism’, Philip Pettit wrote in the same year as Republicanism was 

published, ‘has been demonized among a range of recent ethical thinkers; it has 

become the object of a stylized contempt among deontologists and Kantians’.1 One 

of the demonisers that Pettit probably had in mind is John Rawls. Towards the 

beginning of A Theory of Justice, Rawls argued that utilitarianism fails to respect the 

distinctiveness of persons.2 Should violating the fundamental rights of a minority 

of people mean that the overall welfare of society increases, then utilitarians will 

have to support such a policy according to their own theory, which makes it 

unacceptable. And due to Rawls’s enormous influence, utilitarianism lost much of 

its popularity in analytical political philosophy. 

It is in this context that we have to understand Pettit’s “civic” or “neo-Roman” 

republicanism (henceforth: neo-republicanism): namely, as an attempt to vindicate 

consequentialism as a plausible method in political morality in the light of Rawls’s 

critique. The main thing that sets Pettit apart from Rawlsians is not really that his 

neo-republicanism is a rival of liberalism—indeed, it is broadly continuous with 

Rawlsian liberalism when it comes to many of its main ideas—but rather that he is 

a consequentialist and Rawls is not. Pettit’s neo-republicanism is best understood 

as a new chapter in the debates between deontologists and consequentialists within 

                                                        
1 Pettit, 1997b: 92, see also Pettit, 2012b. 
2 Rawls, 1999: 19-30. 
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liberal political theory broadly construed, rather than as a challenge to liberalism 

itself. That is because neo-republicans and liberals have broadly the same normative 

commitments and they reach broadly the same conclusions, so that the extent of 

disagreement mostly concerns the best philosophical method to arrive at their 

preferred political society.3 

This chapter defends this reading of Pettit’s neo-republicanism. For that 

purpose, Pettit (together with Frank Lovett) has helpfully summarised neo-

republicanism in terms of four main ideas:4 

(1) Conceptual: a distinctive theory of individual liberty as non-domination 

that functions as the sole political good that the republican state should 

promote. 

(2) Political morality: a set of claims about how individual liberty is connected 

to other values like equality, justice, and political legitimacy. 

(3) Institutional: recommendations about how best to realise the free society 

in terms of social institutions, with a special focus on the state (e.g. the 

separation of powers, rule of law, and democratic elections), its policies, as 

well as the capitalist market economy. 

(4) Citizenship: A conception of the importance of the political virtues to 

maintain the free democratic society. 

Very broadly, the idea behind (3) is that well-known institutions like the rule of 

law, the mixed constitution, representative democracy, and the capitalist market 

economy together represent the most reliable set of social institutions to preserve 

the free society. They are, neo-republicans insist, the best way to realise, and 

maintain, the equal freedom of citizens. The institutions of state that Pettit proposes 

bear striking resemblance to those of modern liberal democracies. So while the 

justification for (3) might be different, (1) and (2) lead Pettit to a defence of 

something very much like the liberal state. Moreover, his defence of capitalism also 

puts him on the liberal side of one very important source of ideological conflict in 

modern politics, namely that between liberals and those to their political left, 

including socialists and communists, over the value and disvalue of capitalism. So 

                                                        
3 See Patten, 1996. 
4 Lovett and Pettit, 2009. 
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(3) does not suggest that neo-republicanism is distinct from liberalism; if anything 

it supplies initial support for the view that neo-republicanism falls within the liberal 

tradition broadly construed. I will therefore put (3) aside and instead focus on (1), 

(2), and (4). 

I should further make clear from the outset that I will only be concerned with 

neo-republicanism as a theory in contemporary political philosophy. Republicanism 

is not only a modern theory, it is also a tradition in European and American political 

thought that is studied by intellectual historians. Neo-republican philosophers 

specifically present themselves as reviving that lost tradition by repurposing it for 

modern conditions, so there is a whole series of interesting historical questions not 

just about the tradition itself, but also about how classical and modern 

republicanism compare. I will not pursue those questions, instead I will evaluate 

Pettit’s neo-republicanism philosophically as a normative theory as he emphasises 

we should.5 

 

1. Freedom as non-domination 

 

The natural place to start is Pettit’s work on the nature of freedom. Isaiah Berlin’s 

seminal lecture Two Concepts of Liberty forms the theoretical background against 

which neo-republican thinking about liberty emerged, so it makes sense to draw out 

the contrast with Berlin. 6  To that end, it is helpful to start by mapping the 

conceptual space within which the debate between neo-republicans and Berlin takes 

place. Freedom (or liberty; I use the two interchangeably) is a concept employed in 

a bewildering array of contexts, for the sake of an equally diverse range of intellectual 

movements and political ideologies.7 Both defenders and critics of capitalism argue 

that freedom is only possible under their preferred economic arrangements, and that 

the arrangements of their opponents are, in reality, the epitome of unfreedom. 

                                                        
5 Pettit, 2012: 18-9. 
6 Republished in Berlin, 2002. 
7 Consider MacCallum’s (2016: 102) rather unwieldy description of philosophical debates on 
the nature of freedom: ‘Whenever the freedom of some agent or agents is in question, it is 
always freedom from some constraint or restriction on, interference with, or barrier to doing, 
not doing, becoming, or not becoming something’. 
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Liberty has also been defined in terms of the relation of the (rational) self with its 

desires. On this type of (positive) conception, freedom is connected with issues in 

human psychology (e.g. free will), rather than primarily with social relations. 

What, then, is the conceptual landscape that they share? For one thing, freedom 

is taken, at least primarily, to be a property of persons. That is, it is persons that are 

free, have freedom, are free to act, etc., rather than groups of people or societies. 

There might be instances where we want to say of a state that it is “free”, but that 

only really makes sense, in the context of the contemporary conceptual debate,8 as 

derivative of the freedom of its members. Secondly, freedom is defined as a social 

concept, which means it is about the relations between persons. Under this family 

of conceptions, freedom is taken to be separate and independent from metaphysical 

considerations about the freedom of the will.9  Third, the nature of freedom is 

analysed through the lens of (constraints on) action. While matters are more 

complicated than this, mostly because the precise relation between free action and 

being a free person is intricate, freedom is analysed by looking at the range of actions 

that an agent is capable of undertaking without being constrained. 

According to Berlin, freedom consists simply in the absence of interference. As 

he writes, ‘I am normally said to be free to the degree to which no man or body of 

men interferes with my activity. Political liberty in this sense is simply the area 

within which a man can act unobstructed by others. If I am prevented by others 

from doing what I could otherwise do, I am to that degree unfree’.10 On this view, 

interference is both a necessary and sufficient condition for a loss of freedom. Only 

interference constitutes a loss of freedom (necessary condition), while interference 

                                                        
8 Renaissance republicans stressed the indispensability of being a citizen of a free state (a 
republic) for being a free person because to be the subject a monarch was to be subject to their 
arbitrary will. In this context, then, freedom is both a predicate of persons and of states. 
However, the current debate is focussed on freedom as it relates to persons, and both Pettit 
and negative liberty theorists recognise that the social arrangements of society impact 
individual freedom. 
9 In his 2001 A Theory of Freedom, Pettit does argue that a social conception of freedom should 
be continuous with a theory of freedom of the will. However, this is not the general view, as 
they are usually treated as separate problems, and later Pettit seems to have let go of that idea. 
See Cater, 2008: 63. 
10 Berlin, 2002: 169. 
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always makes the agent less free than she would otherwise be (sufficient condition). 

Pettit takes issue with both of these claims. First, he argues that not all types of 

interference make a person less free. Second, and less controversially, he says that 

one can be unfree without there being any actual interference. 

 

The arbitrariness clause 

 

Consider the first way Pettit’s theory of freedom as non-domination contrasts with 

Berlin, namely, the claim that not all interference curtails liberty. In those instances 

when interference is ‘non-arbitrary’, so argues Pettit, it does not lead to a loss of 

freedom. The difficulty, however, lies in what precisely qualifies as non-arbitrary 

interference. Pettit’s original statement in Republicanism on the “arbitrariness 

clause” is that interference is ‘non-arbitrary to the extent that the interference is 

forced to track the interests and ideas of the person suffering the interference’.11 The 

idea is that some types of interference do not make the agent less free to the extent 

that it tracks their avowal-ready interests. This means, as Pettit explains, that ‘under 

a conception of freedom as non-domination, neither a tax levy, nor even a term of 

imprisonment, need take away someone's freedom’. 12  This formulation of the 

arbitrariness clause was widely criticised for being paternalistic, since it determines 

for the agent which constraints on their action count as reducing their liberty and 

which do not.13 Consider the example of the criminal that Pettit used: how can 

being imprisoned be said to be in their own interest? Put another way, it is unclear 

why it should matter who imprisoned me in a cell when the result to my freedom 

is the same: I am unfree to leave. To be sure, we can still believe that taking away 

someone’s freedom is justified, for instance to protect someone against physically 

harming themselves or others. But it nevertheless seems obvious that it does 

negatively impact a person’s freedom, regardless of the justification we might have. 

In part to defend against the criticism of his initial formulation, Pettit defended 

a new version of the arbitrariness clause centred on the idea of controlling 
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13 See e.g. Carter, 2008: 64-5; Wendt, 2011; and List and Valentini, 2016. 



 48 

interference. Under this guise, if you interfere with my choices, but I can in some 

way be said to control that interference, then it is non-arbitrary. The example that 

Pettit uses is that of the alcohol cupboard: 

Suppose you wish to restrict your alcohol consumption and hand over the key of your 

alcohol cupboard to me, making me promise to return the key only at twenty-four 

hours’ notice and not in response to a request for its immediate return. When I refuse 

a request for immediate return of the key, I interfere with your choice, removing the 

option of having a drink now. I deny you the possibility of choosing according to 

your current will. But do I subject you to my will? Do I impose my will on you, for 

example, in a way that might reasonably trigger resentment? Surely not. In refusing 

the key I act under your instructions, not on my own wishes or impulses: not at my 

own will or discretion. And, so we may assume, I refuse the key only because your 

instructions require me to do so. There is no real possibility that I might try to keep 

it against your wishes, refusing to hand it over at twenty-four hours’ notice; such an 

action would jeopardize a relationship that matters to me. In these conditions it 

should be clear that you control what I do in refusing your request that I give you the 

key now; I interfere with you, but only on your terms.14 

Because this interference is under the control of someone who, in a sober state, 

hands over the key to their alcohol cupboard, it is the expression not of another 

person’s will, but of their own, and hence does not constrain their freedom. Besides 

being a more plausible account of the arbitrariness clause in personal relations, this 

theory also has political implications for Pettit. The idea is that, in the political 

realm, if state coercion can be said to be subject to adequate control by citizens, 

then it does not reduce their freedom. As Pettit writes, ‘the idea of controlled 

interference provides us with the core element for a republican theory … It suggests 

that if the people governed by a state control the interference practised by 

government—if they control the laws imposed, the policies pursued, the taxes 

levied—then they may not suffer domination at the hands of their rulers and may 

continue to enjoy their freedom in relation to the state’.15 According to Pettit, then, 

                                                        
14 Pettit, 2012a: 57. 
15 Pettit, 2012a: 153. 
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we should consider coercion by the state, provided it is the product of the proper 

legitimate democratic institutions, to be non-arbitrary. 

Yet this way of thinking about what makes interference arbitrary is arguably 

equally problematic. Freedom, after all, remains a property of persons, and not of 

an entire citizenry. And the level of control an ordinary person may hope to exert 

over state policy is, even under very favourable conditions, effectively negligible. It 

is nearly impossible to influence the policies of local government, let alone over the 

large polities that most citizens of modern democracies live in. However, if it is 

persons that are, or are not, free, then how can control on a collective basis be 

sufficient for saying that interference by the state is under the control of that person, 

especially in such a way that is similar to the alcohol cupboard example? This only 

makes sense if one makes the fanciful assumption that citizens more or less agree 

amongst themselves, and are, united as one group, imposing their control on what 

people in government decide. But we all know that this is not what democratic 

politics is actually like, for the citizens of modern polities radically disagree about a 

whole range of issues, and are divided in equally as many ways. 

Thus far there has been no solution to the question of what constitutes non-

arbitrary inference. Perhaps a more promising line of argument, therefore, is to 

admit that interference always makes a person less free than they otherwise would 

be, regardless of whether there is a good (moral) justification or it is the result of 

the right kind of democratic procedures, to focus instead on what it means to be a 

free person. For it seems reasonable to say that, although one’s choices are inevitably 

interfered with to a near constant degree in modern society—e.g. through the 

enforcement of traffic rules—this does not mean that citizens of democratic 

societies are not free. Not all interference is equally bad or invasive, so an emphasis 

on the idea of the free person, rather than on what constitutes free action, might 

allow Pettit to make sense of the idea. And indeed, as we will see in the next section, 

this is precisely the direction where Pettit has taken his neo-republicanism.16 

 

 

                                                        
16 See Pettit, 2007. 
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Domination and unfreedom 

 

I first need to address the question of domination, which has been central to the 

neo-republican project. Pettit’s claim is that domination lies beyond the conceptual 

scope of negative freedom, and hence that neo-republican liberty is superior. If this 

were true, then negative freedom would be incapable of accounting for important 

sources of unfreedom (i.e. domination). But we have reason to be sceptical of that 

claim. The best route to sketch this debate is to go back to the work of Berlin. In 

his Two Concepts of Liberty, Berlin opposes Hobbes’s view—or what he presents as 

Hobbes’s view—that a person is free as long as their preferred option is available to 

them, even if all other options are not.17 The interpretation is that Hobbes thinks 

that as long as an agent chooses door X, even if doors Y and Z have been locked, 

that we should consider the agent free. Berlin argues that this bears absurd results, 

because it can lead to an agent adapting their preferences to the situation in which 

they find themselves in order to become free. If I happen to have a master who 

decides he will only let me go through door X, I could psychologically bring myself 

to the point at which I do not even wish to take either door Y or Z and be considered 

free according to Hobbes.18 In addressing Hobbes’s mistake, Berlin contends that 

all doors have to be open if the agent is to be considered free.19 

The crux of Pettit’s domination argument is that Berlin’s open doors argument 

does not go far enough. That is, Pettit says, it is not sufficient for the doors in the 

example merely to be open for someone to be considered free.20 What is additionally 

necessary is for there not to be someone in a position of power—say, a gaoler—who 

has the power to lock the doors with impunity. In other words, if you are dependent 

on me as gaoler on whether you can go through all three doors or not, then we 

should not consider to be truly free in your choice. It is in these types of examples 

that Pettit speaks of domination. Domination consists in being subject to alien 

control that has the power to interfere with one’s choices without having to fear 

                                                        
17 Berlin, 2002: 174. 
18 Pettit, 2012a: 30-1. 
19 Berlin, 2002: 174. 
20 Pettit, 1997a: 63-64, see also Pettit, 2012a: 64-67. 
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retaliation. A person that dominates another can choose whether he will utilise his 

power or not, since the person who is dominated has no way of countering the 

power the dominator has over him. 

The paradigmatic example is that of the slave with a benevolent master. Suppose 

there is a slave that belongs to a master that, on the whole, leaves the slave to do 

what he likes; that is, even though the master has the power to control the slave, he 

does not use it. In his subordinate position, the slave finds himself subject to his 

master’s will, for if his master at any point changes his mind, then the slave has no 

recourse, no way of countering the power that his master has over him.21 The crucial 

point is that it does not matter whether the dominator actually employs his power 

to interfere. In the words of Pettit: 

The possession by someone of dominating power over another—in whatever degree—

does not require that the person who enjoys such power actually interferes, out of 

good or bad motives, with the individual who is dominated; it does not require even 

that the person who enjoys that power is inclined in the slightest measure towards 

such interference. What constitutes domination is the fact that in some respect the 

power-bearer has the capacity to interfere arbitrarily, even if they are never going to 

do so.22 

Pettit invites us to consider that, although the master’s power to interfere remains 

unused, the slave is still unfree. And if that is the case, as it surely must be, then it 

cannot be true that the absence of interference is a sufficient condition for being 

free, since there are important cases of unfreedom where there is no interference. 

What follows from this, on Pettit’s view, is that negative freedom is fatally 

undermined because it is unable to pick out paradigmatic cases of unfreedom. 

However, Ian Carter and Matthew Kramer have argued that negative freedom 

can accommodate domination as a source of unfreedom.23 Although, as Carter 

admits, some defenders of negative freedom have indeed shown too little attention 

for the freedom-curbing effects of domination, it can nevertheless be included in a 

                                                        
21 Pettit, 2014: xi-xvii. 
22 Pettit, 1997a: 63. 
23 Carter, 1999, 2008; Kramer, 2003, 2008. 
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modern theory of negative freedom. Why do they think so? In developing their 

conception, which they call ‘pure negative liberty’, they follow Hillel Steiner in 

defending the idea that if, and only if, an action has been rendered physically 

unavailable due to interference is an agent to that extent unfree.24 Only if doing 

something has been rendered physically impossible by the interference of another 

agent, does it mean that the agent has “lost” the liberty do the things that are now 

impossible. In the well-known case of the highwayman who credibly threatens you 

with “Your money or your life!”, Carter and Kramer maintain that it leaves you 

with a choice between two real options: namely, the choice between handing over 

your money or dying at the hands of the highwayman. 

Yet to say that a person who is threatened by the highwayman is free runs 

contrary to what we ordinarily understand freedom to be. Pure negative liberty 

solves this problem by bringing in the further concept of ‘overall liberty’.25 The 

overall liberty of a person is ‘largely determined by the range of the combinations 

of conjunctively exercisable opportunities that are available to him’.26 Kramer goes 

on to write that ‘A combination of conjunctively exercisable opportunities is a set 

of opportunities that can all be exercised together simultaneously and/or 

sequentially’.27 If we consider the highwayman once more, we can see what this 

threat does to the overall liberty of the person who finds herself at the receiving end 

that threat. For whichever option the person who is threatened actually chooses 

(dying or handing over her money), she is now unfree to continue living and keep 

her money. Exercising those opportunities sequentially has been made unavailable 

by the threat, and it has thus made her much less free overall. Moreover, all the 

actions that were dependent on having access to her money have also been made 

unavailable by the highwayman.28 In other words, although we should consider 

agents, even under severe circumstances, to have a real choice, they can nevertheless 

become much less free overall due to the power of others, even in cases where that 

power remains unemployed. 

                                                        
24 See Steiner, 1974. 
25 See esp. Carter, 1999: 11-30. 
26 Kramer, 2008: 34. 
27 Kramer, 2008: 56n5. 
28 Steiner, 1974: 44-8; see also Cohen, 2011. 
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And precisely this insight brings us back to domination. Even domination of 

the benevolent, generally non-interfering kind, curbs a person’s overall liberty. To 

understand why, let us consider the slave with a benevolent master once again. 

Though this master is, due to his indulgent character, not usually inclined to 

interfere with his slave’s daily doings, he nevertheless does have the arbitrary power 

to do so should he so wish. How does this negatively impact the liberty of the slave 

under the conceptual schema of pure negative freedom? Essentially, this arbitrary 

power makes it impossible to exercise certain choices together.29 For instance, the 

domination plausibly puts the slave in a position where he cannot refrain from 

appeasing his master and complain about the thoroughly unjust situation in which 

he finds himself. Staying on good terms with your dominator is essential if you are 

to have any free choice at all, lest they, for example, imprison you as punishment.30 

A certain measure of sycophancy is always going to be necessary, and that decreases 

the slave’s overall liberty.31 In short, though it can be possible for someone who is 

dominated to be “free” (i.e. able) to perform particular actions, it nevertheless makes 

the agent less free overall. 

Carter and Kramer argue that negative liberty theorists and neo-republicans 

more or less agree as to what makes a person unfree, and people like Skinner and 

Pettit have just supplied a range of examples that the former were not conscious of 

enough. The conceptions are essentially the same because freedom as non-

domination is ‘ultimately reducible’ to pure negative liberty.32 The differences when 

it comes to freedom, then, stem from an empirical rather than conceptual 

disagreement.33 Kramer sums up their position: ‘Quite inadequate as a basis for a 

distinctively republican understanding of freedom and unfreedom is a focus on 

domination; conclusions arising from that focus can be elaborated rigorously with 

the categories and techniques of a modern negative liberty theory’. Therefore, 

                                                        
29 Carter, 2008: 67. 
30 Pettit, 2012a: 64. 
31 Notice, further, how it does not matter whether the slave is aware of the consequences of 
their actions. The slave may think he is free to speak his mind about the unjust situation he 
finds himself in even though his master will severely restrict his realm of free action should he 
actually choose to do so. See Pettit, 2008: 119-20. 
32 Carter, 2008: 59. 
33 Carter, 1999: 238-9. 
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Pettit’s neo-republicanism, Kramer continues, ‘does not provide an analysis of the 

concept of freedom that goes beyond the negative liberty approach in any significant 

way’.34 In summary, the first core idea of neo-republicanism has proven to be far 

more controversial than originally hoped. For although Pettit’s theory of freedom 

is clearly different from negative freedom, the justification of its supposed 

superiority has more-or-less fallen away. That is because both of his distinctive 

claims about freedom—that not all interference curtails freedom and that 

domination lies beyond the scope of negative freedom—have serious objections 

going against them. 

 

2. Just (equal) freedom 

 

Turning to the second core idea to see whether it gives us convincing reasons for 

thinking that neo-republicanism represents a rival of liberalism. Here we will be 

concerned with Pettit’s arguments about how liberty is connected with other values, 

especially social justice. The title of his last book on neo-republicanism, Just 

Freedom, should give us a clue as to how Pettit proposes to think about social 

justice.35 Congruent with his consequentialism, Pettit defends a view of social justice 

that revolves around individual liberty. The claim, roughly, is that a free society 

equals a just society: ‘Under the republican theory of social justice, the laws and 

norms of the society should identify a suitable set of basic liberties, and then 

resource and protect them up to the point where, intuitively, no more calls to be 

done: this is the point at which people count as equals in the enjoyment of freedom 

as non-domination’.36 A situation where citizens are undominated, neither by their 

fellow citizens nor by the state, would be a society, so argues Pettit, that does 

relatively well in reflective equilibrium.37 That is, it is a theory of society that finds 

the right balance between the range of normative commitments, and combines 

them with plausible empirical assumptions about their implementation. 

                                                        
34 Kramer, 2008: 56; see also Carter, 2008: 58. 
35 Pettit, 2014. 
36 Pettit, 2014: 99, see also Pettit, 2012a: 77, 
37 Pettit, 2012a: 20-1, 74, see also Pettit 1997a: 102. 
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It is worth diving a little deeper into Pettit’s theory by looking at what is 

required for protection of each person’s liberty. As I mentioned earlier, in the face 

mounting criticism Pettit has changed focus from conceiving of actions as primary, 

to emphasising what it means to be a free person.38 To be a free person, or (in the 

traditional image) a liber homo, is roughly to live on one’s own terms, to be an 

independent decision-maker, especially when it comes to the important choices of 

life. To be a free person is to enjoy freedom of choice that is both deep—to the 

extent that your choices are truly yours, rather that reflecting someone else’s 

preferences—as well as wide—insofar as you need have access over a wide range of 

choices.39 To illustrate what a situation of sufficient equality in the exercise of the 

basic liberties amounts to, Pettit uses ‘the eyeball test’, which says that ‘people will 

be adequately resourced and protected in the exercise of their basic liberties to the 

extent that … they are enabled by the most demanding local standard to look 

another in the eye without reason for fear or deference’.40 One must be in a position 

to make these choices without suffering domination, whether within the family, the 

workplace, or anywhere else. 

The purpose of the neo-republican state, so argues Pettit, is to guarantee each 

citizen’s equal enjoyment of undominated free choice in the exercise of the basic 

liberties. 41  Those liberties include the right to freedom of conscience, speech, 

religion, and association, but also the freedom to trade goods in a market economy, 

the right to change occupation, and the freedom to travel and settle anywhere 

within the geographical boundaries of the state. Each person, should the state be 

successful, will be capable to exercise those freedoms independently and from a 

position of relative equality with their fellow citizens, not having to fear interference 

in that liberty from anyone.42 But although they might be under pressure due to 

widespread democratic decline, these liberties continue (for the time being) to be 

more-or-less entrenched in the majority of Western liberal-democratic societies. 

Moreover, their importance is certainly also widely recognised within liberal 

                                                        
38 See esp. Pettit, 2007. 
39 Pettit, 2014: 31-53, 55-9. 
40 Pettit, 2014: 99, see also Pettit, 2012a: 87-9. 
41 See esp. Pettit, 2012a: 92-107. 
42 Pettit, 2012a: 84. 



 56 

political theory, with the most obvious example being the first principle of justice 

in Rawls, which is supposed to guarantee the equal enjoyment of roughly the same 

liberties. Why then is Pettit claiming to be saying something new here? 

The difference is supposed to consist in whether the concern with the basic 

liberties is conceived as a consequentialist or deontological idea. As Pettit writes, ‘it 

is possible to think of non-domination as a goal that the state should promote or as 

a constraint that the state should honour’.43  Pettit argues that whereas Rawls’s 

principle of equal liberty, since his is a deontological theory, puts constraints on 

what the state is permitted to do, neo-republicanism, since it is consequentialist, 

defends the idea that the state should actively seek to promote the degree to which 

every citizen actually enjoy these freedoms.44 In other words, Pettit argues that the 

state should actively promote the equal enjoyment of the basic liberties, rather than 

merely honour them, since it is not sufficient to only have one’s basic liberties legally 

protected. A state that merely legally guarantees citizens’ equal liberty would, so 

goes the idea, not sit well with our ideas about justice and fairness, since it would 

allow some citizens to be subjected to domination. As an example, consider 

someone who is born into a religious community where women are structurally 

subordinate to men. It is not enough, in those cases, for the state to merely to legally 

honour your basic liberties because it does not guarantee that persons will be in a 

position to exercise them. Instead, the state should seek to make sure that all citizens 

are free from domination when it comes to making the life choices that make a 

person a liber homo. 

What policies does the theory recommend? Before we consider specific 

examples, it is worth recalling that Pettit accepts the general structure of modern 

Western democracies, including the capitalist market economy, the modern 

bureaucratically-organised state, the mixed constitution, and representative 

democracy. All of his policy recommendations about how to best resource and 

protect the equal liberty of citizens fall within that social, economic, and political 

order. Consider two of the neo-republican policy areas that Pettit outlines in On 
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the People’s Terms: “infrastructure” and “insurance”.45 Infrastructure is about the 

provision of public goods like education, a legal system, an efficient and reliable 

energy grid, and transport systems like roads and airports. The provision of these 

goods represents the first step in making sure that people enjoy the freedom of 

choice that is necessary under neo-republican theory. If it is part of my freedom to 

travel across the territory of the state, then there has to be the necessary 

infrastructure in place for me to get there in the first place. As the name implies, 

insurance is concerned with providing the social safeguards to make sure that 

citizens are not vulnerable to domination in their freedom of choice. That is, to 

make sure that your choosing whatever you happen to want is not dependent on 

the goodwill of another person, or group of people, because they have the power to 

interfere with your choice. More practically, this means that there have to be various 

insurance schemes that protect citizens in the relevant domains: social security to 

protect against the domination that comes with poverty; medical security to protect 

against the unforeseen risk of illness and its social consequences; and judicial 

security to protect against wealthy individuals using the legal system to their 

advantage. 

We are now in a position to look at the bigger picture that Pettit is presenting. 

The morally worthy society, on Pettit’s view, is one where every person is free and 

lives with their peers on a relatively equal basis. That means there have to be various 

social safeguards in place to protect the vulnerable against abuses of power by the 

powerful and wealthy, but there is no independent commitment to material equality 

except insofar as it is necessary for the protection of liberty. One way of thinking 

about Pettit’s neo-republicanism is as an attempt to dispense with second principle 

of justice in Rawls by developing a richer (and consequentialist) account of what it 

takes to realise the ideal of equal liberty on its own.46 As he writes: ‘republican theory 

… interprets freedom in a richer manner than Rawls and so … is capable of building 

a suitable account of social justice on the requirements of freedom and freedom 

alone; it does not have to introduce an independent concern with socioeconomic 
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equality’.47 The disagreement between neo-republicanism and liberalism turns out 

to be a new chapter in the debates between consequentialism and deontology. In 

having developed his political value, Pettit believes he has found a conception of 

political freedom—equal non-dominated choice in the exercise of the basic 

liberties—that once again can make consequentialism a respectable outlook in 

analytical political philosophy. 

Yet it would be strange to insist that Pettit’s neo-republicanism is not a liberal 

theory merely in virtue of being a consequentialist philosophy. After all, 

consequentialism is an approach to political morality that is intimately intertwined 

with the history of liberalism. It is ironically precisely those nineteenth-century 

utilitarians, figures like Jeremy Bentham and Henry Sidgwick, who were at the same 

time the original defenders of freedom as non-interference and the first 

consequentialists. Bentham himself, in a passage often quoted by Pettit to illustrate 

the different approaches to freedom, at one point refers to the ‘discovery’ he had 

made, which was that freedom consisted solely in ‘the absence of constraint’.48 The 

utilitarians are seen by Pettit as pivotal figures to understanding the shift in the 

general way people have thought about freedom, since they were the first to 

emphasise interference over domination. While Pettit might disagree with Bentham 

and Sidgwick about the nature of freedom and its social demands, he remains loyal 

to their other great invention, that is, consequentialism as a way of approaching the 

questions of political morality. 

This might be a good moment to reflect on the positioning of neo-

republicanism in the political theory literature. Pettit’s most important claim about 

what makes neo-republicanism distinct from liberalism is that it defends a 

different—and superior—account of freedom. And a notable feature of the 

literature on neo-republicanism is that most of the interest has been directed at its 

notion of freedom, while the place of that concept in Pettit’s broader theory has 

received much less sustained attention. Many have gone along with the claim that 

if neo-republican liberty is indeed different from negative liberty, then it amounts 

to an ideological rival of liberalism. This might seem reasonable in light of the 
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importance of freedom for our political and moral thought. How a political theory 

conceptualises freedom has consequences for its overall character, for instance in 

terms of its views about social justice. However, why would the defence of a 

different—albeit still relatively similar—theory of freedom alone be enough to 

consider neo-republicanism distinct from liberalism? On any plausible account of 

liberalism as the protean tradition in political thought that it is often claimed to be, 

it will encompass many different views about freedom, so it is unclear why that 

alone should lead us to go along with Pettit’s claim about the distinctiveness of neo-

republicanism. Surely we have to look at the theory of neo-republicanism as a 

whole, and not just how it conceptualises freedom, to gauge its credentials of being 

an alternative to liberalism. And once we do that, we will see that neo-republicanism 

is broadly continuous with liberalism. 

 

3. The political virtues 

 

The original motivation behind Quentin Skinner’s work on the neo-Roman 

republican tradition was not because he saw it as an alternative to liberalism, but 

rather because he considered it an important resource for correcting the 

proceduralist character of Rawlsian liberalism. 49  In A Theory of Justice, Rawls 

claimed that it is reasonable to assume that the citizens of the well-ordered society 

will develop a ‘sense of justice’; that is, that citizens will recognise the justice of the 

society in which they live and they will therefore develop ‘a strong and normally 

effective desire to act as the principles of justice require’. 50  In Skinner’s view, 

liberalism lacked sustained engagement with the civic virtue that is needed to 

maintain free societies. The writings of republicans on the importance of the virtues 

and the public realm could function, Skinner thought, as a corrective to the 

fetishisation of individual rights that prevailed within liberal political theory.51 

Yet by the time of the publication of Political Liberalism, Rawls had changed his 

mind. Over the years, he had become convinced that a robust democratic culture 
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with accompanying political virtues was a necessary component to maintaining 

liberal-democratic societies. He specifically emphasised that without the cultivation 

of political virtue and an informed and engaged citizenry ‘even the most well-

designed political institutions will fall into the hands of those who seek to dominate 

and impose their will through the state apparatus’.52 Therefore, Rawls continued, 

‘the safety of democratic liberties requires the active participation of citizens who 

possess the political virtues needed to maintain a constitutional regime’.53 Citizens 

need to be willing to engage with each other in the public arena on an equal basis; 

they need to understand and have internalised the principles and procedures that 

underpin the political process of their polities, so that their political institutions 

cannot easily be corrupted or overthrown. 

Four years after Political Liberalism, Pettit summarised the fourth main idea of 

his neo-republicanism when he wrote in his Republicanism that the institutions of 

republican government ‘are dead, mechanical devices, and will gain life and 

momentum only if they win a place in the habits of people’s hearts’.54 Siding with 

Rawlsian liberalism, the virtues are not awarded value independent of their 

instrumental function in neo-republicanism. That is, neo-republicans defend what 

Paul Weithman has called the ‘weak thesis’: only insofar as the virtues contribute to 

the maintaining of the ‘well-ordered republican institutions’ do they come into 

play.55 Unlike the republicans of the Renaissance or the England of the Civil War, 

for whom pluralism was not an issue, Pettit follows Rawls when he writes that ‘our 

republican proposal is motivated by the assumption that the ideal is capable of 

commanding the allegiance of the citizens of developed, multicultural societies, 

regardless of their more particular conceptions of the good’.56 In other words, neo-

republicans have chosen to draw a dividing line between neo-Aristotelian visions of 

politics and their own.57  Individual freedom, and by extension the state as the 

vehicle by which we realise that freedom, are of paramount importance in putting 
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individuals in a position where they can make their own life choices. Rawls and 

Pettit are in broad agreement when it comes to the point and purpose of the political 

virtues. 

The upshot is that it makes most sense to think of neo-republicanism as a 

consequentialist liberalism. The extent of the disagreement between Pettit and 

liberal political theorists primarily revolves around the best philosophical method—

the best mode of moral argument—to defend the kind of political society they find 

desirable. Pettit has developed a concept of liberty, combined it with 

consequentialist morality, to arrive at a vision of politics that is very similar to 

liberal-democratic societies. 

But why does it matter that Pettit’s neo-republicanism does not escape from the 

restrictions of conventional liberal analytical political philosophy? After all, being a 

liberal, even a consequentialist one, is not objectionable. The main reason is that 

Pettit’s neo-republican conception of the good society is partial at best. Pettit’s 

theory claims that the good society amounts to nothing more than the free society; 

it deliberately remains silent with regards to the higher perfectionist values of a 

Friedrich Nietzsche or Alasdair MacIntyre or any other perfectionist philosophy. In 

part due to the limited range of values that it is willing to take up—largely restricted 

to the four cardinal values of analytical political philosophy in freedom, equality, 

legitimacy, and justice—it fails, like liberal political theory, to defend a more 

comprehensive and richer vision of the good society. 

It has to be said that, unlike many utilitarians who argue that only pleasure is 

valuable, Pettit acknowledges that freedom is not the only thing that matters.58 

Instead, he views freedom as a gateway good which can enable individuals to pursue 

innumerable other ends that give their lives meaning. That in itself is plausible, and 

it means that Pettit’s consequentialism is not as reductive as other versions. Yet 

Pettit was sufficiently anxious not to scare off the Rawlsians that he chose to give 

shape to his neo-republicanism in the minimalist terms that make it palatable to 

anti-perfectionist liberalism. Seeking above all to redeem consequentialism in light 

of Rawls’s critique, neo-republicanism is ill-equipped to give the robust defence of 

                                                        
58 Pettit, 2012a: 127. 
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the institutions which are under significant pressure that I mentioned at the 

beginning, including universities, schools, museums, and theatres. That is because 

the values that underpin those institutions are an uneasy fit within the neo-

republican framework where the realisation of equal freedom is the singular political 

value. 

While freedom was doubtlessly very important to the classical republicans—

that is, to the republicans from before its contemporary revival under the auspices 

of Skinner and Pettit—the notion of liberty as a republic’s sole concern would, I 

think, strike many of them as rather idiosyncratic. Even when we ignore what Eric 

Nelson calls the “Greek tradition” (as opposed to the “neo-Roman” or “Italian-

Atlantic” tradition) in republican thought, whose advocates defend eudaimonism 

in politics, there was often more involved in the idea of a republic than simply a 

bulwark against (monarchical) tyranny.59 Many prized their citizenship, seeing it as 

an important part of who they were, and they thought of their fellow citizens as 

sharing a common life and a common good that went further than the mutual 

defence of liberty and property. Of course, the fact that classical republicans would 

have a hard time making sense of certain features of contemporary neo-

republicanism is not by itself objectionable. Indeed it is more likely to be a good 

thing, for example when it comes to the enfranchisement of women to full 

citizenship equal to men. But it does allude to the fact that republicanism used to 

be a more diverse tradition with a less minimalist conception of politics than it has 

turned into under Pettit’s influence. In order to give shape to a new republicanism 

that does defend a richer conception of the good society, we have to lean into 

republican ideas, such as citizenship and the common good, that have so far largely 

been neglected in its contemporary revival. 

And that leads me to the other reason for pointing out that neo-republicanism 

falls within the parameters of conventional liberal theory, which concerns the 

positioning of this dissertation in the literature of political theory. Namely, it 

provides a justification for the project perfectionist republicanism. If the 

controversy of the last three decades revolving around the liberalism versus 
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republicanism debate turns out, on reflection, not really to have amounted to an 

ideological disagreement, but is instead best seen as intra-liberal argument between 

consequentialists and deontologists as there have been many before, then the 

original potency of the idea of a republican theory that moves beyond liberalism 

remains untapped. If republicans so far are, for all intents and purposes, 

consequentialist liberals, then that opens up space for a new theory called 

“republicanism” to take its place. It is the aim of this dissertation to work towards 

such a theory. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This has been a critical chapter about the current state of republican political 

thought. I want to end on a slightly different note by highlighting one of Pettit’s 

and Skinner’s lasting contributions to political theory, which revolves around their 

work on the nature of freedom in a modern open society. The concept of freedom 

has gone through many iterations, and Pettit and Skinner have been influential not 

only in bringing to the fore a source of unfreedom (domination) that theorists were 

not paying close enough attention to prior to their interest in republican freedom, 

but also in articulating in an erudite way what socio-political conditions have to be 

in place in order to be a free person in a modern society. 

While Carter and Kramer are correct to point out when it comes to actions that 

they are free when the agent is able to do such-and-such—that is, that the agent is 

free-to-X when they are able-to-X, regardless of whether they are dominated or 

not—the more important idea of a free person does not fit into their concept of pure 

negative freedom. Their conceptual apparatus only allows them to use the rather 

clumsy idea of “overall freedom”, which simply involves tallying all the freedoms of 

an agent in a given moment. But not all actions are of equal value. Some actions are 

more important in terms of how we experience our freedom, in developing a 

personality, and the extent to which it allows us to pursue other ends that are 

important to us. Being free in a particular way has often much greater value than 

having access to a far greater range of (less important) freedoms. Consider the 

example of a daughter of a wealthy but intensely conservative father in a religious 
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and oil-rich state in the Middle East. Due to the vast wealth of her family, she might 

have access to a far greater range of freedoms than ordinary girls of her age in, say, 

Denmark—that is, she might be much freer “overall”, to use the correct 

terminology—but she does not enjoy the kind of growing independence to make 

her own life choices that comes with being a young adult in Denmark. By itself, 

pure negative freedom cannot tell us anything about which freedoms are more 

important. 

For this purpose, Pettit’s and Skinner’s emphasis on the notion of the free 

person, which picks out a wide range of freedoms (those of the basic liberties we 

saw before) and argues that the agent has to have undominated access to them in 

order to count as free, is much better. Since liberty is one of the three normative 

ideals—together with the flourishing of citizens and the cultivation of excellence—

of perfectionist republicanism, I shall be drawing upon their idea of the free person 

in Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 2 

 

Nietzsche and MacIntyre?  

Nietzsche’s Value for Neo-Aristotelianism 

Reconsidered 
 

 

 

 

Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue, first published in 1981 and now in its third 

edition, reaches its dramatic culmination in the ninth chapter where MacIntyre 

argues that our predicament in ‘advanced liberal modernity’, as he often calls it, 

boils down to a stark choice: Nietzsche or Aristotle.1 Either we side with Nietzsche 

and his insight that the claims to objectivity on behalf of the moral philosophies of 

the Enlightenment have come to naught, and hence that the will to power is all that 

remains, or we try to recover the classical tradition of the virtues, which has 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics as its central canonical text. As his readers, MacIntyre 

does not leave us in suspense for long, since the remainder of the book is devoted 

to showing how a modern neo-Aristotelianism could be vindicated. 

In his depiction of Nietzsche as rejecting all traditional ways—from moral 

values to views about knowledge and truth—in which philosophers have thought 

about the world, MacIntyre followed what continues to be a widespread view of 

Nietzsche right up to the present day. This chapter is a critical study of MacIntyre’s 

claim that Nietzsche is the ‘ultimate antagonist’ of the Aristotelian tradition in 

ethics that he seeks to revive.2 One way of going about this would be to defend 

                                                        
1 See e.g. MacIntyre, 2007: ix, xi, and 146. 
2 MacIntyre, 2007: 259. 
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Nietzsche by proposing an alternative reading.3 However, the trouble with such an 

approach is that there is plenty of textual evidence for MacIntyre’s interpretation, 

both in Nietzsche’s writings as well as in the secondary literature. Simply putting 

forth a rival interpretation would fail to explain where MacIntyre’s reading came 

from. 

I therefore take a more historical approach, putting MacIntyre’s reception of 

Nietzsche in the context of the broader developments in Nietzsche studies. That 

way we can put the interpretative labour of other Nietzsche scholars to work to 

shine a critical light on MacIntyre’s reading. As we will see, MacIntyre’s reading 

was popular from roughly the 1960s into the 1980s, which was a phase in Nietzsche 

studies when the general way people read him was very different from what it is 

today. And since today’s Nietzsche is much closer to MacIntyre’s project of 

recovering the classical tradition in ethics, it makes him something of an ally, rather 

than the main antagonist. My claim is that portraying Nietzsche as someone who is 

completely beyond philosophical enquiry and theorising risks overlooking the ways 

in which he is an insightful interlocutor for neo-Aristotelians. By reading Nietzsche 

as their ultimate antagonist, they are doing themselves a disservice. 

 

1. MacIntyre’s (French) Nietzsche 

 

It is worth starting with the part of After Virtue where MacIntyre critiques the 

culture of advanced modernity, since it is there that Nietzsche plays an important 

role. According to MacIntyre, advanced modernity is the product of a long process 

of cultural degeneration that can only be understood against the background of the 

failure of the Enlightenment. 4  The central task that the philosophers of the 

Enlightenment, most notably Hume and Kant, set themselves was to provide new 

foundations for morality that were independent of history, religion, and the human 

good. Whereas Hume developed a theory of the passions as the basis of morality, 

                                                        
3 Papers that do take this route include Hill, 1992; Starrett, 1992; and Korkut, 2012. 
4 MacIntyre, 2007: 22, 39. 
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Kant proposed founding morality on “pure” practical reason. Yet both attempts 

failed, and with them the Enlightenment project failed also.5 

As a result, MacIntyre argues, we find ourselves in our current emotivist 

culture.6 One of the ways this culture is different from what came before is the 

insoluble nature of moral disagreement. We are witness to endless debates—

whether on the nature of freedom, the justice of redistributing wealth, or the 

morality of abortion and euthanasia—that are utterly interminable. The reason for 

this, so argues MacIntyre, is that each side employs values and principles in support 

of their view the authority of which their interlocutors do not recognise.7 To begin 

resolving these disputes, we would need shared rational standards by which we can 

judge when one view has defeated another. Yet, lacking such standards, what on 

first glance seem like appeals to impersonal principle—such as those to duty or 

happiness or justice—are in fact nothing more than rhetorical tools to mask what 

they truly are, namely, the expressions of subjective will.8 In advanced modernity, 

MacIntyre contends, debates about moral questions amount to nothing more than 

a clashing of subjective wills, each trying to convince the other, but without recourse 

to the kind of objective standards that are the mark of a moral culture in good 

order.9 

It is at this stage of the argument that Nietzsche enters the picture. In 

MacIntyre’s view, Nietzsche was the first to fully recognise the failure of the 

Enlightenment for what it was, that the appeals to objectivity on behalf of its 

morality were in fact the expression of subjective will.10  But in setting out his 

response to that failure, he affirmed the central tenets of that same emotivist 

culture. 11  In the following passage, MacIntyre tells us what ‘the core of a 

Nietzschean moral philosophy’, centred on the notions of the Übermensch and the 

will to power, would amount to: 

                                                        
5 MacIntyre, 2007: 117-8. 
6 MacIntyre, 2007: 18-9. 
7 MacIntyre, 2007: 111. 
8 MacIntyre, 2007: 8. 
9 MacIntyre, 2007: 12, 33. 
10 MacIntyre, 2007: 113, see also MacIntyre, 1990: 39. 
11 MacIntyre, 2007: 22, 259. 
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The rational and rationally justified autonomous moral subject of the eighteenth 

century is a fiction, an illusion; so, Nietzsche resolves, let will replace reason and let 

us make ourselves into autonomous moral subjects by some gigantic and heroic act of 

the will, an act of the will that by its quality may remind us of that archaic aristocratic 

self-assertiveness which preceded what Nietzsche took to be the disaster of slave-

morality and which by its effectiveness may be the prophetic precursor of a new era. 

The problem then is how to construct in an entirely original way, how to invent a 

new table of what is good and a law, a problem which arises for each individual.12 

The central idea is that the values of the Übermensch are right or good for him in 

virtue of his having chosen them.13 His—and it is always a “he” for Nietzsche—

creation of himself and his commitment to his values are thus the sole product of 

his will; they have no authority beyond it. As such, the Übermensch may at any 

point, and without inconsistency, simply discard them and profess allegiance to an 

entirely different set of values and commitments. Morality and value are hence 

solely what Nietzsche’s Übermensch makes of it from his subjective experience. For, 

on Nietzsche’s view, ‘there is nothing to morality but expressions of will’, which 

means that ‘my morality can only be what my will creates’.14 Nietzsche turns out to 

be one more, in fact the greatest, protagonist of the emotivist culture of modernity 

of which he took himself to be such an uncompromising critic.15 

In his Gifford Lectures, delivered in the University of Edinburgh in 1988 and 

published as Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry, MacIntyre deepens his 

engagement with Nietzsche. Where After Virtue attributes to Nietzsche the view 

that moral objectivity is an illusion, Three Rival Versions insists that Nietzsche 

denies the existence of all truth whatsoever.16 As genealogist, MacIntyre writes, 

Nietzsche ‘takes there to be a multiplicity of perspectives within each of which 

truth-from-a-point-of-view may be asserted, but no truth-as-such, an empty notion, 

about the world, an equally empty notion’.17 For Nietzsche, ‘truth and power are 

                                                        
12 MacIntyre, 2007: 114. 
13 MacIntyre, 2007: 22. 
14 MacIntyre, 2007: 113-4. 
15 MacIntyre, 2007: 259. 
16 MacIntyre, 1990: 35-40, 205. 
17 MacIntyre, 1990: 42, see also 36, 205. 
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thus inseparable. And what appear as projects aimed at the possession of truth are 

always wilful in their exercise of power’.18 Not only is Nietzsche an emotivist about 

morality, he is also a perspectivist about truth, rejecting the notion that some 

perspectives are superior to others in virtue of being better accounts of what the 

world as such is actually like. 

This has radical implications, as MacIntyre explains: ‘Nietzsche did not advance 

a new theory against older theories’, instead ‘he proposed an abandonment of 

theory’.19  According to this meta-theoretical stance, every perspective or theory 

about the world is nothing but a mask among an infinite number of other masks to 

be adopted and discarded in a never-ending experiment, or ‘play of forces’, with 

rival and incompatible perspectives.20 So when Nietzsche seems to endorse, for 

instance, a specific view in the theory of knowledge, that is just him experimenting 

with that particular mask, but it should not be understood either as his true view, 

nor as a theory that Nietzsche believes could in any meaningful sense be better or 

worse than any other. For MacIntyre’s Nietzsche, any claim to objectivity, whether 

in the realm of values or knowledge, is the expression of the agent’s reactive will to 

power.21 The active will to power of the Übermensch, by contrast, determines for 

itself what is true and creates its own table of what is good. The claim is that 

Nietzsche’s project is to be understood as a repudiation of theory as such, placing 

him beyond the reach of ordinary academic philosophy. As MacIntyre puts it: ‘For 

Nietzsche all theorizing, all making of claims occurs in the context of activity and 

it is from the standpoint afforded by and emerging in and from different modes of 

participation in and response to activity … that different perspectives upon the 

variety of subject matters defined within each perspective become available’.22 From 

this perspective, to write about Nietzsche’s naturalism and perfectionism, as I will 

do, amounts to nothing more than arbitrarily picking two masks out of the many 

that he adopts in his writings and presenting them as his “true” views, even though 

that is not what Nietzsche is in the business of doing at all. 

                                                        
18 MacIntyre, 1990: 52-3, 205. 
19 MacIntyre, 1990: 49. 
20 MacIntyre, 1990: 47, 49. 
21 MacIntyre, 1990: 39-40. 
22 MacIntyre, 1990: 41-2. 
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It is clear that Nietzsche’s philosophical style is out of the ordinary; that most 

of his writings do not engage in the development of theory in any obvious sense; 

and that he is unusually critical about many aspects of the Western philosophical 

tradition. All of this makes the interpretative work by the historian of philosophy 

considerably more difficult. Furthermore, in his portrayal of Nietzsche’s 

philosophical project, MacIntyre works with Nietzschean themes and concepts—

including notable ones like the will to power and the Übermensch. The Nietzsche 

that MacIntyre puts forward, in other words, has a basis in Nietzsche’s writings. Yet 

the important point is that even for those who accept the view that Nietzsche’s ideas 

are nothing but experimental masks there are still reasons to read him differently. 

For even if they are just masks, some of those masks can still be enlightening, 

especially for MacIntyre’s naturalistic and eudaimonistic attempt to recover the 

Aristotelian tradition. It is the ideas that ultimately matter, much less the question 

of whether they represent Nietzsche’s real views. 

 

The Nietzsche legend 

 

To tell the story of how MacIntyre’s Nietzsche came to be, we go back to interwar 

Germany. Even before Hitler’s ascent to the chancellery in 1933, the Nazis had 

already claimed Nietzsche as their prophet. Many of the movement’s leading 

intellectuals, such as Alfred Bäumler and Alfred Rosenberg, saw in Nietzsche the 

philosopher of the ideas that Nazism was going to realise in practice. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, they embraced the Nietzsche of the will to power, which heralded a 

new warlike heroism and an ethos of struggle.23 As Steven Aschheim writes, the 

‘Nazis transformed Nietzsche into a prescient prophet—the isolated individual who 

in the period of hopeless liberal decline alone embodied the spirit of true 

Germanness that was so powerfully unfolding in the new Reich’.24 And in part due 

to his influence on the party elite, Nietzschean themes pervaded German society, 

finding their way into every level of social organisation.25 
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The association with Nazi ideology meant that for quite some years Nietzsche 

was a pariah in the countries that had opposed the Third Reich. In the English-

speaking world, Walter Kaufmann’s Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist, 

first published in 1950, is credited with Nietzsche’s rehabilitation.26 Kaufmann 

sought to counter what he called ‘The Nietzsche Legend’ that was propagated by 

Nietzsche’s sister Elisabeth. Together with her husband Bernhard Förster, Elisabeth 

had emigrated to Paraguay to start an Aryan colony, but after Bernhard had 

committed suicide and the colony had fallen into disarray, she returned to Germany 

widowed and destitute. Realising that her brother’s fame had begun to rise across 

Europe, she took the opportunity to become the executor of Nietzsche’s literary 

estate, founding the Nietzsche Archives in 1894.27 Putting her editorial position to 

use, she cast Nietzsche as an antisemite and German nationalist, thus opening the 

door for the Nazis’ appropriation. But, so argued Kaufmann, Elisabeth’s 

construction of her brother’s philosophy was a forgery, and the National Socialists 

were therefore wrong to view Nietzsche as a precursor. And while, according to 

Kaufmann, ‘the will to power is the core’ of Nietzsche’s philosophy, it was not a 

social or political idea at all. Instead, it should be understood as a call for personal 

self-overcoming and self-transcendence, far removed from the petty squabbles of 

politics. 28  The Übermensch, on this view, is the person who is able to master 

themselves by overcoming their bases impulses, and legislating their own values to 

determine the meaning of their lives.29 

Yet it is in France where we can discern the greatest influence on MacIntyre’s 

reading of Nietzsche.30 There, Nietzsche was not associated with the Nazis to the 

same degree as in the Anglophone world. Starting roughly around the time of Gilles 

Deleuze’s 1962 Nietzsche and Philosophy, Nietzsche became a central figure in the 

intellectual circles of Paris.31 Two conferences on Nietzsche followed, one in 1964 

                                                        
26 Kaufmann, 1974. 
27 Kaufmann, 1974: 4. 
28 Kaufmann, 1974: xiv, 200, 211. 
29 Kaufmann, 1974: 308-12. 
30 Throughout this part of the chapter on French Nietzscheanism, I draw extensively on Alan 
Schrift’s work on Nietzsche’s French legacy. See Schrift, 1990, 1995, and 1996. 
31 Deleuze, 1983. 
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and the second in 1972, with many of the leading French theorists, including 

Deleuze and Michel Foucault, in attendance. Despite Kaufmann’s efforts in the 

United States, it was in France where Nietzsche was more enthusiastically embraced 

than anywhere else, making it the centre of Nietzsche studies from the 1960s 

onwards. Looking back, Nietzsche’s influence on French philosophy of that period, 

and especially on poststructuralism, was so great that many now refer to “the French 

Nietzsche” or “French Nietzscheanism”.32 

That label might give off the false impression that the French Nietzscheans were 

all in agreement with each other, or that they used Nietzsche for the same purposes. 

In reality, they read him from many different angles—including Heideggerian, 

deconstructive, hermeneutical, philological, and psychoanalytic to name a few.33 

Rather than trying to write a history of French Nietzscheanism, I want to look at 

how Deleuze and Foucault in particular made use of Nietzsche. That is not just 

because they are among the most interesting and influential of the French 

Nietzscheans, but more importantly because MacIntyre registers their influence on 

his reading of Nietzsche.34 For this purpose, I want to focus on Deleuze’s book on 

Nietzsche and two specific themes from Foucault’s writings: that of truth and its 

connection to power, and secondly what he mysteriously calls the ‘disappearance of 

man’. 

 

Gilles Deleuze 

 

Although it has been hugely influential, both in France and beyond, Deleuze’s 

Nietzsche and Philosophy is something of a maze with a great many different concepts 

that all have their own function. Absolutely central is the notion of ‘forces’ that 

Deleuze presents as standing at the basis of all phenomena.35 Whenever multiple 

forces enter into a relationship they constitute an object, or body, whether chemical, 

biological, social, or political.36 The plurality of forces that form a body struggle 

                                                        
32 Schrift, 1995: 2, 1996: 325; Behler, 1996: 295. 
33 Schrift, 1995: 3. 
34 MacIntyre, 1990: 47. 
35 Deleuze, 1983: 3. 
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against each other in order to take possession of it, for ‘all force is appropriation, 

domination, exploitation of a quantity of reality’. Since bodies are comprised by 

their respective forces, their history is characterised by the ‘succession of forces 

which take possession of it and the co-existence of the forces which struggle for 

possession’, so that the ‘same object, the same phenomenon, changes sense 

depending on the force which appropriates it’.37 And whichever force is successful 

in taking possession of the body at any given moment is the active, or dominant, 

force that commands, whereas the subordinated force is the reactive which obeys.38 

That is, the quantity of a force relative to the other forces plays an important role 

in determining whether its quality will be active or reactive.39 In this way, the active 

force may become reactive, depending on which force triumphs and takes control 

over the body. Indeed, Deleuze says that reactive forces may triumph while 

remaining reactive. This happens not through becoming active themselves or 

forming a quantitatively superior force, but rather by, as he puts it, ‘decomposing’ 

the active forces. When this happens, reactive forces ‘separate active force from what 

it can do; they take away a part or almost all of its power’, effectively making the 

active force join ranks by becoming reactive itself.40 

But if the quantitative discrepancies between forces cannot fully account for 

whether forces are reactive or active, then what else helps to explain the difference? 

In other words, what besides the relative quantity determines whether a force is 

active or reactive? Deleuze’s answer comes in connection with what he says about 

the will to power. Even though both types of force are manifestations of will to 

power, active force is associated with its affirmative pole, while reactive force with 

its negative pole. In its affirmative pole, will to power is ‘the power of 

transformation’, that of ‘appropriating, possessing, subjugating, dominating’.41 In 

the negative pole, by contrast, it is a ‘will to nothingness’ and a ‘power of 

subtraction’. 42  We have, then, two types of quality, both of which figure 
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prominently in Deleuze’s theory of forces. On the one hand, there is the distinction 

between superior and subordinate quantities between forces. On the other hand, 

there is the type of will to power, either affirmative or negative, that they exemplify. 

This is all rather technical, so to make the connection with MacIntyre it might 

be helpful to consider the two figures that for Deleuze embody the opposing poles 

of the will to power: that of the slave and the Übermensch. Rather than the orthodox 

concept of a slave, as someone with a specific socio-political status, for Deleuze the 

slave personifies that where wholly reactive forces are dominant in human form. In 

this sense, the slavish type is where reaction and weakness has triumphed, negating 

the other and seeking to subjugate the strong and vital. The figure of the 

Übermensch, in turn, is ‘the focal point where the reactive … is conquered, and 

where the negative gives way to affirmation’. That is, it is the embodiment of active 

force and affirmative will to power that embraces difference, activity, self-creation, 

making it ‘an object of enjoyment and affirmation’.43 Importantly, the affirmative 

quality of its will to power, Deleuze says, is what for the Übermensch determines the 

value of values. As he writes: ‘the will to power as genealogical element is that from 

which senses derive their significance and values their value’. 44  Elsewhere he 

illuminatingly says that ‘the value of a value consists in the quality of the will to 

power expressed in the corresponding thing; is the will to power affirmative or 

negative’.45 As with MacIntyre, then, we find in Deleuze the idea of the Übermensch 

that creates themselves through an endless cycle of becoming, with its active and 

affirmative will to power being the source of the value of its values. 

 

Michel Foucault 

 

I now turn to Foucault’s views on the connection between truth and power. Every 

society and, more specifically, every type of knowledge acquisition, functions on the 

basis of particular mechanisms, techniques, and procedures that together determine 

what counts as true. Foucault referred to these relations of power as ‘discourses’ or 
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‘regimes’ of truth.46 As such, ‘we are subjected to the production of truth through 

power and we cannot exercise power except through the production of truth. … we 

are forced to produce the truth of power that our society demands’.47 Take as an 

example the figure of the historian. The traditional image of the historian who 

dispassionately describes historical developments and their causes is a fiction, since 

historical research is necessarily embedded within its particular economy of truth.48 

What does this mean for the notion of truth itself? In one of his essays, ‘Nietzsche, 

Genealogy, History’, Foucault observed that ‘The very question of truth, the right 

it appropriates to refute error and oppose itself to appearance, the manner in which 

it developed … does this not form a history, the history of an error we call truth? 

Truth, and its original reign, has had a history within history from which we are 

barely emerging’.49 And once we have emerged from this history, we come to the 

‘affirmation of knowledge as perspective’.50 

A second theme from Foucault’s writings that I want to highlight is what in The 

Order of Things is described as the ‘disappearance’ of ‘man’, something which he 

also explicitly connects with Nietzsche: 

Perhaps we should see the first attempt at this uprooting of Anthropology – to which, 

no doubt contemporary thought is dedicated – in the Nietzschean experience: by 

means of a philosophical critique, by means of a certain form of biologism, Nietzsche 

rediscovered the point at which man and God belong to one another, at which the 

death of the second is synonymous with the disappearance of the first, and at which 

the promise of the superman signifies first and foremost the imminence of the death 

of man.51 

With the disappearance of man, Foucault specifically meant the rational and 

morally responsible subject that formed the foundation of modern humanism as it 

had developed at end of the eighteenth century.52 It is in this light that we have to 
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understand remarks such as ‘before the end of the eighteenth century, man did not 

exist’.53 In fact, the ‘uprooting of Anthropology’ is a reference to Kant’s claim that, 

in the end, the critical questions of metaphysics (“What can I know?”), morality 

(“What must I do?”), and religion (“What am I permitted to hope?”) get subsumed 

under the question of philosophical anthropology: “What is man?” 54  The 

prioritisation of anthropology over other branches of philosophy was, for Foucault, 

illustrative of the fact that the Kantian subject had been the cornerstone of modern, 

overly anthropocentric, views about knowledge and morality.55 But due to its quasi-

transcendental foundations, the death of God meant that this subject was equally 

coming to an end. And it was Nietzsche who first questioned the Kantian 

constellation of things in a radical way, celebrating what was to come in the 

aftermath: 

Rather than the death of God – or, rather, in the wake of that death and in a profound 

correlation with it – what Nietzsche’s thought heralds is the end of his murderer; it is 

the explosion of man’s face in laughter, and the return of masks; it is the scattering of 

the profound stream of time by which he felt himself carried along and whose pressure 

he suspected in the very being of things; it is the identity of the Return of the Same 

with the absolute dispersion of man.56 

For Foucault, the Übermensch represented the point where modern man, and the 

erroneous beliefs in epistemological and moral certainty that came with it, would 

finally be overcome. This could make way for a new episteme, one that rejected the 

foundationalist narratives of the not so distant past, and would instead take a more 

sceptical approach to what he referred to as the ‘human sciences’.57 

It is not difficult to see the connection with MacIntyre. Like MacIntyre, 

Foucault read Nietzsche as someone who specifically rejected the Enlightenment, 

its claims about knowledge, and the rational subject that was the foundation of its 

morality. Moreover, Foucault also emphasised the role of power in the formation 
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of knowledge, and his investigations into power and its workings were inspired by 

Nietzsche.58 This has led MacIntyre to claim that, for genealogists like Nietzsche 

and Foucault, ‘truth and power are inseparable. And what appear as projects aimed 

at the possession of truth are always wilful in their exercise of power’.59 Foucault’s 

defenders will argue that, despite his attacks on Enlightenment views about truth 

and knowledge, he was never committed to the kind of radical scepticism that 

MacIntyre and others have attributed to him. In one of the many interviews with 

Foucault that have appeared in print, he said that ‘all those who say that for me 

truth doesn’t exist are being simplistic’.60 Nevertheless, there is significant overlap 

between MacIntyre’s interpretation of Nietzsche and the one that we find in 

Deleuze and Foucault. 

A critic may argue that I have not demonstrated that MacIntyre was influenced 

by either of them in writing After Virtue. And indeed, MacIntyre does not mention 

either Deleuze or Foucault anywhere, nor do they appear in the bibliography. There 

are a couple of points to make in response. Firstly, the secondary literature that 

MacIntyre does refer to in the pivotal ninth chapter of After Virtue is precisely to 

the, as MacIntyre puts it, ‘Left Nietzscheanism’ of which Deleuze and Foucault are 

both well-known representatives. 61  The best example is probably the paper by 

Kathryn Pyne Parsons, entitled ‘Nietzsche and Moral Change’, that MacIntyre cites 

in After Virtue.62 She writes of the ‘person of conscience’ with their own distinctive 

type of morality. The person of conscience ‘creates values, but only by creating 

himself’. When that happens, Parsons continues, ‘an overcoming of the entire old 

self is involved, of the old ways of perceiving oneself and the world, of the old ways 

of being’.63 Once again, we find the idea of inventing and legislating values through 

self-overcoming. Secondly, there can be no doubt that both Deleuze and Foucault 

play a central role in the argument of Three Rival Versions. Even though Nietzsche’s 

Genealogy is presented there as the inspiration for the genealogical mode of enquiry 
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(the other two being “encyclopaedia” and “tradition”), he is overshadowed by the 

space that MacIntyre devotes to the thought of the major figures in French 

Nietzscheanism, including Deleuze, Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Sarah Kofman, Paul 

de Man, and others. 

It could still be the case that MacIntyre only started reading the French 

Nietzscheans after the publication of After Virtue in 1981 when he was preparing 

the materials of Three Rival Versions. The broader point, however, is that the 

thematic overlap shows something that is more important for my argument than 

whether MacIntyre read Deleuze and Foucault for After Virtue or not. Namely, that 

MacIntyre’s interpretation can be understood as coming out of a specific era when 

this was the prevailing way of reading Nietzsche. MacIntyre did not read Nietzsche 

in a vacuum, so whether Deleuze and Foucault were direct influences on After Virtue 

is not really relevant. More important is that MacIntyre’s reading is the product of 

a specific phase in Nietzsche reception when French Nietzscheanism was dominant, 

which is one, as we will now see, that has more-or-less been replaced. 

 

2. Nietzsche today 

 

The purpose of the second part of this chapter is to show that, rather than 

MacIntyre’s antagonist, Nietzsche should be seen as an ally from whom important 

insights can be gleaned on questions that are of deep importance to neo-

Aristotelians. I will do this by focussing on three important ways in which the 

general understanding of Nietzsche’s thought has changed: his naturalism, his views 

on truth, and lastly his perfectionist ethics. 

 

Naturalism 

 

Arguably the most important shift in the way people read Nietzsche nowadays is 

that he is considered to be a fundamentally naturalistic philosopher.64 A couple of 
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passages from his writings point in this direction. In Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche 

writes of the ‘task’ of ‘translating humanity back into nature’, so that we may no 

longer be vulnerable to the ‘old metaphysical bird catchers’ who for far too long 

have falsely proclaimed human beings to be of a higher origin than the rest of 

nature. 65  In a similar vein, The Gay Science argues for ‘naturalising humanity’ 

according to a nature that has been entirely ‘de-deified’ [ganz entgöttlicht].66 

Naturalism is one of those terms that is used to describe a great many 

philosophical ideas, so the question is what precisely Nietzsche’s naturalism 

amounts to? As with most things Nietzsche, this is where opinion starts to diverge. 

A good place to start is to think of it as a guiding heuristic, starting from an 

understanding of humans as part of nature in the way science presents it to us, and 

informing and structuring his enquiries into a wide range of topics of philosophical 

interest.67 On this conception, it is his broadly naturalistic picture of the world that 

provides the rationale for his rejection of things like transcendental metaphysics and 

the immaterial soul, instead emphasising the animal nature of humanity.68 More 

specifically, it means trying to account for various human phenomena—from 

values, ethical systems, cultures, to religions—in a way that is consistent with that 

conception. 

Read in this way, Nietzsche has already become far more congenial to 

philosophy by ordinary means than MacIntyre would have us believe, since it is an 

outlook that is widely shared. However, there is at least one, more thoroughgoing, 

version of Nietzsche’s naturalism that does put him quite strongly at odds with that 

mainstream. I will come back to this shortly, but for now it is important to recognise 

the degree to which their shared naturalism aligns MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelian 

project with Nietzsche’s. For the broadly naturalistic character of Aristotle’s 

philosophy is part of the motivation behind the revival of neo-Aristotelianism that 
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started with Elizabeth Anscombe’s ‘Modern Moral Philosophy’.69 The idea was that 

Aristotle’s ethical naturalism and its emphasis on virtue might prove fruitful at a 

time when deontic moral philosophy showed so many problems. Aristotle’s 

conception of the cosmos and nature is very different from ours, and an important 

dimension of MacIntyre’s work has been to give an account of neo-Aristotelianism 

that fits into our modern scientific picture. As he writes, he intends his neo-

Aristotelianism to be ‘vulnerable to refutation by empirical findings of the 

psychological and social sciences, and, where they are relevant, of biological 

science’.70 And although the fact that they share this naturalistic outlook leaves 

almost everything interesting open, it does already complicate MacIntyre’s view of 

Nietzsche as the antagonist of the Aristotelian tradition considerably. 

Returning to the more thoroughgoing version of Nietzsche’s naturalism, the 

claim is that he ‘aims to offer theories that explain various important human 

phenomena’ in a way that ‘reveal their causal determinants’ in terms of 

‘physiological and psychological facts about persons’.71 In other words, the claim is 

that Nietzsche not only seeks to account for human phenomena—values, 

moralities, etc.—in ways that are broadly continuous with the methods and results 

of the sciences, but that he thinks they should be explained as the expression of 

psycho-physiological processes. Brian Leiter is clearly the main protagonist of this 

reading, but it has gained traction among scholars.72 More specifically, Leiter argues, 

Nietzsche defends the so-called “Doctrine of Types”, according to which ‘each 

person has a fixed psycho-physical constitution, which defines him as a particular 

type of person’.73 It is a person’s particular constitution that, ‘just as natural facts 

about the tree explain the fruit it bears’, determines ‘the ideas and values he comes 

to bear’.74 On this view, our conscious mental states are merely epiphenomena of 

processes, such as our affects and drives, that take place much deeper within us. 
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Consciousness is little more than the surface phenomenon that are the true causal 

determinants of the agent’s actions, as well as the values and ideals they espouse.75 

A less antagonistic reading of Nietzsche’s naturalism would do two things. First, 

while acknowledging that many expansive notions of free will are indeed rejected 

by Nietzsche, it would make more room for the ways in which things like conscious 

volitional control and reflection do play substantial roles in human life.76 Second, it 

would adopt a more flexible approach in trying to make sense of many of the 

phenomena in which Nietzsche is interested.77 In short, it would understand his 

naturalism more modestly as the guiding heuristic mentioned earlier, informing and 

structuring Nietzsche’s enquiries, but without settling on a deterministic picture. 

Both of these points seem to represent the general direction of travel in the 

literature, and we can imagine a scenario where Nietzschean naturalists enter into a 

productive dialogue with neo-Aristotelian naturalists, bringing their ideas to bear 

on the questions that concern the shape and character of our ethical lives. 

The most famous example that takes us in this direction is Williams’s paper 

‘Nietzsche’s Minimalist Moral Psychology’. 78  Williams starts by observing that 

‘there is some measure of agreement [that] we need a “naturalistic” moral 

psychology, where this means something to the effect that our view of moral 

capacities should be consistent with … our understanding of human beings as part 

of nature’. The difficulty, he continues, ‘is that no-one knows what it involves’.79 

But in trying to make progress, ‘we find in Nietzsche both a general attitude, and 

some particular suggestions, that can be a great help’.80 

The general attitude amounts to a ‘method of suspicion’ with two dimensions. 

The first is that it tries to understand the extent to which moral theories make use 

of psychological ‘materials that specially serve the purposes of morality’. The more 

they do, the more the question becomes ‘whether there may not be a more 
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illuminating account that rests only on conceptions that we use anyway elsewhere’.81 

This leads us to the second dimension, which is to try to make sense of the same 

human phenomena in terms of a more general, and less optimistic, account of 

human psychology. As Williams puts it, the method of suspicion ‘invites one into 

a perspective … in which what seems to demand more moral material makes sense 

in terms of what demands less’.82 

In the remainders of the paper, Williams puts this method into action by 

looking at a special notion of willing, one that is central to the moral psychology of 

what he calls, in Nietzschean spirit, ‘the morality system’.83 Even though Aristotle 

discusses the theory of action at some length (especially in Books III and V of the 

Nicomachean Ethics), the notion of willing that Williams has in mind is of less 

importance within neo-Aristotelianism than it is within other types of ethical 

thought. Yet the same approach could be used to look critically at neo-Aristotelian 

moral psychology. The most obvious line of enquiry here is to look at the all-

important notion of practical reason. The aim would be to see whether neo-

Aristotelians appeal to moralised accounts of practical rationality in support of their 

claims about the ethical life. We could come to see things in this light for many 

reasons. For example, because the connection between practical reason and virtue 

is presented such that actions which are done purely because the agent desires it, 

ignoring other people’s interests or needs, are deemed a failure of reason, as 

irrational. If we do, the question is what neo-Aristotelianism would look like if it 

employed a less moralised conception of human moral psychology (in this case, a 

more general account of practical rationality), and whether it can then still deliver 

the same results. 

 

Truth and its value 

 

Among the greatest controversies in Nietzsche reception over the past decades 

concerns his views on truth and knowledge: whether knowledge about the world is 
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possible; why the people of (post-)Christian societies give such enormous weight to 

knowing and telling the truth; and the value of truth relative to other values. To 

start with the first question, the difficulty here arises out of Nietzsche’s 

contradictory statements. On the one hand, there are numerous passages where 

Nietzsche casts serious doubt on truth. He claims, for instance, that human beings 

engage in ‘a constant falsification of the world’.84 Or consider the following passage 

from The Gay Science: 

This is what I consider to be true phenomenalism and perspectivism: that due to the 

nature of animal consciousness, the world of which we can become conscious is merely 

a surface- and sign-world, a world turned into generalities and thereby debased to its 

lowest common denominator, – that everything which enters consciousness becomes 

thereby shallow, thin, relatively stupid, general, a sign, a herd-mark; that all becoming 

conscious involves a vast and thorough corruption, falsification, superficialization, 

and generalization. … We simply have no organ for knowing, for “truth”: we “know” 

(or believe or imagine) exactly as much as is useful to the human herd, to the species.85 

Because of the kinds of animals that we are, we have no ‘organ’ for ‘truth’; instead 

we believe only as much as is useful. There is also what is probably the most famous 

text from all of Nietzsche’s writings on truth, which stems from the early essay ‘On 

Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense’: 

What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms, 

in short a sum of human relations which have been subjected to poetic and rhetorical 

intensification, translation, and decoration, and which, after they have been in use for 

a long time, strike a people as firmly established, canonical, and binding; truths are 

illusions of which we have forgotten that they are illusions.86 

On the other hand, there are also plenty of examples where Nietzsche specifically 

endorses truthfulness, praises those who try to get to the truth, and dismisses the 

notion that beliefs may be held onto even if they are untrue. Consider the following 

examples: 
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It is the mark of a higher culture to value the little unpretentious truths which have 

been discovered by means of rigorous method more highly than the errors handed 

down by metaphysical and artistic ages and men, which blind us and make us happy.87 

These English psychologists … holding a microscope to the soul are actually brave, 

generous and proud animals, who know how to control their own pleasure and pain 

and have been taught to sacrifice desirability to truth, every truth, even a plain, bitter, 

ugly, foul, unchristian, immoral truth. Because there are such truths.88 

We have had to wring the truth out of ourselves every step of the way, we have had 

to give up almost everything that our heart, our love, our trust in life relied on. It 

requires greatness of soul: the service of truth is the hardest service.89 

In a short aphorism from Beyond Good and Evil, Nietzsche seems to adopt 

something akin to an empiricist theory of knowledge when he writes that ‘all 

credibility, good conscience, and evidence of truth first come from the senses’.90 

Moreover, as commentators have pointed out, many of Nietzsche’s central ideas, 

whether in areas of human psychology, morality, or God and religion depend on 

various things which he assets about the world being true.91 

How then are we to make sense of these contradictory claims on Nietzsche’s 

part? One explanation is put forth by Maudemarie Clark’s Nietzsche on Truth and 

Philosophy.92 Published in 1990, two years after MacIntyre delivered his Gifford 

Lectures (which became Three Rival Versions) where he argued that Nietzsche 

rejected all truth claims as delusional, Clark’s book remains the most influential 

full-length study of Nietzsche’s views on truth and knowledge. Clark proposes that 

we can account for Nietzsche’s contradictory statements by carefully looking at how 

his views evolved over the course of his philosophical life. 

Her argument is that the early Nietzsche, which is when he was at his most 

sceptical, was persuaded by a set of Schopenhauerian ideas that together explain 
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why he denied the possibility of truth and knowledge. 93  First, he followed 

Schopenhauer (who in turn followed Kant) in distinguishing between the world of 

appearances, on the one hand, and the noumenal thing-in-itself, taken to represent 

the true reality of the world, on the other. Second, Nietzsche also believed that 

genuine knowledge requires that our beliefs  correspond with the world in-itself, 

independently of how the world appears to us. But since all human perception is 

necessarily perspectival, it cannot meaningfully tell us what the world is really like. 

That is, there is no way for human perception to overcome its own perspectival 

nature and comprehend the thing-in-itself, for the only thing we have access to is 

how the world appears to us through our senses (i.e. the world of appearances), 

filtered through concepts and categories of our own making. And since knowledge 

requires correspondence with the thing-in-itself, but that correspondence is 

impossible for the faculties of the human mind, it follows that for the early 

Nietzsche knowledge had to be impossible. 

It is only later that Nietzsche came to have serious doubts about his early 

scepticism. The precise evolution of his views need not concern us here, but Clark’s 

argument is that Nietzsche over time gave up on the idea of a metaphysical reality 

that underlies the empirical world, affirming the latter as the only one that exists—

or at least the only one we could conceivably have any knowledge of. 94  What 

remained, for Nietzsche, is only this world, the empirical world of our experience. 

Moreover, he also no longer thought that genuine knowledge required that our 

beliefs correspond directly to a metaphysical reality to which we can have no access. 

Rather, the only thing that is necessary is that those beliefs correspond with the 

empirical world, and so the reasoning behind his early scepticism had more-or-less 

dissolved. In effect, Clark argues, the mature Nietzsche’s views on truth and 

knowledge should be understood as having a broadly empiricist orientation.95 That 

is, the knowledge human beings can attain will be solely of this world, acquired 

predominantly through sensory experience. 

                                                        
93 Clark, 1990: 77-90, see also Clark, 1998. 
94 Clark, 1990: 30-1. 
95 Clark, 1998: 52; see also Schacht, 1983: Ch. 2; Hussain, 2004. 



 86 

Clark’s developmental account helps to account for why many of Nietzsche’s 

laudatory statements about knowledge and science tend to be from his later works, 

while his sceptical remarks are generally from earlier. Critics have argued that Clark 

fails to account for some sceptical statements, mostly stemming from the 

unpublished Nachlass, that do derive from the final years of Nietzsche’s intellectual 

life. 96  Nonetheless, Clark’s reconstruction has helped to alter our ideas about 

Nietzsche’s views on truth. It is now widely accepted that the interpretation of 

Nietzsche as a lifelong radical sceptic is too simplistic, since later on he became more 

convinced of human beings’ capacity to acquire knowledge of the world around 

them. 

So far we have been concerned with Nietzsche’s views on whether we can know 

the truth, but there is also a further question, one about which he arguably has more 

interesting things to say, about the value of truth.97 A passage from the third essay 

of On the Genealogy of Morality serves as a good entry point: 

On this question, turn to the most ancient and most modern philosophies: all of them 

lack a consciousness of the extent to which the will to truth itself needs a justification, 

here is a gap in every philosophy – how does it come about? Because the ascetic ideal 

has so far been master over all philosophy, because truth was set as being, as God, as 

the highest authority itself, because truth was not allowed to be a problem. … From 

the very moment that faith in the God of the ascetic ideal is denied, there is a new 

problem as well: that of the value of truth. – The will to truth needs a critique – let us 

define our own task with this –, the value of truth is tentatively to be called into 

question.98 

Several of Nietzsche’s ideas about truth are expressed here. The first is that the 

enormous weight that people in the West put on knowing and telling the truth has 

its origins in the Christian faith, according to which, as he puts it elsewhere, ‘God 

is truth; that truth is divine’.99  Furthermore, Nietzsche also suggests that most 

philosophers, again under the influence of Christianity, have simply taken for 
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granted that truth is a fundamental value, and in such a way that it did not even 

occur to them that this might be a problematic assumption. What is more, though 

Nietzsche does not specifically argue for it in the passage, they have optimistically 

believed that knowing the truth is conducive, or at least not harmful, to human 

well-being.100 That is, he claims that the vast majority of philosophers, both ancient, 

medieval, and modern, have uncritically accepted the idea both that truth is good 

for its own sake. 

But a sober and honest assessment of the situation shows this is not actually the 

case. For there are clearly cases, Nietzsche thinks, when knowing the truth can be 

harmful, especially for human well-being.101 He is of course most interested in the 

facts as they pertain to our existential condition as he see it and the destructive 

nihilism that poses a serious threat if it came to be widely accepted.102 This is what 

Nietzsche means when he says that the will to truth is in need of a critique: not that 

truth is an empty or useless notion, but rather that the uncritical exaltation of truth 

as good for its own sake, as trumping all other human concerns, rests on an error. 

As he tellingly writes: ‘Fundamental insight – There is no pre-established harmony 

between the furtherance of truth and the well-being of humanity’.103 And it is in this 

light that examples where Nietzsche casts doubt on the value of truth, such as when 

he writes that ‘we do not consider the falsity of a judgment as itself an objection to 

a judgment … The question is how far the judgment promotes and preserves life’, 

have to be understood.104 

In his exposition of Thomistic moral enquiry, MacIntyre argues that for the 

Thomist truth has to be an ultimate value.105 And yet, if we look to After Virtue 

instead, we once again find that Nietzsche and MacIntyre converge in a surprising 

way. There, MacIntyre has a series of interesting paragraphs about the ethical 

function of stories and myths in what he calls ‘heroic societies’.106 Whether the 
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Homeric poems or the Icelandic sagas, the stock of stories played a vital part in the 

ethical life of the respective communities by providing the shared historical 

memory. Arguably even more important, they gave structure to the moral order that 

these communities inhabited, for example by designating the roles, virtues, and 

duties of each person relative to their specific position in that order. The Iliad, 

MacIntyre argues, constituted a significant moral resource for all the communities 

of the Greek world for whom the Homeric poems were central to their cultural self-

understanding. 

We find a very similar idea in Nietzsche, who, in the spirit of the Romantics, 

writes that without myths ‘all cultures lose their healthy, creative, natural energy; 

only a horizon surrounded by myths encloses and unifies a cultural movement’.107 

In other words, both MacIntyre and Nietzsche emphasise the ethical value of stories 

and myths. But we of course know, while many of the Greeks in question probably 

did not, that the meddling by supernatural forces in the Iliad is not what actually 

transpired, that Athena did not aid Achilles when he sought vengeance for 

Patroclus’ death. It is not difficult to see how the discovery of that truth—that the 

events of the Iliad as told by Homer did not happen—might have been ethically 

damaging for the Greek communities in question, since it would have undermined 

the moral order that derived much of its structure and content from Iliad. And in 

this sense, ethical and epistemic value are not only different, they can even be in 

conflict with each other. This should tell us something about what Nietzsche might 

have meant when he claims that the ‘youthful madness’ of seeking ‘truth at any 

price’ is in ‘bad taste’: our modern scientistic emphasis on truth threatens our 

capacity to engage in the kind of storytelling that has always been vital for ethical 

life.108 

But despite his critique of those who falsely believe truth to be unconditionally 

good for its own sake, Nietzsche’s thought is nonetheless characterised by a fierce 

commitment to the virtues of honesty and truthfulness.109 It was in some ways his 

devotion to precisely these virtues that led him to reject truth as unconditionally 
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good. Rather than a lifelong sceptic, the mature Nietzsche thought neither that 

truth is an illusion, nor that it is simply a relic from a prior era that should be 

overcome. 

 

Quasi-eudaimonism 

 

A 1976 essay by Hedwig Wingler on the place of Aristotle in Nietzsche’s thought 

claimed that ‘Nietzsche is not concerned with the question of which of the existing 

moralities is to be preferred, but rather with the abolishing of morality as such’.110 

The view of Nietzsche as an entirely negative philosopher, seeking to finally clear 

out the rubble of a decaying Christian moral culture, as well as its Enlightenment 

descendants, is one that was widely accepted at the time, including of course by 

MacIntyre. In the intervening years, however, this has largely been debunked. For 

one thing, most accept that when Nietzsche critiques morality that he is taking aim 

at a particular collection of moral theories that bears strong resemblance to what 

Williams, in Nietzschean spirit, a century later would call “the morality system” in 

the narrow sense—Kantian and utilitarian morality especially—as opposed to “the 

ethical” more broadly conceived.111 In this sense, Nietzsche’s critique of morality 

should be understood as directed at morality specifically, rather than, as MacIntyre 

claimed in After Virtue, all philosophical ethics whatsoever. 

What is more, there has been a concerted effort to align Nietzsche with the 

twentieth century revival of neo-Aristotelianism, with many pointing out that his 

ethics is similar to Aristotle’s.112 As one commentator puts it, Aristotle and Nietzsche 

‘were two a kind, … both functionalists, both naturalists, both “teleologists”’.113 

This might seem like a bizarre claim for anyone familiar with Nietzsche’s writings, 

since he clearly rejects Aristotle’s ethics because he saw him, together with Plato, as 

an heir of the wrong turn taken by Socrates.114  We have to be very careful in 
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ascribing to Nietzsche a nineteenth-century version of neo-Aristotelianism, since it 

risks overlooking the ways in which they are (quite radically and interestingly) 

different. To get a sense of this, it is useful to start by considering how Nietzsche’s 

ethics, like Aristotle’s, is broadly eudaimonist in terms of structure. As we saw earlier, 

Nietzsche’s outlook is naturalistic, insofar as it starts from human nature to ask 

what kinds of lives we should strive to lead, given the sorts of creatures that we are. 

Rather than sharing with utilitarians and Kantians an emphasis on the rightness of 

action, Nietzsche is interested in the shape of human life as a whole, writing about 

character, virtues, and related ideas. 115  With Nietzsche’s approach to ethical 

thought, like that of Aristotle and neo-Aristotelians, the good life occupies a central 

place. 

In addition to the structural affinities, there is also some overlap between 

Nietzsche and Aristotle with regards to the content of their ethics. This might seem 

like a strange claim for anyone familiar with Nietzsche’s comments about Socrates’ 

disastrous influence on philosophy. Twilight of the Idols laments ‘the moralism of 

Greek philosophers from Plato onwards’ and calls the ‘Socratic equation of reason 

= virtue = happiness’ the ‘most bizarre of all equations, which is opposed to all the 

instincts of the earlier Greeks.’116 Nietzsche brushes off Plato and Aristotle as the 

heirs of Socrates’ elevation of reason as humanity’s exclusive and ultimate good, 

excluding other goods, powers, skills, and activities from human eudaimonia. But is 

Nietzsche not being unfair to Aristotle? J. L. Ackrill argues in an influential paper 

that, while reason, both practical and theoretical, plays an important role in 

Aristotle’s ethical vision, a range of other goods and excellences are also ingredients 

of the eudaimōn life.117 And as the role of what he calls the ‘goods of excellence’ 

internal to ‘practices’ illustrates, MacIntyre likewise reserves an important place for 

a whole range of non-moral excellences as part of his neo-Aristotelian account of 

human flourishing.118 
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Contrary to other eudaimonists, both Nietzsche and neo-Aristotelians argue 

that the best possible life consists in acquiring various types of excellence.119 (I shall 

have more to say about the nature of Nietzsche’s perfectionism in the next chapter.) 

Whereas a hedonist might argue that the best life for a human being is the life that 

is most pleasurable, perfectionists like Aristotle and Nietzsche think not only that 

excellence in various areas of human life is valuable for its own sake, but also that it 

contributes to the overall quality of one’s life.120 Becoming an excellent musician or 

artist or athlete is not only valuable for its own sake, it also increases the extent to 

which one’s life as a whole should be seen as a flourishing one. This allows us to 

make sense of one of the very few passages where Nietzsche comments on 

eudaimonism: 

Hedonism, pessimism, utilitarianism, eudaimonism: these are all ways of thinking 

that measure the value of things according to pleasure and pain, which is to say 

according to incidental states and trivialities. They are all foreground ways of thinking 

and naivetés, and nobody who is conscious of both formative powers and an artist’s 

conscience will fail to regard them with scorn as well as pity. … [Flourishing] as you 

understand it – that is no goal; it looks to us like an end! – a condition that 

immediately renders people ridiculous and despicable – that makes their decline into 

something desirable! The discipline of suffering, of great suffering – don’t you know 

that this discipline has been the sole cause of every enhancement in humanity so far?121 

On first glance, Nietzsche here vehemently rejects eudaimonism, rendering the 

whole association with Aristotle and neo-Aristotelianism questionable. But upon 

closer inspection we see that Nietzsche is taking issue with specific conceptions of 

the good life—namely, those that versions of eudaimonism that emphasise pleasure 

and the avoidance of suffering—because he thinks that suffering is almost an 

inevitable ingredient of the best life that it is possible for a human being to lead. 

Nietzsche’s claim is that it takes suffering to become a really good artist, and hence 

that ethical theories like hedonism and utilitarianism, since they teach that suffering 
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is evil, are inimical to human perfection.122 And that is why, as he says in the passage, 

flourishing as they understand it is no goal: not because Nietzsche is opposed to 

eudaimonism in general, but rather because he considers specific versions of it 

problematic for distinctively perfectionist reasons. 

There are also disagreements between Nietzsche and contemporary neo-

Aristotelians, and I would like to look at the two most interesting ones. The first is 

that where neo-Aristotelians trust that human nature provides a sufficiently stable 

basis as a starting point for ethical enquiry, Nietzsche seems to have believed 

something different to be the case. As scholars have argued, according to Nietzsche 

human agents are relevantly dissimilar, insofar as he held that there to be 

considerable diversity when it comes to things like people’s character, talents, 

affects, and drives, and that this ought to have consequences for ethical thought.123 

It is in this spirit that he challenged ‘the popular medical formulation’ that states 

‘virtue is the health of the soul’ by proposing a more appropriate reformulation: 

‘your virtue is the health of your soul’. For, Nietzsche continues, ‘there is no health 

as such … Deciding what is health even for your body depends on your goal, your 

horizon, your powers, your impulses, your mistakes and above all on the ideals and 

phantasms of your soul’.124 In other words, Nietzsche’s idea is that the ideals, values, 

and virtues that are suitable varies from person to person. 

Thus far, neo-Aristotelians have generally assumed that, whatever the 

differences between human beings may be, what they share has to be more 

important in a way that might be at odds with what Nietzsche is suggesting. But if 

Nietzsche is right, it would potentially render the neo-Aristotelian ethical naturalist 

formula, which starts from human nature to enquire into human flourishing, too 

simplistic because it overlooks an important dimension of ethical complexity. 

Nietzsche can essentially be understood as trying to add a layer of complexity to 

naturalistic ethical thought, since he thinks that people are not similar enough to 

justify solutions that ignore that diversity. Nonetheless, as Harcourt points out, 

even if we suppose that Nietzsche is onto something, the diversity between 
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individuals with regards to their potentiality remains distinctly human potentiality, 

so there is no fundamental opposition between Nietzsche and neo-Aristotelians.125 

There does not need to be a parting of ways here. 

The second significant disagreement between neo-Aristotelians and Nietzsche 

revolves around the place of conflict in human life. In Aristotle, we find the idea 

that all genuine human goods fit together harmoniously, so that the best human life 

will essentially be free of conflict. 126  We find similar ideas with modern neo-

Aristotelians, though the specific ways in which they confront the question of 

conflict differs quite a bit.127 Keeping our focus on MacIntyre, he sides with Aristotle 

(and Aquinas) with regards to the unity of the virtues.128 He also argues (again 

following Aquinas) that the agent can only find themselves in a moral dilemma—a 

situation where whatever the they do, they feel like they will have done wrong—by 

misunderstanding the choice they face, but never really.129 That is, although the 

agent may feel as though they have to decide between immoral options, this always 

has to rest on a misunderstanding of the situation, since there is ultimately always 

a right course of action. Both reduce the degree to which human life is characterised 

by tragic and irresolvable conflict. 

For Nietzsche, by contrast, conflict seems to have been ubiquitous. Whether 

within the person (for instance between their various drives and impulses), in social 

relations (in terms of the contrasting needs and interests between people), or in the 

fabric of the world (its inherent tragic quality, conflicts between values, etc.), 

Nietzsche’s thought is littered with reflections on conflict and tragedy. Indeed we 

occasionally find him celebrating conflict within the agent. An often-cited passage 

is from Beyond Good and Evil: ‘In an age of disintegration … a person will have the 

legacy of multiple lineages in his body, which means conflicting … drives and value 

standards that fight with each other and rarely leave each other alone’. Most of the 

time such internal conflict merely results in inactivity and a strong desire for the 

‘pacification’ of those drives. Yet when it affects a person with ‘such a nature as one 
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more stimulus and goad to life – and if genuine proficiency and finesse in waging 

war with himself … are inherited and cultivated along with his most powerful and 

irreconcilable drives’, then sometimes ‘what emerge are those amazing, 

incomprehensible, and unthinkable ones, those human riddles destined for victory 

and for seduction’.130 Nietzsche’s idea is that individuals who happen to have a 

multitude of conflicting drives sometimes learn to master themselves not through 

the subjugation of one set in favour of another set, but rather by imposing an order 

of rank on all their drives together.131 That is, by disciplining their disparate drives 

into a coherent whole, individuals on occasion succeed in harnessing that 

productive potential to become those, as Nietzsche puts it, ‘incomprehensible’ and 

‘unthinkable ones’. Once again, we find Nietzsche trying to analyse the ways in 

which people are psychologically dissimilar, how culture plays a role in human 

psychology, while also linking all of that with his interest in human greatness. 

This links up with a recurring theme in Nietzsche’s writings, one which has 

almost become common currency over the course of the twentieth century. That is, 

the sense that the world is a complex mess; that every human life and every society 

involves genuine and often tragic loss; that human psychology and action are far 

more opaque than we thought; and that all old certainties, whether God or Reason, 

upon which we could previously rely have gone. And it is this general sense that 

informs many of the reflections on ethical and value questions that make Nietzsche 

such a worthwhile writer. But despite the fact that Nietzsche and MacIntyre hold 

different points of view, nothing stands in the way of a critical but productive 

exchange of ideas. Indeed, Nietzsche can be considered MacIntyre’s nineteenth-

century precursor: someone who thought that the recovery of an ancient ethical 

outlook presented the best chance for renewal at a time when the moral philosophies 

of the Enlightenment had already shown themselves to contain fatal flaws. And it 

is part of the motivation behind the chapters that follow to partake in precisely this 

kind of dialogue between, on the one hand, Aristotle and neo-Aristotelians like 

MacIntyre and, on the other hand, Nietzsche and Nietzscheans like Williams. More 

specifically, as will become clear, I want to use the critical reflections on our secular 
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ethical condition and its implications from Nietzsche and Williams to see how far 

Aristotle can take us. This is especially the case in relation to MacIntyre’s 

distinctively Thomistic brand of neo-Aristotelianism. For those who are not theists, 

the direction that MacIntyre’s philosophy developed in after he became a Thomist 

will in some respects be dubious. Nietzsche, both his own writings and the critical 

methods (such as that of Williams) that he inspired, can help us place neo-

Aristotelianism on a more sceptical, and hence more realistic, footing. 

 

Conclusion 

 

As long as Nietzsche continues to be widely read, it is unlikely that interpretative 

questions will ever be settled in any definitive way. His philosophical style simply 

leaves too many things open to interpretation for that to be the likely outcome. This 

might pose a problem for the central claim of this chapter, which is that MacIntyre’s 

portrayal of Nietzsche as the ultimate antagonist of the Aristotelian tradition in 

ethics is the product of a peculiar period in the history of Nietzsche studies, and 

that the real Nietzsche is much closer to that tradition. For one could reply that it 

will turn out that the current period is in fact the peculiar phase in Nietzsche 

scholarship, one which will eventually be eclipsed by a swing in the opposite 

direction, namely, back towards French Nietzscheanism. Moreover, it is no doubt 

true that the Nietzsche-as-naturalist line of interpretation emphasises certain themes 

in Nietzsche while downplaying or completely ignoring others (though it has to be 

said that this also applies, and probably to a far greater extent, to French 

Nietzscheanism). 132  The question, then, is whether anything can be said to 

MacIntyre, as well as to those who agree with him, that could convince them that 

they should change their minds. 

Foucault, for one, rejected the notion that any reading of Nietzsche could be 

superior to another, commenting that ‘there are no grounds for believing that there 

is a true Nietzscheanism, or that ours is any truer than others’.133 Elsewhere he 
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summarised his approach to Nietzsche in the following way: ‘The only valid tribute 

to thought such as Nietzsche’s is precisely to use it, to deform it, to make it groan 

and protest. And if commentators then say that I am being faithful or unfaithful to 

Nietzsche, that is of absolutely no interest’. 134  But this is not an approach to 

intellectual history that MacIntyre shares. Over his long philosophical career, at 

least going back to the publication of A Short History of Ethics in 1966, MacIntyre 

has emphasised scholarly virtues like the careful reading of texts and understanding 

authors in their intellectual and social contexts.135 And it is precisely the application 

of these standards in Nietzsche studies that has helped to discredit the French 

Nietzsche in favour of the version that I have presented in the second half of this 

chapter. Hence, by his own methodological standards, MacIntyre, as well as those 

who agree with him, have reason to change their mind about Nietzsche. The upshot 

is that if we imagine MacIntyre writing After Virtue today rather than over forty 

years ago, then Nietzsche would probably be an important nineteenth-century ally. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Philosophy for the Future: 

On Nietzsche’s Radical Humanism 
 

 

 

 

With Nietzsche, Bernard Williams writes, ‘the resistance to the continuation of 

philosophy by ordinary means is built into the text, which is booby-trapped not 

only against recovering theory from it, but … against any systematic exegesis that 

assimilates it to theory’.1 For every aphorism that points in one direction, we can 

probably find another wherein Nietzsche defends the opposite point of view. It is 

hardly surprising, then, that there is a wide range of opposing interpretations, that 

for every Nietzsche we find in the secondary literature there is an opposing one that 

can be put in its place.2 In the light of this diversity, we should try to strike a balance 

between two intellectual virtues when engaging with Nietzsche’s thought. The first 

is that of historical accuracy: Nietzsche, after all, was a person who lived during a 

particular time and who had ideas and views which he conveyed through his 

writings. Just because he made the interpretative work rather difficult, does not 

mean that every reading is equally valid, equally true to the text. Quite often 

Nietzsche is used solely for the undeniable intellectual prestige that comes with his 

name, and in such a way that has very little to do with his actual ideas. 

At the same time, however, because scholars increasingly tend to focus on a very 

specific aspect of Nietzsche’s thought, some of it has become quite scholastic and 

technical. While they succeed in achieving ever-greater refined readings, this has the 
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drawback not only of losing sight of Nietzsche’s philosophical enterprise as a whole, 

but also of ignoring much of what makes him a worthwhile thinker. In this chapter, 

I want to push back on this by developing a new interpretation, one that will 

hopefully, as Nietzsche puts it somewhere, be presenting ‘ideas of the kind that 

produce ideas’.3 Starting from the death of God, which for Nietzsche is the most 

pressing problem, I argue that he should be read as working towards a new 

humanism, one that is opposed to ordinary democratic humanism, in response to 

our secular ethical condition. In opposition to recent efforts in the Nietzsche 

literature that want to stress his value for political theory, I argue that his main 

contribution to modern thought is to be found at the more basic level of a 

worldview, suggesting a way of thinking about ourselves and our place in the world. 

For my narrative, I weave various well-known themes from across Nietzsche’s 

writings together into a single story. While I do not claim that this is the only correct 

way of reading him, I do hope it will contribute to redirecting attention towards 

the most pressing of Nietzsche’s concerns, as well as set the stage for the rest of the 

chapters of this dissertation. 

 

1. The death of God 

 

During Nietzsche’s lifetime, which spans the second half of the nineteenth century, 

science was calling many of the religious assumptions on which European society 

had rested for nearly two millennia into question. An important contribution in 

this respect was Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, which Nietzsche heralds as 

‘the latest great scientific movement’.4 A lot has been made of Nietzsche’s reception 

of Darwin over the years.5 But perhaps Nietzsche’s most important comment about 

Darwin is that he considers (what he takes to be) the essence of his theory, namely 

‘the fluidity of all concepts, types and species, of the lack of any cardinal distinction 

between man and animal’, to be ‘true’.6 Man, Nietzsche recognises, is simply a 
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‘natural being’ [Naturwesen]. 7  But if there are no cardinal differences between 

human beings and the other animals, what does that mean for Christianity? On 

Nietzsche’s view, things could not be clearer: since science has shown its claims 

about the origins of the universe and life on this planet to be false, Christianity’s 

position as the preeminent source of morality and religion in Europe is under threat. 

Nietzsche captures this by his pronouncement in The Gay Science that ‘God is dead’, 

which means ‘that the belief in the Christian God has become unbelievable’.8 The 

claim that God is dead hence not merely concerns the nature of the cosmos, but 

perhaps more importantly a diagnosis of the processes that are at work in European 

culture: Europeans, and particularly its educated classes, simply do not believe in 

Christianity any longer. As he writes, ‘in the context of our age the Christian 

religion is certainly a piece of antiquity intruding out of distant ages past’.9 

Because God did not create humanity in his image, human beings do not occupy 

a special place in the scheme of things, nor do they by definition have any greater 

value than any of the other animals. Moreover, whereas previous generations 

believed that we are at the centre of the universe, we now know that the location of 

our planet in the galaxy is, as Williams amusingly remarks, ‘almost extravagantly 

non-committal’. 10  Humanity does not ‘have a definite measure of importance’, 

insofar as the cosmos fails to be interested in us and our activities.11 This is a 

sentiment that we also find in Nietzsche. Once more in The Gay Science, he writes 

that ‘We have become hard-boiled, cold, and tough in the realisation that the way 

of the world is not at all divine – even by human standards it is not rational, 

merciful, or just. We know it: the world we live in is ungodly, immoral, “inhuman”; 

for far too long we have interpreted it falsely and mendaciously, though according 

to our wish and will for veneration, that is, according to a need’.12 

Among the most important needs that Christianity fulfilled, according to 

Nietzsche, is that it offered an account of why life, with its hardship and suffering, 

                                                        
7 DS 7. 
8 GS 343. 
9 HH I 113, see also GS 358. 
10 Williams, 2006c: 136. 
11 Williams, 2006c: 137. 
12 GS 346. 



 100 

had to be endured: namely, because it would be rewarded in the afterlife. It is 

Christianity that gave suffering a purpose, which is why he at one point calls it 

Europe’s ‘narcotic’.13 Without God, the question of why we suffer finds no answer 

and that, for Nietzsche, spells disaster. For he states again and again that the true 

problem of suffering is its ‘senselessness’, and not necessarily the suffering itself.14 

In a passage from On the Genealogy of Morality, Nietzsche writes that ‘Man, the 

bravest animal and most prone to suffer, does not deny suffering as such: he wills 

it, he even seeks it out, provided he is shown a meaning for it’.15 With the death of 

God, then, Europeans are faced with the gradual fading of the Christian religion 

that imbued suffering with meaning and gave value to the world. As Nietzsche 

writes in the Nachlass, central to the experience of Christianity’s loosening grip will 

be nihilism, which he declares to be the future of Europe for the next two 

centuries.16 Although the concept of nihilism has no single definite meaning in his 

work, the type of nihilism which Nietzsche predicts when he declares the coming 

of European nihilism will be caused, he thinks, by the inevitable decline of religious 

belief.17 Nietzsche thought that the implications could hardly be overstated, often 

referring to it as a ‘catastrophe’ and something that would have terrible 

consequences.18 

However, we have to go further still, since it is not just Christianity that we 

need to do without. It is also some of the (ostensibly) secular accounts, such as those 

of Hegel or Marx, of the progressive unfolding of history. In a passage from the 

Untimely Meditations, Nietzsche mocks Hegel when he writes that for him ‘the 

climax and terminus of the world-process coincided with his own existence in 

Berlin’.19 In fact, in contrast to Hegel, Nietzsche believes that the Ancient Greeks 

and the Europeans of the Renaissance are of far greater value than the Europeans of 

modernity.20 With characteristic lucidity, Williams reflects on our ethical condition: 
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We are in an ethical condition that lies not only beyond Christianity, but beyond its 

Kantian and its Hegelian legacies. We have an ambivalent sense of what human beings 

have achieved, and have hopes for how they might live … We know that the world 

was not made for us, or we for the world, that our history tells no purposive story, 

and that there is no position outside the world or outside history from which we might 

hope to authenticate our activities. We have to acknowledge the hideous costs of many 

human achievements that we value, including this reflective sense itself, and recognise 

that there is no redemptive Hegelian history or universal Leibnizian cost-benefit 

analysis to show that it will come out well enough in the end.21 

One place where we can end up when we reflect on this is the nihilism of Arthur 

Schopenhauer. In an illuminating passage, Nietzsche writes: ‘As we thus reject 

Christian interpretation and condemn its “meaning” as counterfeit, Schopenhauer’s 

question immediately comes at us in a terrifying way: Does existence have any 

meaning at all?’.22 Schopenhauer’s The World as Will and Representation, which 

Nietzsche read while studying philology in Leipzig, became for him a testament to 

the deep struggle with the meaning of existence that followed once one reflected 

seriously on the implications that there is no God and therefore no transcendental 

purpose to life. For if we honestly assess the human situation, Nietzsche agrees with 

Schopenhauer, we must conclude that the truth is in many ways terrible.23 Those 

“terrible truths” may include the inevitable, and almost always meaningless, 

psychological and physical torment and loss that every person will have to endure 

at various points in their lives; the cycle of insatiable desire and the inevitable 

disappointment that follows; and the fact of our mortality and that after we die our 

sentience, and that of all the people we care about, will be erased forever. In light 

of these truths, one may conclude that it would have been best never to have been 

born, or even that all of life ought not to be. That, in any case, is Schopenhauer’s 

verdict when he writes (for instance) that ‘non-existence would be preferable to its 

existence; that [life] is something which at bottom ought not to be’.24 
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It is Schopenhauer’s nihilistic conclusions that Nietzsche wants to resist and 

ultimately defeat.25 In other words, the task at the heart of Nietzsche’s philosophical 

enterprise is to draw different, life affirming, conclusions in the light of our 

existential predicament. It might be helpful to set out the two main strategies by 

which Nietzsche could try to go about doing this. The first is to argue that 

Schopenhauer’s pessimistic picture of the human situation is false. We might say 

that, although there is no value to human life or the world, it is (or could be) full 

of pleasure, happiness, and fulfilment. If that were true, then human life, although 

it does not have any value or purpose, might be lived simply because it is so 

pleasurable. This strategy is unavailable to Nietzsche precisely because he thinks 

Schopenhauer’s description of life is broadly correct. The second strategy is to resist 

the conclusion that, without a benevolent creator, the world is devoid of value and 

meaning. This, I will argue, is the route taken by Nietzsche: to sketch a worldview 

that might be an alternative to Schopenhauer’s pessimism, while broadly accepting 

Schopenhauer’s description of life. My reading of Nietzsche thus makes him a value 

theorist—that is, someone who is concerned with classifying what things are good 

or valuable. While this is perhaps obvious to some, it is certainly not universally 

accepted. In the Genealogy, however, Nietzsche specifically says that the central task 

of the philosopher is to address the problem of value.26 

From the weight that Nietzsche puts on the death of God, one might 

understandably think that he considers it a disaster. That view, though, is to 

misunderstand his thinking. On the one hand, the death of God does indeed pose 

a terrible danger, since it will wash away, Nietzsche thinks, a religion that for two 

thousand years gave people their sense of meaning. And if those questions remain 

unanswered, then disorientation and worse will follow. On the other hand, 

however, the death of God also presents us, on Nietzsche’s view, with a singular 

opportunity, since we can decide anew what kind of people we want to be. This 

sentiment is palpable in the following passage from The Gay Science: 

Are we perhaps still not too influenced by the most immediate consequences of this 
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event [the death of God] – and these immediate consequences, the consequences for 

ourselves, are the opposite of what one might expect – not at all sad and gloomy, but 

much more like a new and barely describable type of light, happiness, relief, 

amusement, encouragement, dawn … Indeed, at hearing the news that “the old god 

is dead”, we philosophers and “free spirits” feel illuminated by a new dawn; our heart 

overflows with gratitude, amazement, forebodings, expectation – finally the horizon 

seems clear again, even if not bright; finally our ships may set out again, set out to 

face any danger; every daring of the lover of knowledge is allowed again; the sea, our 

sea, lies open again; maybe there has never been such an “open sea”.27 

The ‘old god is dead’ and those who live in the aftermath can set sail towards a new 

culture. Those of us who live amongst the ruins have the opportunity to live very 

differently, with new values and political and cultural practices. For Nietzsche, the 

death of God is not simply a catastrophe. Instead, it presents us with the 

opportunity—and challenge—to answer the question: If we no longer want to be 

Christians, then who do we want to be? 28  To think that Nietzsche essentially 

laments the death of God is to misunderstand his project. Rather, while recognising 

that is comes with great challenges, he also welcomes the space that it opens up in 

our culture. 

 

2. Radical humanism 

 

The notion that Nietzsche is a humanist might seem strange, since it goes against 

the general way many people have understood his thought. In the previous chapter 

we saw how both Foucault and MacIntyre specifically understood Nietzsche to be 

rejecting humanism. And indeed, many humanisms, both past and present, are 

nothing like what Nietzsche seems to be working towards in his writings. 

Humanism, as it developed during the time of the Renaissance, is generally 

understood to have applied in the first instance to an increased emphasis on the 

teaching of the Latin classics and the tradition of rhetoric, as well as a heightened 
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interest in human nature.29 Only later did the term come to be applied more widely 

to a variety of intellectual movements, with many of them in one way or other 

thinking about the place of human beings in the cosmos in dialogue with the New 

Testament. 30  This is hardly surprising, of course, since most humanists in the 

Renaissance were also Christian. One particularly striking way in which Nietzsche’s 

outlook is different from that of many Renaissance humanists, then, is that the latter 

were convinced of humanity’s special place in the scheme of things. Renaissance 

humanism, in other words, was still a humanism that was given to us from the 

outside, by God, rather than, as in the case of Nietzsche, a response to the realisation 

that we find ourselves in a disinterested universe. 

To explain why the term humanism nonetheless captures the essence of 

Nietzsche’s philosophical enterprise, I want to use Charles Taylor’s description of 

what he dubs ‘exclusive humanism’ in A Secular Age.31 Once again there are many 

exclusive humanisms around, but what they all have in common—what makes them 

“exclusive”—is that they are firmly this-worldly. That is, they are secular outlooks 

that conceive of the value or purpose of life in immanent terms, not appealing to 

the transcendental. In this limited sense, we can see that Nietzsche clearly is a 

humanist; indeed, it is very important to him that we should be, since he thinks 

that many alternative outlooks, especially Christianity and Buddhism, amount to a 

devaluation of life and an unhealthy disengagement from the world.32 Moreover, as 

we saw in the previous chapter when we looked at Nietzsche’s naturalism, there is 

also a strong focus on humanity and human nature in his work. Nietzsche is 

especially interested in human psychology, often trying to account for human 

phenomena, such as religious beliefs, spirituality, and even morality itself in 

naturalistic terms. This is reflected not only in the title of one of his most widely-

read books, Human, All Too Human, but also in his frequent use of terms such as 

“der Mensch”, “die Menschheit”, “der Typus Mensch”, “die Selbst-Überwindung des 

Menschen”, and even “die Pflanze Mensch”.33 
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Democratic versus radical humanism 

 

Spelled out in these broad terms, Nietzsche is a humanist. When comparing 

Nietzsche to Aristotle in Chapter 2, I argued that his ethics are quasi-eudaimonist 

in terms of structure, emphasising the best kind of life for human beings given the 

sorts of creatures that we are. I also said that Nietzsche believes that true human 

flourishing consists in striving to attain various types of excellence, rather than in 

tranquillity or pleasure, and hence that Nietzsche is a perfectionist. This hardly 

controversial, as many in the scholarly literature have defended that view. The 

controversy, instead, revolves around questions such as what kind of perfectionism 

there is in Nietzsche, and whether it is compatible with democracy and equality or 

if Nietzsche thought it requires hierarchical forms of social organisation. The 

sources of these difficulties are perennial to Nietzsche interpretation: he changes his 

mind, seems to make contradictory claims, and his aphoristic style means he does 

not really develop theory in the usual sense. His texts therefore allow for a wide 

range of plausible readings. 

There are two main positions in the literature. On the one hand, there are those 

who argue that Nietzsche’s perfectionism is addressed at every person to a more-or-

less equal degree, calling on everyone to become the best versions of themselves that 

they could possibly be.34 Proponents of the democratic reading often point to a 

passage from the middle period where Nietzsche writes that ‘the thirst for equality 

can express itself either as a desire to draw everyone down to oneself (through 

diminishing them, spying on them, tripping them up) or to raise oneself and 

everyone else up (through recognising their virtues, helping them, rejoicing in their 

success)’.35 Together with other passages, this is then used not only to explain why 

Nietzsche sometimes critiques egalitarianism—because it embodies equality of the 

first type—but also to align him with the tradition of nineteenth century critics of 

democracy, a tradition that includes de Tocqueville, Mill, and Emerson. While 

generally in favour of the democratic culture and institutions that were emerging 
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during that era, they also feared its tendency to breed uniformity and for stifling 

human development. On this view, Nietzsche’s criticism of democratic mores 

should be understood not as antithetical to democracy, but rather as essential in 

making sure that it lives up to its own aspirations of creative and critical citizenship. 

On the other hand, there are scholars who deny that Nietzsche is interested in 

everyone’s perfection, instead being only concerned with a small minority of 

(potentially) exceptional individuals.36  Within the elitist or aristocratic reading, 

there is further disagreement about whether Nietzsche’s perfectionism is only 

individualistic or if it also has social and political dimensions. Saving the political 

question for next section, my own view is that Nietzsche’s humanism does have a 

broadly elitist character. I will try to demonstrate this by drawing out the contrast 

with the democratic humanism that he critiques. In other words, by proceeding 

negatively—that is, by reflecting on Nietzsche’s reasons and motivations for 

rejecting democratic humanism—we can get a sense of his own elitist alternative. 

However, despite the fact that I am siding with the aristocratic understanding of 

Nietzsche, there is an important sense in which the advocates of the democratic 

reading are on the right track. For they engage in an active way with Nietzsche’s 

perfectionism, rather than merely doing exposition. I share the aspiration of scholars 

who try to renegotiate the relation between Nietzsche and democratic values so that 

he might be put to use for us in a productive way. 

Democratic humanism encompasses most modern political ideologies, 

including liberalism, social democracy, and socialism, as well as the moral theories 

of Kant and the utilitarians. While Nietzsche himself does not use the term 

democratic humanism, there are good reasons for putting them together under that 

label. For when Nietzsche writes about democracy, he generally does so in terms of 

a modern cultural phenomenon or disposition, rather than more narrowly as a form 

of government.37 That is, ‘the democratic movement’, as he often calls it, is an 

umbrella term that refers to those political ideologies and moral philosophies 
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together.38 Beyond Good and Evil, for instance, claims that, while it might look as 

though anarchists are in ‘opposition to the peaceable and industrious democrats’ 

and the ‘socialists’, they are in fact ‘one and all united’.39 In other words, while 

Nietzsche of course recognises that there are differences between socialism and 

anarchism and liberalism, or between Kant and the utilitarians, he thinks that they 

share certain features and ideals which he considers to be more fundamental. Hence, 

for Nietzsche, they are all more-or-less different versions of the same thing: 

democratic humanism. 

In his critique of democratic humanism, Nietzsche starts with the following 

question: what is the value of moral values? He explains this in the Preface of the 

Genealogy: ‘People have taken the value of these “values” as given, as factual, as 

beyond all questioning; up till now, nobody has had the remotest doubt or 

hesitation in placing higher value on “the good man” than on “the evil”, higher 

value in the sense of advancement, benefit and prosperity for man in general’.40 In 

whose interest is it that conventional moral norms are widely accepted? How did 

this situation historically come about? And more specifically, have these moral 

values ‘obstructed’ or ‘promoted human flourishing’?41 As with his critique of the 

belief in the unconditional value of truth, Nietzsche proposes to take a step back 

and question the value of morality.42 

To get a better sense of Nietzsche’s views about the value of democratic 

humanism, we can start by considering his declaration that ‘the democratic 

movement is the heir to Christianity’. 43  Elsewhere, he specifically connects 

anarchism and socialism with what he views as their shared Christian origins.44 

Nietzsche also makes these kind of remarks about Kant, writing in The Anti-Christ 

that ‘The Protestant minister is the grandfather of German philosophy, … Kant’s 
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44 TI, Skirmishes of an Untimely Man, 34, 38. 
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success is just a theologian’s success’ [Theologen-Erfolg].45 According to Nietzsche, 

the various democratic humanisms are all secular outgrowths of the Christian 

religion.46 And an important reason why Nietzsche is critical of Christianity is 

because of its negative effects on the production of great individuals.47 The same 

goes for the morality of democratic humanism, as he suggests just below the passage 

from On the Genealogy of Morality which I quoted above: 

What if a regressive trait lurked in “the good man”, likewise a danger, an enticement, 

a poison, a narcotic, so that the present lived at the expense of the future? Perhaps in 

more comfort and less danger, but also in a smaller-minded, meaner manner? . . . So 

that morality itself were to blame if man, as species, never reached his highest potential 

power and splendour? So that morality itself was the danger of dangers?48 

Nietzsche fears that morality is harmful for the realisation of humanity’s ‘highest 

potential power and splendour’. In Beyond Good and Evil, he writes that he 

considers ‘the democratic movement’ to be an ‘abased … form of humanity, a 

mediocratisation and depreciation of humanity in value’.49 But why is Nietzsche so 

worried about the values of Christianity and democratic humanism? An answer 

comes in a note from the Nachlass, where he writes that the ‘democratic baseline 

taste in all evaluation [demokratischer Grund-Geschmack aller Werthschätzung], leads 

first to a mistrust in ‘great things and human beings’, and will turn out to be ‘the 

causal reason why greatness dies out’.50 In other words, Nietzsche believes that, like 

Christianity, democratic humanist values are detrimental to the realisation of his 

radically aristocratic perfectionist ideals.51 Those values, such as Kantian respect for 

persons, pity, equality, altruism, or human dignity are all thought to be to the 

benefit the “herd”, while they are harmful to noble and great human beings.52 
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Another passage that casts doubt on the idea that Nietzsche’s perfectionism is 

compatible with democracy comes from the late The Anti-Christ where he takes aim 

at ‘the poisonous doctrine “equal rights for everyone”, which ‘Christianity 

disseminated … the most thoroughly; from out of the most secret corners of its bad 

instincts, Christianity has waged a deadly war on every feeling of respect and 

distance between people, which is to say the presuppositions of every elevation, of 

every growth of culture, – it has used the ressentiment of the masses as its main 

weapon against … everything that is noble, joyful, magnanimous’.53 

In a passage from the early essay Schopenhauer as Educator, Nietzsche writes that 

‘Mankind must work continuously at the production of individual great men—this 

and nothing else is its task’.54 Nietzsche judges societies not by how equal or free or 

just they are, but rather by their potential to produce ‘individual great men’. This 

is repeated in a passage from one of his last books, where he writes that, while many 

societies in the past have seen the accidental development of the ‘more valuable 

type’, no society has so far actually ‘willed’ such individuals.55 What precisely such 

willing entails for Nietzsche remains obscure, but it points in the same direction as 

the previous passage, insofar as the goal of society, on Nietzsche’s view, should be 

the flourishing of exceptional people. Nietzsche gave this type of excellent human 

beings different names, from “genius”, “exemplar”, “higher type”, to “elite 

specimen”, but the idea seems to have remained more-or-less the same: it is through 

the achievements of truly great individuals that societies, civilisations, and humanity 

as a whole acquire their value out of an amoral natural world.56 

While Nietzsche’s interest in human excellence is evident from his earliest 

essays, it only becomes more urgent as the consequences of the death of God take 

centre stage in his thinking.57 The collapse of Christianity, and with it an entire 

culture that has grown out of it, creates the need for moral legislation so that the 

dangers of nihilism may be averted. Nietzsche thinks that it is the philosophers of 

the future who will have the ability to legislate new values, and will thus help to 
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build a post-Christian and post-democratic humanist culture.58 He is not simply 

absorbed with defending the interests of some hypothetical elite type of human 

being in opposition to the interests of the herd. 59  As Herman Siemens writes: 

‘nihilism represents for Nietzsche a very real and imminent threat to human life and 

its future, one that gives tremendous urgency to his perfectionist demand to 

overcome human life as it is. … the threat posed by nihilism forces a practical choice 

on us: if we do not side with its enhancement of our species, we side with its 

contraction’. 60  The claim is that by ignoring or downplaying the pivotal role 

exceptional people will have to play in the process of building the future of mankind 

means that we will continue to dwell among the ruins of Christian civilisation.61 

Nietzsche wants to convince us that it is in all our interest that we take the 

cultivation of human excellence as seriously as he does. 

Two further points will help to give some more substance to Nietzsche’s 

perfectionism. The first is that it is open-ended. Nietzsche does not specify a 

desirable end-state at which point his ideals would be realised, but rather emphasises 

the need for continuous improvement and self-overcoming.62 If one goal is reached, 

then Nietzsche wants his higher types to set themselves to attaining new goals. 

Secondly, Nietzsche is best read as a value pluralist, who holds that there are many 

goods that are independently valuable and not reducible to each other, rather than 

a value monist as some passages also suggest. Monist readings usually focus on what 

he says about the value of (the will to) power.63 On this view, power is what for 

Nietzsche is ultimately valuable so that something else—e.g. a value, a good, a state 

of affairs, or person—is valuable only in virtue of its connection to power. This, 

according to Paul Katsafanas, underlies Nietzsche’s philosophical project: ‘On 

Nietzsche’s account, we revalue a value by inquiring into the relationship between 
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the value and power. If the value conflicts with power, it is to be rejected; if it 

promotes power, it is to be accepted’.64 

In the final years of his productive life, Nietzsche starts experimenting with the 

idea of the will to power until it becomes one of his main preoccupations. Consider, 

for example, the following passage from the Genealogy which claims that ‘every 

animal … instinctively strives for an optimum of favourable conditions in which to 

fully release his power and achieve his maximum of power-sensation; every animal 

abhors equally instinctively … any kind of disturbance and hindrance that blocks 

or could block his path to the optimum’.65 Every living thing intuitively seeks to 

maximise its power in some way or other, depending on what kind of creature we 

are dealing with. The passage that gives greatest support for the value monist power-

centred reading is from The Anti-Christ, where Nietzsche writes ‘What is good? 

Everything that enhances people’s feeling of power, will to power, power itself in 

man. What is bad?—All that proceeds from weakness. What is happiness?—The 

feeling that power increases—that resistance is overcome’.66  

While power clearly has an important (and somewhat mysterious) place in his 

thought, I think that both Nietzsche’s and our purposes are better served by reading 

him as a value pluralist. The reason for that is very familiar, namely, that it is a 

reductive approach when we try to make sense both of human psychology and the 

things we value. For power is only one among a whole range of human motivations 

that guide our action.67 Humans also act for, among other things, the sake of love, 

friendship, envy, hunger, hatred, and the values and projects that they are 

committed to. In certain circumstances, human beings are willing to sacrifice 

themselves for the sake of their kin, their country, or their political and religious 

beliefs. Trying to account for this diversity solely in terms of power obscures rather 

than illuminates.  

The same goes for the things that Nietzsche values. Simon Robertson gives a 

laundry list of some of the things that Nietzsche valorises in his writings in addition 
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to power, including autonomy, courage, honesty, creativity, effective agency, 

flourishing, self-creation, self-overcoming, life-affirmation, and excellence in 

domains such as philosophy, high culture, politics, and even science and military 

success.68 There is a connection between many of these goods, especially in the way 

in which they are exhibited by his higher types through their psychology, 

achievements, and the general way in which they lead their lives, overcome setbacks, 

and so on. This passage on Goethe brings many of these themes together: 

Goethe – not a German event but a European one: a magnificent attempt to overcome 

the eighteenth century by returning to nature, by coming towards the naturalness of 

the Renaissance, a type of self-overcoming on the part of that century. – He carried 

its strongest instincts within himself: sensibility, nature-idolatry, anti-historicism, 

idealism, as well as its unreality and revolutionary tendency … He made use of history, 

science, antiquity, and Spinoza too, but above all he made use of practical activity; … 

he did not remove himself from life, he put himself squarely in the middle of it; he 

did not despair, and he took as much as he could on himself, to himself, in himself. 

What he wanted was totality; he fought against the separation of reason, sensibility, 

feeling, will … he disciplined himself to wholeness, he created himself. … Goethe 

conceived of a strong, highly educated, self-respecting human being, skilled in all 

things physical and able to keep himself in check, who could dare to allow himself the 

entire expanse of wealth of naturalness, who is strong enough for this freedom; a 

person who is tolerant out of strength and not weakness because he knows how to 

take advantage of things that would destroy an average nature.69 

In Nietzsche’s view, Goethe’s greatness lay in many things, including his turn 

towards nature, his use of a wide variety of intellectual resources, his emphasis on 

practice over theory, and his firm opposition against carving up the world into 

separate spheres. With nearly all of these points, the connection to power is unclear, 

and it would be a mistake to try to explain their value in terms of power, however 

broadly defined. For that would bring us to the pitfalls that Williams brought to 

light in relation to utilitarianism.70 In a similar way that a utilitarian might be 
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concerned merely with the maximisation of pleasure, power monism commits us to 

the view that the only thing that has independent value is power, and hence that 

other things can only have value in virtue of their relation to power. Regardless of 

whether Nietzsche himself did so or not (and that is a matter of considerable 

disagreement), we would do better not to go down that road by recognising that 

there is an irreducible plurality of goods. 

If we let go of monism and embrace value pluralism instead, one thing that 

follows is that some of the goods that Nietzsche values are, at least in principle, 

within reach of people who do not rank among his higher types. For even though 

they might not excel in all the different ways, or to the same degrees, in which a 

Goethe, Beethoven, or a Nietzsche excelled, their lives can still be marked by lesser 

degrees of self-overcoming, effective agency, and other achievements. And to that 

extent the proponents of the democratic reading of Nietzsche’s perfectionism are 

surely right. But that does not make Nietzsche an egalitarian or democratic thinker. 

In a rather alarming aphorism from the late work Twilight of the Idols entitled 

‘Morality for doctors’, Nietzsche refers to ‘sick people’ as ‘parasites on society’, 

remarking that ‘it is indecent to keep living in a certain state. There should be 

profound social contempt for the practice of vegetating in cowardly dependence 

after the meaning of life, the right to life, is gone’.71 Furthermore, Nietzsche does 

not value excellence in every domain equally. There is, for him, a hierarchy when it 

comes to the domains and practices that modern human beings are engaged in, with 

those of high culture being among the most highly valued. This is reflected in the 

lavish praise he heaps on his cultural heroes, with the tragic culture of Ancient 

Greece, as well as Goethe and Beethoven, often taking centre stage.72 Twilight of the 

Idols claims that ‘what matters most … always remains culture’.73 In Beyond Good 

and Evil, Nietzsche poses the question ‘what makes life on earth worth living?’ and 

he answers with ‘virtue, art, music, dance, reason, intellect—something that 

transfigures, something refined, fantastic, and divine’.74 The artistic creations of the 
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people Nietzsche thinks society should seek to produce fulfil an important function 

because they enable us to affirm our lives. Two of his central concerns, high culture 

and the affirmation of life, come together, insofar as the former to some extent 

facilitates the latter. 

The type of humanism that I believe emerges from Nietzsche’s writings is closely 

connected with his reflections on the death of God. It is inspired by the worldview 

from the Ancient Greeks, and especially their orientation to human excellence.75 

Rather than values of dignity or moral equality, which we find in democratic 

humanist philosophy, Nietzsche’s radical alternative is centrally concerned with the 

cultivation of human excellence of the very highest order. The death of God, on 

Nietzsche’s view, represents an opportunity to recover the aristocratic values from 

the ancient world by overcoming the secularised Christianity of democratic 

humanism. It is difficult to see how Nietzsche’s humanism is consistent with the 

kind of egalitarian values that form the basis of democratic theory and practice. 

Indeed, to the degree that Nietzsche is interested in ordinary people it is mainly in 

negative terms; that is, he complaints when they stand in the way of the development 

of his higher types, but he displays little independent concern for their plight or 

interests.76 As long as they do not stand in the way of his exceptional individuals, he 

is largely indifferent to ordinary people, their rights and dignity. 

 

3. Nietzsche and political theory 

 

There are, roughly speaking, two perspectives on the question of Nietzsche’s place 

in political theory. On the one hand, there is a long-standing tradition that thinks 

it Nietzsche is basically uninterested in politics.77 Over the past two decades or so, 

that view has been challenged by a whole slew of commentators that are adamant 

to show that Nietzsche is of great importance to political theory. I will argue in this 

section that both positions are ultimately mistaken, since it hides a third possibility: 
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namely, that Nietzsche is a political philosopher, but that he is not an especially 

interesting one. 

The most fervent defender of the view that Nietzsche is unpolitical is 

undoubtedly Brian Leiter. In his Nietzsche on Morality, Leiter argues that, while 

Nietzsche might sporadically express his opinion on the political issues of his day, 

he fails to address in a systematic manner any of the central questions of political 

philosophy.78 Leiter of course does not deny that Nietzsche is a moral philosopher—

indeed, it is clear that he considers Nietzsche to be brilliant in that regard. But that 

does not make him a political philosopher, as Leiter explains: ‘Nietzsche … has no 

political philosophy, in the conventional sense of a theory of the state and its 

legitimacy. … He is more accurately read, in the end, as a kind of esoteric moralist, 

i.e. someone who has views about human flourishing, views he wants to 

communicate to the select few’.79 Nietzsche, on Leiter’s reading, is someone who 

wants to rescue nascent creative geniuses, who erroneously believe that the morality 

of Christianity and democratic humanism is good for them, from their false 

consciousness, but who has no interest in social or political questions. 

Leiter’s ejection of Nietzsche from the list of political philosophers rests two 

problematic assumptions. First, as Hugo Drochon has pointed out, Leiter’s 

insistence that only those who offer a theory of the state and its legitimacy are truly 

political theorists rests on a peculiarly modern conception of the discipline.80 For it 

is only since the early modern period, and especially since Thomas Hobbes, that 

political theorists began to be occupied with the legitimacy of the state. But for the 

ancients, from whom Nietzsche gets many of his political concepts and ideas, the 

idea of the modern state and its legitimacy has no meaning. Neither Plato’s Republic 

nor Aristotle’s Politics develops anything like a normative theory of legitimacy, yet 

they are usually considered the founding texts in Western political thought. So if 

Nietzsche is not a political theorist because he offers no systematic normative 

account of political legitimacy, then neither are Plato and Aristotle. 
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More fundamentally, in asserting that Nietzsche is a moral but not a political 

philosopher, Leiter is assuming that Nietzsche adhered to something like the 

modern distinction between morality and politics. In line with the distinction 

between the private and public realms, there is nowadays an increased interest in 

the independence of political philosophy from moral philosophy, which, in turn, 

makes inquiring into how they relate a question one can raise. For only if these are 

supposed to be separate disciplines can someone be one but not the other. But we 

have no reason to believe that Nietzsche did adhere to something like this 

distinction. Nietzsche does not discuss (let alone endorse) this idea anywhere, 

whether in his published works or in the Nachlass. Moreover, neither the ancients 

nor Nietzsche’s nineteenth-century German contemporaries (to my knowledge) 

tended to think of ethics and politics as distinct realms, or of moral and political 

philosophy as fundamentally separate disciplines. Instead, both the ancients and his 

German contemporaries conceived of political, ethical, and social theory as more-

or-less part of the same branch of philosophical inquiry (what in many European 

universities is still referred to as “praktische Philosophie”). Nietzsche is best thought 

of as engaging in the German tradition of Kulturphilosophie and Kulturkritik, 

investigating nineteenth-century culture in all its dimensions, including of course 

the political. To the extent that Nietzsche is a moral philosopher, he is also a 

political thinker. 

Yet just because we have to include him in the list of political philosophers does 

not mean that he is especially valuable in this regard. For suppose we want to take 

up the challenge of doing political theory with Nietzsche, or in a Nietzschean vein, 

what are the prospects of such a project? To get a sense of this, it is worth looking 

at the strongest defenders of Nietzsche’s value for political thought: Bruce 

Detwiler’s Nietzsche and the Politics of Aristocratic Radicalism, published in 1990, 

and Drochon’s Nietzsche’s Great Politics, published in 2016. Even though Nietzsche 

expresses his opinion on political matters throughout his life, and much of his work 

clearly has political implications, the general view is that his most coherent political 
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programme comes in the shape of what he calls his ‘great politics’.81 A closer look at 

that idea will give a sense of the potential of doing political theory with Nietzsche. 

It is in the context of the era of the Iron Chancellor Otto von Bismarck and 

great power rivalry that Nietzsche develops his programme of great politics. After 

the victory in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-71, Bismarck finally succeeded in 

unifying the many smaller German states under the dominance of the Protestant 

Hohenzollerns, rather than the Catholic Habsburgs of Austria, with the 

proclamation of Wilhelm I as Emperor of Germany at Versailles.82 In the years after 

Wilhelm’s ascension to the throne, Bismarck continued his successful politics, 

attempting to manage the delicate balance in Europe, making Germany a major 

power in the process. Although Germany’s rise was a source of pride for many, 

including for Richard Wagner and the young Nietzsche, it did not inspire the same 

excitement in the more mature Nietzsche. Reacting against Bismarck’s Machtpolitik 

and the nationalistic fervour that increasingly came to dictate European politics as 

a whole, Nietzsche initially wrote about great politics in a critical way. In Human, 

All Too Human, for instance, he criticises what he saw as the high costs of Europe’s 

standing armies, both in terms of the monetary and human resources, that could 

not be put to use elsewhere because they were needed to maintain the fragile balance 

of power.83 Particularly the way in which Bismarck used culture with the aim of 

furthering the aims of the state was, for Nietzsche, a depraved inversion of how 

things ought to be, namely, the state as the catalyst of culture. 84  Concerning 

Germany’s unification, he remarks that, while Germany might have achieved 

military superiority, France became the ‘cultural power’ [Kulturmacht].85 

From Beyond Good and Evil onwards Nietzsche starts to articulate his own vision 

of great politics. It constitutes a revaluation of the term from its original meaning 

to a vision of politics which Nietzsche does endorse. Rather than keeping within the 

context of a Europe of nations, Nietzsche advocates that it ‘acquire a single will by 

means of a new caste that would rule over Europe’, so that ‘the long spun-out 

                                                        
81 BGE 208. 
82 See esp. Drochon, 2016: 153-6. 
83 HH I 481. 
84 Drochon, 2016: 51-3. 
85 TI, What the Germans Lack, 4; see Drochon, 2016: 157. 
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comedy of Europe’s petty provincialism and its dynastic as well as democratic 

fragmentation of the will could finally come to an end’. 86  That ruling caste, 

Nietzsche suggests in another aphorism, should be brought about through an 

interbreeding of Jews and Prussian Junkers, combining the former’s ‘genius of 

fortune and fortitude’ with the latter’s ‘hereditary art of commanding and 

obeying’.87 Nietzsche argues for the unification of continental Europe, ruled by an 

interbred caste of so-called good Europeans, in order to compete with both the 

British and Russian Empires for mastery of the world.88 

Besides geopolitical competition, the ultimate aim of the ruling caste will be to 

produce a new European high culture. To that end, Europe should be split up into 

two separate castes: that of the aforementioned elite and that of the herd, each with 

their own sphere of life.89 This is in part in order to facilitate the ruling caste’s 

‘pathos of distance’, which is a necessary component of any higher culture, as 

Nietzsche explains in a notorious passage from Beyond Good and Evil: 

Every enhancement so far in the type “man” has been the work of an aristocratic 

society – and that is how it will be, again and again, since this sort of society believes 

in a long ladder of rank order and value distinctions between men, and in some sense 

needs slavery. Without the pathos of distance as it grows out of the ingrained 

differences between stations, out of the way the ruling caste maintains an overview 

and keeps looking down on subservient types and tools, and out of this caste’s equally 

continuous exercise in obeying and commanding, in keeping away and below – 

without this pathos, that other, more mysterious pathos could not have grown at all, 

that demand for new expansions of distance within the soul itself, the development 

of states that are increasingly high, rare, distant, tautly drawn and comprehensive, and 

in short, the enhancement of the type “man,” the constant “self-overcoming of 

man”.90 

                                                        
86 BGE 208. 
87 BGE 251. 
88 Drochon, 2016: 155, 160. 
89 KSA 12 9 [153]. 
90 BGE 257. 
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Nietzsche’s justification for slavery is that the higher type needs to have people to 

look down on, to despise.91 That is not to say, however, that Nietzsche did not also 

acknowledge the importance of the redistribution of resources from the lower caste 

to the cultural aristocracy so that the latter are free to commit themselves entirely 

to their artistic achievements.92 

Nietzsche’s programme of great politics applies the radical humanism that we 

saw in the previous section in a relatively straightforward way. Modelled after the 

archaic view of the world, with its highly stratified social formation and ultimate 

concern with the cultivation of human excellence, Nietzsche applies his radical 

humanism to nineteenth-century Europe in the shape of his great politics. 93 

Nietzsche does not offer a whole lot that is useful with regards to questions like 

how, and to which ends, power should be exercised in a modern society. To be sure, 

as Drochon points out, Nietzsche does try to connect his vision of the future with 

the Europe of his day through his suggestion that the democratisation of Europe is 

in fact a preparation for the coming of a new aristocracy.94 For instance, in a note 

from the Nachlass tellingly titled ‘The Strong of the Future’, he speculates that the 

need of the herd to have their lives justified after Christianity means that it will 

demand it from the ‘higher and sovereign type’.95 Likewise, Beyond Good and Evil 

suggests that ‘the democratisation of Europe is at the same time an involuntary 

exercise in the breeding of tyrants’.96 It is hard not to read these remarks as the 

wistful musings of a backward-facing elitist who, trying to keep his hopes up, deep 

down knew full well that time was against him. 

The most important problem that stands in the way of Nietzschean political 

theory is the radicalism of his perspective. If the cultivation of human greatness is 

indeed the centrepiece of Nietzsche’s response both to the death of God and 

Schopenhauer’s pessimism, then it should probably not come as much of a surprise 

that he was willing to sacrifice  whole lot in the pursuit of that goal. In a way, this 

                                                        
91 TI, Skirmishes of an Untimely Man, 37. 
92 HH I 439; see also Drochon, 2016: 92. 
93 Williams, 2006b makes the same point. See also Ansell-Pearson, 1994: 41-2. 
94 Drochon, 2016: 92-3. 
95 KSA 12 9 [153], see also KSA 12 2 [179]. 
96 BGE 242. 
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is the result of Nietzsche following his own radical perspective to its natural 

endpoint. But even if we share with Nietzsche a concern with perfection and believe 

it to be important, that does not mean we have to adopt his fiercely one-sided 

perspective. Rather, since Nietzsche’s value theory is too narrow in terms of what it 

designates as worthy of consideration, we have to help ourselves to a rather wider 

range of ideas and priorities than he was capable of endorsing. 

Drochon defends against the accusation that Nietzsche’s great politics is extreme 

by emphasising that the two castes would both enjoy their own separated spheres of 

life, each with their own moral codes and values.97 Whereas the lower caste, “the 

herd”, would be allowed to continue to live according to the values of Christianity 

or democratic humanism, it would fall exclusively on the aristocracy to pursue ever-

greater levels of perfection. This shows, Drochon suggests, that Nietzsche did not 

envision the whole of society to be structured to realise his aristocratic values. It 

would remain the duty of a limited number of special people, while the vast majority 

continues to occupy itself with more mundane pursuits. Nietzsche’s perfectionist 

politics, then, is more moderate than it might initially seem to be. 

But the crucial question is whether Nietzsche advocates splitting society up into 

separate castes for anything other than prudential reasons? That is, did Nietzsche 

come to the view that each person is deserving of independent consideration, and 

hence that it is important to make room for their concerns? Or is it rather because 

he sought to protect his higher human beings from the totalising and debasing 

demands of herd morality as he saw it, and believed that, under modern conditions, 

each group going their separate ways represented the best chance of success? 

Drochon’s own argument points strongly towards the latter, which illustrates the 

problem: Nietzsche had little room for any values besides those of his aristocratic 

humanism. He would likely have welcomed a Europe that had moved past the 

values of compassion and pity and was completely committed to the “breeding” of 

his higher men. It is just that, with the ever-increasing democratisation of Europe, 

even someone with Nietzsche’s imagination could not see how that would be 

feasible. If Nietzsche’s great politics constitutes a moderate perfectionism, it is 

                                                        
97 Drochon, 2016: 97-9, 126-8. 



 121 

difficult to imagine how radical a theory would have to be to count as extreme. 

There is little by way of useful resources in Nietzsche’s great politics that we might 

use in order to come up with a coherent response to our ethical condition in secular 

modernity. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Nietzsche was prescient in locating the problem—that is, in foreseeing some of the 

consequences that the loss of religious belief would have and the important 

questions it raised—and he took steps towards coming to terms with our secular 

ethical condition by sketching the outlines of a new humanism. He reminds us that 

a political community truly worth having would be concerned with values and 

goods that mainstream (liberal) political theory tends to ignore. But Nietzsche said 

little about how his heroic ideals for humanity could be combined with more 

ordinary ethical values and norms. If he had been able to make room for those 

norms, Nietzsche’s humanism would have been a richer theory. The challenge for 

us as his readers is to show how Nietzsche’s perfectionist ideals can be made part of 

a more complex story. The aim of the next two chapters is to explore ideas from 

other intellectual traditions that might help carry Nietzsche’s project forward. In 

the next chapter, I look at the value and limits of the Aristotelian tradition, and 

especially the neo-Aristotelianism of Alasdair MacIntyre. After that, Chapter 5 is 

on various liberal ideas. Taking Nietzsche seriously means coming to terms with the 

inhumane dimensions of his thought, and the goal of that chapter is to come up 

with the beginning of a response. 
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Chapter 4 

 

The Value and Limits of  

Alasdair MacIntyre’s Neo-Aristotelianism 
 

 

 

 

This chapter is on Aristotle and the Aristotelian tradition. Before that, it might be 

helpful to piece together the argument of the dissertation so far. In Chapter 1, I 

argued that we should think of neo-Roman republicanism as a consequentialist 

version of liberalism, since there are no fundamental disagreements between Philip 

Pettit and mainstream liberalism. Chapter 2 argued that, pace MacIntyre, Nietzsche 

and Aristotle are not diametrically-opposed figures in the history of philosophy. 

Instead, Nietzsche can to some extent be seen as MacIntyre’s precursor, since he 

advocated the recovery of ancient (eudaimonist) ethics because he believed modern 

moral philosophy to be fundamentally flawed. In the previous chapter, I developed 

an interpretation of Nietzsche as proposing a radical humanism in response to the 

death of God. Rather than building our societies according to democratic humanist 

ideals, Nietzsche thought that the death of God represented a unique opportunity 

for the recovery of the aristocratic values of Ancient Greece. I also argued that 

Nietzsche is of limited use when it comes to the construction of a modern political 

philosophy. To the degree that Nietzsche will be valuable for political theory, it will 

be in his critique of democratic humanism. 

The neo-Aristotelianism that I will be concerned with in this chapter is that of 

Alasdair MacIntyre. As we saw in Chapter 2, MacIntyre rejects advanced liberal 

modernity in its entirety, and he claims that our moral language is incoherent. As a 

consequence of that, he insists, the recovery of the Aristotelian tradition in politics 
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and ethics represents our only hope of bringing back rationality to our moral 

discourse. And rather than simply drawing our attention to a set of problems and 

leaving it there, MacIntyre has spent the last forty years trying to show what value 

Aristotle has for us. The result is a rich body of work that makes a strong case for 

Aristotle’s superiority over the consequentialist and deontological competition. 

However, there are also aspects in MacIntyre, especially as they relate to the theistic 

elements in his philosophy, which are less congenial. As I will try to show, there is 

still quite a lot of work to be done before MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelianism can fulfil 

its potential. 

 

1. Aristotle & MacIntyre 

 

For Aristotle, as for Socrates and Plato, the fundamental question of ethics is “How 

should one live?”1 In this sense, it has a very different character than much of 

modern moral philosophy, which tends instead to emphasise, particularly in its 

deontological and consequentialist forms, the formulation of general rules to help 

the agent determine what it is they should do. On the one hand, then, the 

Aristotelian view is much broader in scope, since it is concerned with human life as 

a whole, rather than more narrowly with what Bernard Williams called ‘the peculiar 

institution’ of the ‘morality system’ with its exclusive focus on moral obligation.2 

But it is therefore also less determinate than the morality system, precisely because 

it does not—to its credit, neo-Aristotelians would say—attempt the formulation of 

universal principles with the aim of determining the rightness of action in every 

practical situation. 

Posing the question in the way Aristotle does already implies a focus on 

humanity, for it is a question posed by human beings about the way they should 

live.3 In order for any answer to be plausible, it will have to be intelligible in terms 

of a kind of life which can be lived by human beings. It cannot, in other words, be 

a life of another living creature, since human life is, to varying degrees, different 

                                                        
1 See esp. Williams, 2006a: Ch.1. 
2 Williams, 2006a: 174. 
3 Nussbaum, 1995. 
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from that of plants and other animals. Human lives are determined by, among other 

things, the fact that we have a specific type of bodies, with all the limitations and 

potentialities that this involves. This is part of what Aristotle is getting at when he 

writes that the life of complete self-sufficiency cannot really be a human life, but 

instead has to be that of either a ‘beast or a god’: in virtue of our specific nature, we 

are ultimately dependent on others not just for our survival, but also to live a good 

life.4 Moreover, as Aristotle also observes, humans uniquely have the capacity for 

language and reason, which makes us different from other species of animal in a 

myriad of ways.5 The Aristotelian view on ethics is hence fundamentally naturalistic; 

that is, it is directed at human nature and the way our nature conditions the kinds 

of lives we can conceivably lead. 

The life we should strive to lead, Aristotle thinks, is the best kind of life possible. 

It is a complete human life lived at its best. But this only raises the question: what 

is the best life for a human being? In order to begin answering this question, the 

Nicomachean Ethics develops Aristotle’s theory of human flourishing. The basic idea 

is that enquiring into human nature might give us answers about what it is for a 

human life to go well; in other words, what it is for a human individual, and for a 

group of human beings, to flourish. As MacIntyre argues, Aristotle’s conceptual 

scheme comprises of three central elements: (1) a conception of untutored human 

nature (“man as he happens to be”); (2) a conception of humanity’s true good (“man 

as he could be if he realised his telos”); and, lastly, (3) the precepts of ethics which 

help him or her to move from (1) to (2).6 Under this teleological scheme, human 

beings have a purpose which specifies their true end and goals. To ask what a good 

human being is and does is similar to asking what a good watch is and does.7 

Presumably a good watch is one that, at a minimum, accurately keeps time and is 

comfortable to wear on one’s wrist. Likewise, human beings are thought to have a 

function which is determined by their nature as rational agents. On this view, 

MacIntyre writes, ‘human beings, like the members of all other species, have a 

                                                        
4 Pol. I.2.1253a29. 
5 Pol. I.2.1253a7-18 
6 MacIntyre, 2007: 53. 
7 MacIntyre, 2007: 57-9. 
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specific nature; and that nature is such that they have certain aims and goals, such 

that they move by nature towards a specific telos’.8 By appealing to a conception of 

the human good, Aristotle, and the tradition of ethics that he inspired, distinguishes 

between the way we are and the way we ought to be, with the precepts of ethics 

helping us move from the former to the latter.9 

At the end of the Ethics, we have been presented with an attractive picture of 

human flourishing. Rather than reductively locating our flourishing in the 

realisation of just one good, such as pleasure or honour, Aristotle sees us pursuing 

a whole range of goods and activities, and our behaviour as exhibiting the moral 

and intellectual virtues, all of which has to be combined, in the right proportions, 

within a single life. A truly admirable life, Aristotle thinks, will include a well-run 

household, the right amount of pleasure and wealth, a measure of political 

participation, and the development of our intellectual and athletic powers. 

Yet there are two central problems with his theory. Firstly, the good life, 

according to Aristotle, is only really accessible for the male citizen of a Greek polis, 

while the rest of humanity is excluded. Aristotle gives several reasons for this, some 

more plausible than others. Among his more convincing arguments is his claim that 

liberality (generosity) is an important moral virtue. The generous man is neither 

stingy nor wasteful, but rather gives ‘to the right people, in the right amount, at the 

right time’.10 But to be generous, Aristotle recognises, one has to be wealthy, for 

otherwise there is no money that can be given away without being wasteful, which 

is one of the two vices connected with liberality. The implication is that only the 

wealthy man can exhibit all the moral virtues. Due to our Christian inheritance, we 

tend to be strongly opposed to the ideas that there is value in being wealthy and 

that the poor are morally deficient. But even if we want to resist Aristotle’s claim 

that liberality is a virtue, we can nevertheless understand what the force of the 

argument is intended to be. For if we accept that liberality is a virtue, then the good 

life will indeed be inaccessible to the poor person. This is simply not the case when 

it comes to the other justifications that Aristotle gives. His insistence, for instance, 

                                                        
8 MacIntyre, 2007: 148. 
9 MacIntyre, 2007: 52. 
10 NE IV.1.1220a. 
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that women are lacking in rationality in comparison with men, or that some people 

are slaves by nature we now consider to be false, as failed attempts to justify a 

patriarchal social structure. 

The second problem has to do with the fact that Aristotle’s ethics are embedded 

within, and hence dependent on, his teleological conception of the cosmos. 11 

According to Aristotle, the cosmos is structured in teleological terms, which means 

that every living organism has, as Williams puts it, an ‘inner nisus’ towards its own 

perfection.12 Since human beings are part of the natural world, the idea is that, just 

as the telos of an acorn is to grow into an oak tree, human beings likewise have a 

natural telos. Aristotle thinks that, since rationality is distinctive of human beings, 

our telos must lie in the development of that rationality. In other words, it is his 

metaphysical biology which arguably allows Aristotle to make such strong claims 

about the nature of the human good. Yet this creates a problem, as Williams argues 

in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy: ‘Evolutionary biology, which gives us our best 

understanding of the facts that Aristotle represented in terms of a metaphysical 

teleology … is not at all directly concerned with the well-being of the individual, 

but with fitness, which is the likelihood of that individual’s leaving offspring’.13 

Nature is concerned with fitness, and human beings are therefore not naturally 

directed towards the ethical and rational life in the way that Aristotle argued. In 

Williams’s view, this means that Aristotelian ethics are no longer an option for us, 

since it destroys any hope of founding ethics in human nature. 

 

Three stages of virtue 

 

Key questions for neo-Aristotelians are whether something like an Aristotelian 

ethics can work within the context of modern science, and in such a way that it 

makes sense of the variety in human ethical experience. This, in many ways, is what 

MacIntyre sets out to show in After Virtue. His neo-Aristotelian theory of human 

                                                        
11 See for this MacIntyre, 2007: 162; Taylor, 1994; and Nussbaum, 1995. 
12 Williams, 2006a: 44. 
13 Williams, 2006a: 44, see also Williams, 1995a: 109-10. 
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flourishing is in three stages. The first is that of the all-important notion of a 

‘practice’, which MacIntyre defines as 

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human activity 

through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of 

trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially 

definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve 

excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically 

extended.14 

Examples of practices are the sciences of biology and chemistry, portrait painting, 

tennis, architecture, the work of the historian, and even the sustaining of family life. 

Their function in human flourishing is twofold. The first is that practices are 

important sites where a broad range of human powers, be they athletic, intellectual, 

or technical, are developed and extended. Each practice has its own distinct set of 

goods of excellence internal to it. The internal goods of chess, for instance, include 

a ‘highly particular kind of analytical skill, strategic imagination and competitive 

intensity’. 15  Trying to achieve goods internal to a practice, a practitioner has 

‘initially to learn obediently as an apprentice learns’.16 They have to accept, and try 

step by step to emulate, the standards of excellence that have been established by 

previous practitioners in the history of the practice. In chess, the latest major 

advance has probably been achieved by Magnus Carlsen, but this was only possible 

because earlier masters like Mikhail Botvinnik and Garry Kasparov, by developing 

their own game, helped to develop chess to the point where Carlsen was able to 

make his own distinctive contribution. What counts as excellence in a specific 

practice, then, is at once objective, insofar as it is independent of the participants’ 

individual preferences, as well as developing through the innovation of those expert 

practitioners who are, at times, capable of extending its limits.17 

In addition to developing a range of human powers, practices are also the school 

of the virtues. It is through becoming participants in practices, MacIntyre argues, 

                                                        
14 MacIntyre, 2007: 187. 
15 MacIntyre, 2007: 188. 
16 MacIntyre, 2007: 258. 
17 MacIntyre, 2007: 188-9. 
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that human agents initially learn those habits and dispositions which are the first 

step towards the possession and exercise of the moral virtues.18 By entering into a 

practice, the agent has to learn those virtues of character—in particular justice, 

courage, and truthfulness—that enable them, together with others, to successfully 

carry out a common project. Falsifying scientific data or cheating in football (i.e. 

failing in truthfulness) harm the realisation of the ends of a practice, so without 

abiding by the specific rules that give each practice its structure and coherence, it 

will, in the long run, be impossible to continue. That is not to say, of course, that 

all participants of any particular practice will in fact exhibit the virtues. As 

MacIntyre recognises, in those contexts where the virtues are needed, the vices may 

also flourish.19 But if a practice is not to decay, and if its participants are going to 

enjoy its goods of excellence, then the virtues will be indispensable. 

While immensely important for human flourishing, the stage of practices is, on 

its own, incomplete. To understand why, consider a situation, one in which every 

person will at various points in their lives find themselves, where multiple practices 

make rival and incompatible claims on one’s allegiance (e.g. on one’s time, energy, 

attention). The goods of family life might, and often do, conflict with achieving 

excellence in the arts, and both of them with the goods of yet another practice.20 

But all of those goods are, according to neo-Aristotelians, valuable in themselves, so 

the question that inevitably arises is: how am I to structure my life so that the goods 

of each practice acquire the right place? 

To address this incompleteness, MacIntyre adds the second stage, which is the 

narrative unity of a human life. It is through reflection on the course of their lives, 

both on their past and the future which they envision, that human agents attempt 

to structure their lives in such a way that they find the right balance between the 

different activities and goods. That is, by exercising their powers of practical 

reasoning in the right way, human beings give the variety of goods and ends in their 

lives, including, but not limited to, pleasure, the acquisition of money, making and 

                                                        
18 MacIntyre, 2016: 49-50. 
19 MacIntyre, 2007: 193. 
20 MacIntyre, 2016: 222. 
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sustaining of family life, and participation in practices, their due place. 21  For 

MacIntyre, what ultimately matters is not the precise balance or set of choices the 

agent makes, but rather the ‘nature and quality of the deliberation that goes into 

the making of them’, since ‘it is by their initial education as practical reasoners and 

by their subsequent exercise of their reasoning powers in the making of such choices 

that agents play their part in determining the goodness of their lives’.22 In other 

words, rationally ranking various goods and ends, and integrating them into one’s 

life by awarding each their proper place, is in part that which determines whether 

someone is able to complete and perfect their lives.23 This leads MacIntyre to the 

following statement about the virtues and their role in human flourishing: 

The virtues therefore are to be understood as those dispositions which will not only 

sustain practices and enable us to achieve the goods internal to practices, but which 

will also sustain us in the relevant kind of quest for the good, by enabling us to 

overcome the harms, dangers, temptations and distractions which we encounter, and 

which will furnish us with increasing self-knowledge and increasing knowledge of the 

good. … We have then arrived at a provisional conclusion about the good life for 

man: the good life for man is the life spent seeking for the good life for man, and the 

virtues necessary for the seeking are those which will enable us to understand what 

more and what else the good life for man is.24 

According to MacIntyre, our understanding of human flourishing, as well as the 

way we attempt to realise it in practice, is never static, but always something in 

development. Due to the nature of the human condition, it will forever be 

something of an unfinished quest. Nevertheless, there are a range of goods which 

every person will need in order to flourish: good health, a standard of living, good 

family relationships and friends, education to develop one’s powers, and work that 

is rewarding. In addition, there are the goods of excellence internal to practices, 

which include athletic, aesthetic, and intellectual goods. 25  Of course, not all 
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22 MacIntyre, 2016:. 222-3. 
23 MacIntyre, 2016: 192. 
24 MacIntyre, 2007: 219. 
25 MacIntyre, 2016: 222. 
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flourishing lives contain all of these goods at once, let alone to the same degree, but 

the more are absent the harder it will be to say someone is genuinely leading a 

flourishing life. 

It might be objected that this is too vague to be worth much when it comes to 

making the difficult decisions which are exemplary of moral experience. For 

MacIntyre does not give us any general recipes about how to decide between rival 

values and projects and the obligations that come with them. There is no hierarchy 

of ends which tells us something definite about, for instance, which responsibilities 

(e.g. towards one’s family) ought to trump other responsibilities (e.g. those towards 

friends or colleagues) that we might have. But we should consider this as an 

admirable quality of MacIntyre’s theory, rather than a shortcoming. Since human 

life comes in many different forms, to expect such definite prescriptions or 

principles would simply be to overestimate the power of ethical philosophy. 

What does this all mean for political theory? For MacIntyre, politics is a practice 

aimed at the realisation of the individual and common good of the citizens of the 

political community.26 Political society so conceived is centrally concerned with 

enabling every citizen to attain their individual excellences, and to enjoy the goods 

constitutive of the good life. In this MacIntyre follows Aristotle, for whom politics 

‘constituted a higher-order, integrative form of activity, whose telos was the 

achievement of a structured communal life within which the goods of the other 

forms of activity were ordered, so that the peculiar telos of the polis was not this or 

that good, but the good and the best as such’.27 Any political community that is 

organised on the basis of Aristotelian principles will have the flourishing of its 

citizens, according to a more-or-less well-established conception of the human 

good, as its core organising idea. That means that the political community has as 

its aim to realise the good life of citizens, and to integrate the life of the political 

community in such a way that the different needs and activities contribute to that 

                                                        
26 See MacIntyre, 2007: 155-6, 188, 195, see also MacIntyre, 1988: 34, 1990a, 1998b: 241-
2. 
27 MacIntyre, 1988: 44. 
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end.28 As MacIntyre explains, an important implication of this is that the relation 

between ethics and politics is conceived in different terms: 

The way in which the relationship of ethics to politics is understood in modern 

societies is such that morality is commonly taken to be one thing, politics another, 

while for Aristotle and Aristotelians, ethics is part of politics. Politics both as enquiry 

and as practice is concerned with the structure government must have, if citizens are 

to become good human beings, good at achieving common and individual goods. 

Ethics both as enquiry and practice is concerned with the qualities of mind and 

character that agents must have if they are to be good both as citizens, ruling and 

being ruled, and as human beings.29 

If properly ordered and functioning well, the different parts of the political 

community fulfil their specific function. Take as an example the role of educational 

institutions such as schools and universities. Their function is not simply, as is 

increasingly the case in liberal society, to prepare pupils and students for a working 

life in the market economy, learning those skills that will help them to sell their 

labour to the highest bidder. Under the neo-Aristotelian conception, the purpose 

of education is broader and more important: it is to develop the powers and virtues 

of the future generation of citizens on whose success the future of the political 

community depends. They will play an important role in educating the young so 

that they become good citizens and good human beings.30 This obviously includes 

the skills to do the various jobs required, but also the kind of political education 

which is indispensable if citizens are going to be able to live well together in political 

community. 

Overall, MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelianism is rather compelling. He preserves that 

which makes Aristotle’s ethics appealing, while correcting Aristotle with regards to 

his cultural blindness. For MacIntyre, as for Aristotle, the good life consists in the 

attainment and development of a range of different goods, human powers, and the 

virtues, all of which has to be included in a single human life lived at its best. But 

that life is no longer beyond the reach of those whom Aristotle viewed as inferior—

                                                        
28 MacIntyre, 2016: 176. 
29 MacIntyre, 2016: 178, see also MacIntyre, 2006b: 5. 
30 MacIntyre, 2016: 173. 
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such as women or slaves or non-Greeks—because they supposedly lack the necessary 

rational powers. 

Furthermore, MacIntyre is also not vulnerable to Williams’s aforementioned 

objection against Aristotelian ethical naturalism, namely, that, since Aristotle’s 

ethics are dependent on a teleological cosmology which we have to reject, ethical 

naturalism is no longer an option. For even if Aristotle’s own ethics are dependent 

on his biology, contemporary neo-Aristotelian accounts of human flourishing, 

including that of MacIntyre, are not. For it is untrue, as Williams assumes, that the 

facts of evolutionary biology, and the facts which contemporary neo-Aristotelians 

appeal to, are the same facts. ‘The facts about human life that [neo-Aristotelian 

theories] appeal to’, Sophie-Grace Chappell explains, ‘are facts about human 

ethology as it is now. They are not facts about how that ethology developed in the 

past, as evolutionary facts are’.31 That is, even though human beings evolved into 

the kind of animals they are, this does not mean it is impossible for human nature 

at it is today to yield facts about what it is for a human being to flourish. The claim 

by neo-Aristotelians is that human beings, like other species of animal, have a way 

of flourishing which is determined by their nature. In other words, they think that 

to say something about human flourishing is to say something about their 

flourishing as a member of the human species in the same way as to say something 

about the flourishing of dolphins will depend on the nature of dolphins.32 What it 

is to lead a flourishing life qua human being is a question of human nature as it is 

now, and not how it developed in evolutionary terms. So even if Aristotle’s own 

ethics are dependent on the truth of his metaphysical biology, that does not 

preclude us from thinking about ethics in a broadly neo-Aristotelian fashion. 

 

Human variety and moral tradition 

 

Even though MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelianism has these advantages, there remains 

at least one major problem. For the first two stages of MacIntyre’s theory do not, 

on their own, give a person sufficient grounds to shape their lives in one specific 

                                                        
31 Chappell, 2009: 393; see also Knight, 2007: 200-1. 
32 MacIntyre, 1999, 2016: 24-31. 



 133 

direction rather than another, or to prefer one life over the countless other possible 

well-lived lives human beings can lead. It does not, for instance, give reasons to 

structure one’s life according to the form of life which belongs to one’s community, 

rather than a radically different form of life. Similarly, on the level of politics, 

MacIntyre has not given us a sense for why we should seek to organise our 

communities in one way rather than one of the countless other ways communities 

have structured their common lives. That is, the first two stages leave us with what 

is an underdetermined ethico-political conception, since we remain stuck at a very 

high level of generality.  

This is a problem which is particularly pressing for us in modernity.33 Contrary 

to earlier times, and due to our much-expanded anthropological and historical 

knowledge, we are more aware of the vast range in the kind of lives which human 

persons, and groups of human beings, are capable of living. In a different cultural 

context with less critical reflection and less awareness of human variety, local 

notions about what an admirable human life consists in are not subjected to the 

same kind of critical reflection, and hence not experienced as problematic in quite 

the same way. As I have already mentioned, Aristotle himself is a good example of 

such cultural blindness, precisely because the good life for him is only truly 

accessible to the male citizen of a Greek polis. But we do have this awareness, so 

more is needed in order for MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelianism to work. 

To confront this problem, MacIntyre adds the third and final stage to his 

theory, which is that of a moral tradition. This might seem to take us in a 

questionable conservative direction. However, that is not the case, since MacIntyre 

emphasises, first, that a moral traditions, if in good order and not decaying, is never 

static but constantly in development in virtue of their internal debates and 

arguments and, second, that rebellion against one’s tradition and identity is not 

contrary to anything he is trying to tell us.34 Most moral traditions, in the sense 

MacIntyre intends them, are modes of enquiry with their own history and 

fundamental principles and beliefs.35 As such, the idea is not supposed to do work 
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along any Burkean axis. Rather, as MacIntyre argues, a human life is always 

embedded within a social context with specific norms and a cultural history. 

Human beings are always the product of their personal and cultural histories from 

which we perceive and act in the world.36 And indeed, as the following passage 

illustrates, confronting the variety in social circumstance, and its implications for 

the good life, is the kind of work which MacIntyre hopes the notion of a moral 

tradition will do. 

What the good life is for a fifth-century Athenian general will not be the same as what it 

was for a medieval nun or a seventeenth-century farmer. But it is not just that different 

individuals live in different social circumstances; it is also that we all approach our own 

circumstances as bearers of a particular social identity. … Hence what is good for me has 

to be the good for one who inhabits these roles. As such, I inherit from the past of my 

family, my city, my tribe, my nation, a variety of debts, inheritances, rightful expectations 

and obligations. These constitute the given of my life, my moral starting point.37 

What flourishing consists in for each person depends on a variety of things like their 

interests, talents, and the specific social roles they embody, so that it is in part 

determined by a range of factors which lie beyond their control. Part of the good of 

someone who is a parent will be good parenting, whereas that will clearly not be the 

case for someone who is childless. In this sense, by adding the notion of a moral 

tradition, MacIntyre tries to do justice to what we know about human variety, while 

confronting it as the challenge which it presents for neo-Aristotelian ethics. 

 While this might go some way in the direction of solving the problem from a first-

person perspective—after all, it is true that the character of my ethical life is to a 

significant degree shaped by facts which lie beyond my control—it is less successful 

on the social or political level. For all human communities have lived in what 

Williams in Truth and Truthfulness dubs an ‘ethical system’, with shared norms, 

rules, traditions, and values under which they live. 38  Indeed, as Williams 

emphasises, the scope and breadth of non-genetic learning, centrally through 
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imparting the local ethical system onto the next generation, is an important feature 

of what sets human beings apart from the other animals.39 But human communities 

have lived under a bewildering array of rival and incompatible ethical systems, so 

we appear not to have gotten much farther than before. The neo-Aristotelian is still 

faced with the same problem, namely, of an underdetermined ethico-political 

vision. 

MacIntyre knows this, so the question is to what moral tradition he has pledged 

his allegiance in order to add more substance to his Aristotelianism.40 In the books 

that succeeded the After Virtue (which is not a theistic work) MacIntyre has made 

clear that this moral tradition is that of Thomism, in part because he has become 

convinced that Aquinas was ‘in some respects a better Aristotelian than Aristotle’.41 

Although MacIntyre has claimed his philosophy remains entirely secular, this is 

doubtless one of the most controversial aspects of his neo-Aristotelianism. In the 

next two sections, I want to evaluate critically this part of MacIntyre’s 

Aristotelianism. I will do this by discussing his philosophical ethics in the next 

section and his political thought in the one after that. 

 

2. Thomistic Aristotelianism 

 

Cognisant of the fact that the majority of his intended audience will not be 

Catholics, or even believers, MacIntyre has over the years gone back and forth 

between openly professing his belief in Augustinian Christianity, and its central 

importance for his moral philosophy, and trying to present his neo-Aristotelianism 

in terms which may also be acceptable to a secular readership. This has helped to 

produce the confusing impression that Thomism is simultaneously only one moral 

tradition among others, one which will only have authority if one is already 

committed to its transcendental assertions (i.e. already a believing Catholic), while 

MacIntyre clearly also thinks that it somehow occupies a pre-eminent position in 

our ethical thought, regardless of whether one is a believing Christian or not. 
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Although this might seem contradictory, it need not be insofar as the two may both 

be true but for different reasons. For Thomistic Aristotelianism, in MacIntyre’s 

view, may be uniquely capable of making sense of human ethical experience in such 

a way that other philosophical traditions are not, while he can also recognise that 

specific Catholic traditions, such as the Eucharistic Prayer, will indeed have no value 

for non-Catholics. And if Thomistic Aristotelianism really is better capable of 

making ethical sense of humanity, then it may be possible to have a productive 

dialogue between theistic and secular neo-Aristotelians. Nevertheless, the result of 

this balancing act is that one sometimes feels as though MacIntyre is trying to hide 

some of the religious assumptions of his philosophy in plain sight, so what I want 

to do in this section is to see to what extent such a dialogue is possible. 

 

Natural law 

 

A good example of MacIntyre’s balancing act are his writings on natural law. In 

Whose Justice? Which Rationality? MacIntyre is adamant that any genuinely 

Thomistic account of natural law presupposes the existence of God, writing that it 

is ‘important to my interpretation of Aquinas’ positions that I understand his 

positions on practical knowledge and practical reasoning, let alone those on justice, 

as always presupposing the type of rational knowledge of God’.42 Likewise, Three 

Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry emphasises that Aquinas’ account of the natural law 

cannot be understood in isolation from the rest of the Summa Theologiae, and hence 

from his theology.43 Yet, in subsequent papers, MacIntyre has attempted to defend 

roughly the same set of substantive moral conclusions as Aquinas, but on the basis 

of what looks like a proceduralist argument, and without making explicit reference 

(at least in the first instance, as we will see) to its theological foundations. 

In taking a closer look, it is helpful to start with some of the moral conclusions 

that Aquinas, and MacIntyre following Aquinas, draw about what the natural law 

enjoins and prohibits. Aquinas starts with what he calls the principium of the natural 

law, knowledge of which human beings are said to possess by nature, which asserts 
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that ‘good is to be done and evil is to be avoided’.44 From the principium further 

commands are derived, such as never take an innocent life; do not lie; and respect 

the rightful property of others. These commands are both categorical, insofar as 

they may never be violated, and universal, insofar as they are unchangeable and the 

same for each person.45 Aquinas also claims that, while there might be exceptional 

cases where the norms of an entire culture go against the natural law, its precepts 

are known by all rational human beings. The trouble, MacIntyre recognises, is the 

discrepancy between the widespread moral agreement (though not consensus) which 

we would expect to encounter if Aquinas’ theory of natural law were true, and the 

deep and intractable disagreement that we actually have come to expect, both from 

person to person and between cultures.46 Put simply, this moral disagreement, as 

indeed many secular people will want to argue, seems to refute the Thomistic theory 

of natural law. 

So how does MacIntyre attempt to vindicate the idea of the natural law in the 

light of deep and intractable moral disagreement? His argument runs roughly as 

follows. To pose questions of practical (ethical) importance, and to pursue a wide 

range of goods, human beings are dependent on others. That is both because many 

human goods are irreducibly common goods, only to be enjoyed with others, and 

because rational deliberation is inherently a social activity due to the one-sidedness 

of every person’s point of view.47 Only by deliberating together, and with the right 

people, do we stand a chance of sound practical judgment. Rational deliberation 

requires of all parties that they adopt a certain truthful and impartial attitude with 

regards to their own points of view, open to responding to arguments as they are 

presented.48  They also need to abide by certain norms, such as that threats or 

violence can never be tolerated, since everyone needs to be safe to speak their mind 

in the pursuit of the truth. We find, then, in the preconditions for successful shared 

rational deliberation norms that are similar to the precepts of the natural law. And 

since there is no one from whom I, in ‘my life-long enquiry’, may not need to learn, 
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those precepts ‘must extend to all’ persons.49 Therefore, MacIntyre concludes, ‘the 

precepts by which we will be bound, insofar as we are rational, will forbid us ever 

to take innocent lives, to inflict other kinds of bodily harm on the innocent, and 

fail in respect for the legitimate property of others’.50 

While it might seem as though this is a secular defence of the natural law, 

grounded in an account of human practical reason, that is not actually the case. To 

understand why, consider that MacIntyre’s (very strong) conclusions do not actually 

follow from the argument. For it does not follow from MacIntyre’s considerations 

about the procedural preconditions of rational deliberation that we ought to abide 

by the precepts of the natural law. It does not even prove that I ought to show 

anyone this type of moral respect, just that if I want to deliberate with another 

person and pursue social goods, then I have reason to adopt a truthful, reflective, 

and impartial attitude. But there are a plethora of social situations where the 

relations between people are not at all characterised by shared deliberation, of 

teaching and learning. Obvious examples include those of the buying and selling of 

goods, commanding and obeying in hierarchical institutions, and the waging of war. 

And they are just as much part of human life as shared rational deliberation, so it is 

unclear why it should be selected as the foundation of morality over other types of 

human interaction. Moreover, there are other (naturalistic) accounts that are better 

at explaining both why human beings have an ethical sense, and why there is 

nevertheless such a wide variety in ethical opinion. Without attempting to give a 

full account here, such an explanation would point to facts such as that human 

beings are animals that live in groups, and that those groups, in order to thrive, 

need common norms and social structures.51 And in part because those groups have 

found themselves in contrasting natural environments, and mostly developed in 

isolation from other groups, that this helps to explain the emergence of a wide 

variety of ethical systems. 

There is such wide a gap between what MacIntyre has actually shown by his 

argument and the conclusions he hopes we will draw from them, that it is hard not 
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to look for assumptions that might be doing some of the work in the background. 

Towards the end of the paper on natural law, MacIntyre revealingly writes that ‘it 

is not accidental that the treatment of the natural law in the Summa is immediately 

preceded by an Augustinian discussion of sins and vices’ within a complex account 

of ‘human evil’.52 Whether we find the Thomistic theory of natural law plausible, 

in other words, will depend on whether we already accept the broader theistic 

worldview of Augustinian Christianity. 

 

Catholic moralism and ethical life 

 

MacIntyre’s conversion has also had a profound effect on the increasingly moralistic 

character of his neo-Aristotelianism. For many who are sympathetic to Aristotle, an 

important part of the attraction of his ethics lies precisely in the ways it is unlike 

modern morality. I have already pointed to one dimension of that dissimilarity, 

namely, that for Aristotle ethical enquiry concerns the whole of human life, rather 

than focussing narrowly on moral obligation. Another dimension is that neo-

Aristotelian ethics have the potential to be closer to ordinary human experience. As 

Williams argued in the final chapter of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, due to 

the special weight that the ‘morality system’ awards to its notion of moral 

obligation, it is ‘inescapable’, meaning that the agent, whether she wants it or not, 

may in every practical situation have an obligation to act in accordance with it.53 

And if she fails to do so, she will incur moral blame. Moral obligations are also 

believed to be necessarily the most important consideration, trumping all others—

whether personal or aesthetic or political. This helps to explain why one of 

Williams’s central complaints about the morality system is that it threatens our 

personal integrity: if moral obligations are inescapable and always have overriding 

authority, then whatever other commitments, projects, values, etc. the agent may 

have, they always take a backseat with respect to the moral law, as Kant called it.54 

In other words, the morality system is so demanding that little remains of what it 
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is to be a normal human being trying to lead a decent life. And since Aristotle is not 

a member of the morality system, the hope is that a modern neo-Aristotelian ethics 

could represent a more fruitful way of thinking in ethics that is closer to ordinary 

human experience. 

But even though MacIntyre’s moralism is of a different kind, his neo-

Aristotelianism arguably does not fare much better. Take as an example the teaching 

of the doctrine of Original Sin. In her review of Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 

Martha Nussbaum has drawn attention to some of the unAristotelian beliefs at the 

core of Augustinian theology, the best example of which is probably its 

condemnation of sexual desire.55 As Nussbaum observes, in Augustine’s conception 

of human sinfulness, sexual desire is considered ‘the basic form [of] disobedience’ 

to morality. Yet this is a notion that is completely foreign to Aristotle: 

Aristotle says that a person who did not find sexual relations pleasant would be “far 

from being a human being”; and this is not meant to be a compliment. To be lacking 

in the desires for food, drink, and sexual relations, or in the corresponding activities, 

is held by Aristotle to be an ethical defect. Indeed, he also holds that human beings 

are naturally drawn toward virtue rather than vice, love more than repudiation—and 

that, given sufficient education, material support, and personal effort, most people 

will be able to make good and reasonable lives for themselves.56 

Although there is of course enormous variety within Christianity, both from 

denomination to denomination and even from one particular church to the next, I 

want to suggest that teaching children about Original Sin adversely affects precisely 

the kind of development that is essential for the acquisition of the virtues. In the 

Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle emphasises the importance of the right kind of 

upbringing for the moral life.57 Without the initial habituation into virtuous (just, 

courageous, temperament, etc.) action, Aristotle thinks it will be near impossible to 

acquire the virtues later in life.58 Putting the idea in more modern terms, we might 
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say that to become a decent or admirable person, we need to be brought up in the 

right way, by our parents and other adults, so that we develop a critical and reflective 

attitude towards ourselves. Such practical intelligence will give us the best chance 

of learning from our mistakes, and to develop the right kind of emotional response 

to different situations as they present themselves throughout our lives. 

Most young children, which is the age when people are usually first exposed to 

religious teaching, lack the psychological fortitude to resist the authority of adults. 

This is especially difficult if the adults in question are not parents or other relatives, 

but the bearers of ecclesiastical authority, and therefore occupy an important 

position of authority within the broader community. It is to be expected, then, that 

teaching children of their sinful nature can have a profound effect on their self-

image, as well as their general view of the world. On the one hand, it can cause such 

a negative self-perception that the person lacks the confidence that is necessary to 

learn what needs to be learned. For it takes not just a reflective outlook, but also 

the courage and a certain positive view of oneself to truly face up to one’s mistakes 

and to learn from them. On the other hand, it can also produce a complete 

unwillingness to be sufficiently critical of oneself when it is already hard enough to 

hold onto a fragile edifice of self-worth. All criticism can then be experienced as 

complete rejection.  

Of course, a religious upbringing does not always leads to either of these 

extremes. Yet it illustrates how differently secular and religious neo-Aristotelians 

view the value of Aristotle at the present moment. MacIntyre writes that ‘the central 

human experience’ is our ‘inability to live’ by the standards of morality, which he 

sees as proof of humanity’s wickedness.59 This makes sense if one believes that 

morality is given to us by God, but from a secular perspective it is more likely to be 

seen as an objection against the moral theory itself. For if the purpose of ethical 

enquiry is to help human beings live good lives, then a theory that is so demanding 

that no one can ever hope to live up to it will probably do more harm than good. 

The Augustinian misgivings about sexuality are by no means the only instance 

where MacIntyre professes his allegiance to views that are questionable. In a passage 
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on Aquinas’s conception of the relationship between secular and religious authority, 

MacIntyre writes with approval that ‘the Pope has legitimate authority over secular 

rulers’. 60 Why is that? Presumably, the reason is once more, though indirectly, 

human sinfulness. For, according to MacIntyre, it is our fallen nature which makes 

secular authority necessary: ‘Men in a state of innocence would neither need 

coercive government, nor would they claim to rule over their fellow men, while in 

the state of sin and ambition, men desire lordship over each other, but also, in this 

condition, men need control and restraint if any measure of justice is to be attained 

and preserved’.61 But secular rulers are even more prone to sinful behaviour than 

ordinary people, so, as the ‘head of the respublica of Christ’ in this world, the Pope’s 

spiritual power is supreme over secular authority.62 MacIntyre’s defenders (rightly) 

stress that he is not a Catholic integralist, but these remarks make that more difficult 

than it should be. 

 

Tragedy and conflict between values 

 

The last point connects to an issue of deep philosophical significance, which is that 

of the tragedy and ethical complexity inherent to the human condition. Problems 

of this kind have attracted a lot of attention in recent philosophy, both in Aristotle 

scholarship and more broadly. I will not really be concerned with reconstructing 

Aristotle’s views, but instead with some of the implications for contemporary neo-

Aristotelians.63 These questions can be posed on different levels, but the two most 

obvious ones are that of the individual person and that of society, hence mapping 

roughly onto our distinction between ethics and political theory. Moreover, when 

we are interested in asking whether, and in what ways, human life is tragic, there 

are again innumerable angles that we can take. On the level of the individual person, 

for instance, an important question in ethics has always been whether there can be 

conflict between the virtues. That is, if what (say) courage demands of the agent 
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can run contrary to what justice calls for. Another, closely related, issue is whether 

there are moral dilemmas. They come in different forms, but a common feature is 

that the agent finds themselves faced with a choice between multiple options, none 

of which the right one in any obvious sense, so that whatever they choose they do 

wrong. And if moral dilemmas do exist, it would be a clear example of a tragic 

dimension in human life. Likewise, when it comes to society as a whole, there are 

again a wide range of questions. One of those is whether there could be a political 

society or social order without conflicts of interest between different groups. But by 

far the most important problem, and the one I will focus on here, concerns conflicts 

between values. 

When it comes to MacIntyre’s views on these issues, we can once more observe 

quite a profound shift. Appealing to the Sophoclean insight about the tragic 

opposition between goods, After Virtue criticised Aristotle for failing to appreciate 

the centrality of conflict, both within the individual and in the polis.64 But a couple 

of years later, as he made clear in the Preface to Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, 

MacIntyre had changed his mind about the unity of the virtues.65 He had now come 

to believe, that is, that there can be no genuine conflicts between the virtues. 

Similarly, in a paper on moral dilemmas, he concludes with Aquinas that ‘moral 

dilemmas do indeed occur, but only as the result of some prior action that was itself 

a violation of some precept of the natural law’.66 In other words, that one can only 

find oneself in a moral dilemma by one’s own making (i.e. by previously having 

done wrong), and not if one bears no responsibility for the situation having arisen 

in the first place. But moral dilemmas of one’s own making are not really tragic in 

the true sense, since they can, in principle, be avoided. With both of these ethical 

problems, then, MacIntyre changed his views from believing that they exemplified 

tragic dimensions to human life, to thinking that they do not. 

But these are only two among a plethora of examples of tragic conflict. And 

even if MacIntyre is right on the unity of the virtues and moral dilemmas, the 

broader question is whether the notion of a human life or political society that is 
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not tragic in some form or other is even intelligible to us. For if we accept that many 

of the goods that human agents pursue are genuinely good for their own sake, then 

tragedy seems like an ineliminable feature of the human condition. However 

fortunate we are over our lifetimes, there are always choices to be made between 

competing and conflicting goods. We cannot, for instance, be both a musician and 

a professional tennis player, which means that, to some extent, we face a choice 

between the goods of musicianship and those of athletic excellence. Even the lives 

of people that Aristotle called eudaimon—those who have lived a complete life at its 

best together with the good fortune that is essential for such a life—are characterised 

by tragic oppositions between goods and will therefore remain incomplete. 

MacIntyre is well-aware of this, and, as we have seen, the competition between 

goods has a place in his neo-Aristotelianism. But he nevertheless insists that human 

beings have an ‘ultimate good’ which does not ‘compete with other goods’.67 In 

Whose Justice? Which Rationality? he writes that every state of human happiness 

before death ‘will be less good than it might be; it will not adequately exemplify the 

universality of good or its self-sufficiency. So the ultimate end of human beings is 

outside and beyond this present life’.68 Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry claims 

that ‘there are indeed a variety of imperfect happinesses to be found in this world, 

but neither separately nor in conjunction can they constitute the human end’.69 

Hence, the human good can only be specified ‘by reference to the existence and 

goodness of God’.70 In another passage, MacIntyre gives a fuller description of what 

this entails: 

Nothing, so Thomas argues, can be the ultimate end of human beings except that 

state of perfect happiness which is the contemplation of God in the beatific vision, in 

which contemplation all of human nature finds its completion. That completion will 

include the perfecting of the human body with which at the general resurrection souls 

will once again be united. Everyone desires perfect happiness, and everyone has as the 

true end of their nature, that for the sake of which they move toward all other goods 
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in the way that they do, the goodness of God.71 

This is yet another point where secular and religious neo-Aristotelians part ways. 

Whereas I have a kind of Nietzschean dislike of worldviews, whether religious or 

philosophical or both, that conceive of the purpose of life in terms of an afterlife 

and the divine, MacIntyre insists that without a final end the human good can make 

no real sense.72 

Without MacIntyre’s transcendental consolations, we are thrown back to trying 

to make sense of our ethics and politics in secular terms. And this means that we 

have to confront the fact that not all goods and values are compatible, and that 

every human life and every political society will involve a genuine loss of some kind. 

It means that it is impossible to construct a political community without the 

sacrifice of certain goods and values for the sake of others. In thinking that the good 

is not of one piece, that values and ideals make rival claims on our allegiance, I am 

following people like Isaiah Berlin, Thomas Nagel, Bernard Williams, and Martha 

Nussbaum.73 In his introduction to Berlin’s Concepts and Categories, Williams tells 

us what this view amounts to: 

Berlin warns us against the deep error of supposing that all goods, all virtues, all ideals 

are compatible, and that what is desirable can ultimately be united into a harmonious 

whole without loss. This is not the platitude that in an imperfect world not all the 

things we recognise as good are in practice compatible. It is rather that we have no 

coherent conception of a world without loss, that goods conflict by their very nature, 

and that there can be no incontestable scheme for harmonising them.74 

For Berlin and Williams, the truth of the plurality and irreducible nature of values 

was one of the most important foundations for their liberalism. Secular neo-

Aristotelians—at least those who want to hold onto Aristotle’s perfectionist 

conception of political society—will want to resist that particular conclusion. Yet 

neither, for reasons related to the incommensurability of values, can they simply 
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follow MacIntyre. To see why, we can take a closer look at the kind of community 

within which he thinks his vision of politics is best realised. 

 

3. The politics of local community 

 

Earlier we saw that MacIntyre, like Aristotle, conceives of politics as a practice 

directed at the realisation of the individual and common goods of the members of 

the political community. In what social context does MacIntyre think such a politics 

is best realised? Although he has been labelled a communitarian by his critics, the 

role of community in MacIntyre’s philosophy is not simply to correct the alienating 

effects of liberal modernity.75 Instead, MacIntyre has always rejected liberalism in 

its entirety. As such, he is not really a member of the communitarian movement 

that was popular during the 1990s, many of the proponents of which sought to 

address the sharp decline in social cohesion and people’s sense of community over 

the latter decades of the twentieth century, all the while remaining within the 

existing liberal order. In other words, whereas communitarians generally aimed to 

improve liberal practice, MacIntyre places himself completely outside that practice. 

Furthermore, MacIntyre does not identify community as valuable for its own 

sake.76 That is, he does not claim communities have any value beyond the function 

that they fulfil in human life, nor that the interests or needs of the individual are 

somehow subservient to those of the community. As he recognises, many 

communities are deeply oppressive.77 In this sense, the role that communities play 

for MacIntyre is similar to the role they play for Aristotle. For it is due to our specific 

animal nature, and the way our nature determines what kind of lives we lead, that 

both Aristotle and MacIntyre initially stress the need of human beings to be 

members of communities. If we are to lead good lives, we are not only dependent 

on others for our survival, but also in order to become independent rational agents, 

                                                        
75 MacIntyre, 2007: xii-xiii. 
76 MacIntyre, 1999: 142. 
77 MacIntyre, 2007: xii. 
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to acquire the virtues, and to learn a variety of different skills.78 But none of this 

amounts to a defence of the view that community is valuable for its own sake. 

MacIntyre’s remarks about St Benedict at the end of After Virtue are part of 

what caused the confusion. Expressing his characteristic pessimism about our 

current predicament, he writes there that our only hope now ‘is the construction of 

new forms of community within which the moral life could be sustained so that … 

civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained through the new dark 

ages which are already upon us’.79 Superficially, this might seem to prove the claim 

that MacIntyre imbues community with an importance that is quite alien to modern 

political thought. However, we have to be cautious here too, since these remarks 

are, at least in part, reflective of his assessment that our best hope under present 

conditions is a retreat into smaller communities that may protect us.80 Aiming to 

overthrow the existing capitalist system, MacIntyre has remarked, is ‘misdirected 

and wrongheaded’, so that ‘what we have to do is withdraw from it and not get 

involved in its disasters’.81 

This is nonetheless not the full story, since it is in participatory local community 

that the tradition of the virtues, as MacIntyre understands it, finds its political 

expression. That is, the politics which he envisions is that of local community, based 

on the personal relations of shared rational deliberation.82 Vital to politics of this 

kind is that communities are self-governing and based on active participation, where 

all members, in some fashion, have an active stake in the ruling of their community. 

This kind of community, MacIntyre recognises, must be ‘small-scale’, so that ‘in 

the course of extended deliberative debate … there is widespread participation and 

from which no one from whom something might be learned is excluded—that is, 

from which no one is excluded’. 83  In the kind of communities he envisions, 

‘everyone, so far as is possible, will have to take their turn in performing the tedious 

and the dangerous jobs, in order to avoid another disruptive form of social 

                                                        
78 See MacIntyre, 1999: esp. 107-10. 
79 MacIntyre, 2007: 263. 
80 MacIntyre, 1998b: 235. 
81 MacIntyre, 1994, cited in Blackledge and Knight, 2011: 2. 
82 MacIntyre, 1998b: 243, see also MacIntyre, 2007: xii, 1990a. 
83 MacIntyre, 1998b: 248, see also MacIntyre, 1999: 129, 142. 
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inequality’.84 While MacIntyre says that it is not necessarily oppressive if ‘some 

people rather than others should exercise power through political office’, he also 

claims that ‘an elementary requirement of justice is that every relevant choice is 

heard and that every relevant argument is given due weight as an argument’.85 

Hence, the ‘size of modern states’ excludes the ‘common mind arrived at through 

widespread deliberation governed by norms of rational enquiry’.86 In this sense, 

MacIntyre affirms a version of Aristotle’s claim in the Politics that true political rule 

requires citizens to take turns in ruling the community for the sake of its common 

good.87 And it is this commitment that explains his interest in the family farm, 

fishing crews, and mining communities, about which he claims that ‘these local 

arenas are now the only places where political community can be constructed’.88 

Since modern states exclude most citizens from ‘participation in extended and 

informed deliberation’, they make it difficult to ‘achieve the goods of local 

community’.89 Therefore, those communities should foster as much independence 

as possible in order to protect themselves ‘from the corrosive effects of capitalism 

and the depredations of state power’.90 

 

Neo-Aristotelianism and the state 

 

This kind of localism cannot be the basis of political community. Let me start by 

saying that MacIntyre is right to call attention to the ways in which the flourishing 

of each person is connected with that of others with whom they associate, as well as 

with the broader political community of which she or he is a member. While this is 

clear enough to us when it comes to the relationships within the family and with 

friends, it is more unusual in modern society to think about something like sports 

clubs, schools, or hospitals as pursuing a common good. But, as MacIntyre argues, 

                                                        
84 MacIntyre, 1999: 145. 
85 MacIntyre, 1998b: 250, see also MacIntyre, 2016: 178. 
86 MacIntyre, 1999: 131. 
87 NE VIII.11.1161, Pol. VII.14; see also MacIntyre, 2007: 155. 
88 MacIntyre, 1998b: 248. 
89 MacIntyre, 2016: 237, see also MacIntyre, 1999: 131-3. 
90 MacIntyre, 1995: xxvi. 
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if such organisations are to be successful, then they need people who have a more-

or-less shared understanding of which ends they are in fact pursuing, and how, 

broadly speaking, they are best pursued.91 Both ends and means are, of course, 

always going to be up for debate in light of new information or challenges that need 

to be overcome. And confronting such challenges will require the virtues, reflective 

reasoning, and, depending on the type of organisation, a variety of technical skills 

and other resources. 

Furthermore, even if its existence is sometimes denied or ignored altogether, the 

notion of the common good is indispensable in normative political theory. For 

without it we cannot adequately make sense of a whole range of cases, such as when 

we believe that someone is rightly called upon to bring great sacrifices for their 

political community, even if it is not in their personal self-interest. After all, at the 

extreme end there is always the chance that the political community needs to defend 

itself against outside aggression, and hence that its citizens will be expected to 

sacrifice their lives protecting it. That is not to say, of course, that we have to end 

up with something like an Aristotelian conception of what the common good 

actually entails, but just that as political theorists and citizens we need to, even if 

implicitly, appeal to such a notion if we are to make sense of politics as it actually 

exists, rather than some abstract idealised version of it. 

So why can MacIntyre’s communities not be the basis of political community? 

Firstly, there are various (mundane) practical considerations, such as that they lack 

the necessary problem-solving power. Many of the serious challenges we face (e.g. 

climate change) will only be solved by political entities which command large 

amounts of resources and legislative and coercive power, as well as international 

cooperation. What we need now is effective coordination across large groups of 

people, at least partially by investing decision-making power in institutions that 

simply cannot operate on the basis of equal participation. That is not to say that it 

has to be exactly the nation-state, but it will be something like it in these respects if 

solving these large complex problems is going to be possible. With the ever-

increasing complexity of society, accompanied by a greater need for expert 

                                                        
91 MacIntyre, 2016: 168-7. 
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knowledge, it is difficult to imagine that a fundamental shift towards 

decentralisation and participatory politics is on the cards. There are no rival set of 

political institutions waiting in the wings that could plausibly replace those of the 

modern state in the foreseeable future. 

In addition to the problem-solving aspect, there is also the size of modern cities 

that stands in the way of MacIntyre’s preferred kind of politics. Even by means of 

an elaborate system of federalised representation, with local assemblies in every 

borough, it is completely unclear how large cities could be governed effectively by 

means of the kind of participatory rule which MacIntyre advocates. Put simply, we 

cannot go back to a time when politics took place within communities of the size 

of the Greek polis. And since the majority of people increasingly dwell in these vast 

urban areas, this poses a dilemma. It should therefore come as no surprise that 

MacIntyre has (to my knowledge) ignored cities and has instead focussed on semi-

rural communities. So long as direct participation in political decision-making 

remains an integral part of neo-Aristotelian politics, it will equally remain the 

reserve of the disappearing rural communities that MacIntyre heralds as the last 

bastions of the virtues. 

There is another reason why MacIntyre has reason to reconsider the place of the 

state within his politics. In MacIntyre’s vision of neo-Aristotelian practice, persons 

are completely dependent on the personal relations within their community. To be 

sure, MacIntyre recognises that his local communities will have to ‘from time to 

time secure resources’ from the state and the international market, but that is only 

because that cannot, under present conditions, be avoided.92 In his ideal situation, 

the state would wither away so that farming and fishing communities can once again 

become completely self-sufficient. While this might be unproblematic when they 

resemble MacIntyre’s ideal, it also comes with great risk. More often than not, 

communities over time become oppressive, with abuses of power running rife. And 

when that happens, persons may have no viable way to resist because the social cost 

of doing so is too high. 

                                                        
92 MacIntyre, 1998b: 252. 



 151 

Through the provision of various public goods like security and a basic level of 

prosperity, the state can play an important role reducing the dependence on the 

personal relations of one’s community.93 For under the conditions guaranteed by a 

well-functioning state, you are never completely dependent on your community. 

Living in the institutional and governmental framework of a state is a way of making 

sure that the dependence intrinsic to human life is distributed across a plurality of 

people and institutions. In other words, the goods that the state provides makes it 

more likely that people are protected against the dependence, and hence 

vulnerability to abuses of power, of MacIntyre’s independent communities, 

providing the safeguards for basic equality that is required for the pursuit of 

common ends. Moreover, connected with the previous point, MacIntyre’s vision of 

community also runs contrary to our modern self-understanding. Most modern 

citizens value being members of local communities, whether consciously or not, 

only against the background of precisely the independence afforded by the state. 

MacIntyre’s total dependence on one’s community, while it was the norm up until 

very recently in human history, is simply no longer a real option for us as 

independent agents.94 

 

Politics and conflict 

 

There are also some deeper problems with MacIntyre’s politics, related to the theme 

of conflict in political society. One way to explore this is by considering tensions 

between the two types of perfectionist theories.95 The first type are ethical naturalist 

theories which, like that of Aristotle, give an account of perfectionist goods in terms 

of the development of human nature. The second type of perfectionist theories are 

so-called “objective list” theories, which specify a range of goods, often realised 

within the context of a specific type of human activity (broadly those which 

MacIntyre calls practices), that are deemed valuable independently of whether they 

are conducive to human flourishing. Theorists who defend this kind of 

                                                        
93 Larmore, 1987: 40-2; Breen, 2005: 494-5. 
94 Taylor, 1994. 
95 See Wall, 2021. 
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perfectionism might, for instance, argue that excellence in the arts and sciences is 

valuable for its own sake. As I argued in Chapter 3, Nietzsche is probably best 

characterised as a perfectionist of this kind. According to both types of theories, 

political institutions should be structured in such a way as to actively promote the 

realisation of the respective goods. 

Neo-Aristotelians like MacIntyre argue that, since many of the goods of 

objective list theories also fulfil an important function within their view, their type 

of perfectionism encompasses theories of the other type. As he illuminatingly writes, 

his preferred kind of political community ‘constituted a higher-order, integrative 

form of activity, whose telos was the achievement of a structured communal life 

within which the goods of the other forms of activity were ordered, so that the 

peculiar telos of the polis was not this or that good, but the good and the best as such’.96 

Since the political community aims at the good as such, it will also aim at the 

realisation of the goods that are internal to practices like chemistry and portrait 

painting. That is, insofar as the pursuit and realisation of the goods of objective list 

theories indeed constitutes an integral part of human flourishing, they can be 

thought as included within MacIntyre’s Aristotelian scheme of political 

community. 

Yet this is not the full story, since it disguises the fact that there are genuine 

tensions between realising the flourishing of citizens and bringing about excellence 

in the arts and sciences. Gone are the days that philosophers could reasonably claim 

that the political community should be directed at “the good”. While there are no 

fundamental contradictions between holding onto both priorities, that does not 

mean that the first entails the second, or that they are ultimately the same. Rather, 

in practice we always have to weigh up a variety of different priorities and decide 

what combination, given the circumstances, is most defensible. Should scientists of 

a laboratory receive the funding for their ambitious new research project, or should 

those same resources instead go to improving the education of less well-off pupils? 

Just as within the life of the individual person, politics is defined by choices between 

                                                        
96 MacIntyre, 1988: 44. 
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different priorities for which there can be no, as Williams put it, ‘incontestable 

scheme for harmonising them’.97 

Something similar applies to MacIntyre’s views on conflicts between the citizens 

of a political community. For MacIntyre overplays his hand when he claims that 

there could, even hypothetically, be a political society where citizens’ interests do 

not conflict.98 It is one thing to stress how each person’s flourishing is connected 

with, and (at times) dependent on, that of others. But it is simply not the case that 

the interests of each person could fit neatly together with that of every other person 

into a harmonious whole. As Aristotle knew, conflicting interests between different 

groups of citizens are real, and not simply the expression of a corrupted social order, 

so it is no good pretending that they could, in some fundamental way, be resolved.99 

Furthermore, contrary to what MacIntyre wants to revive, political society 

nowadays is an association between strangers, and not one between friends in any 

sense of that word.100 It is about trying to find a way to live together with people 

whose interests are not necessarily aligned with our own. And one of the tasks of 

political theory is precisely to make sense of the questions related to justice which 

arise from this basic feature of society. That is, to make sense of when, and under 

what conditions, the needs of some group in society are more important than those 

of another group, and what the latter group, and the wider political society, can 

reasonably be expected to contribute. In other words, to weigh rival claims to 

resources and rights from different people and groups in society. Another (related) 

task of political theory is to make sense of politics, that is, of the exercise of political 

power—to which ends, and with what limitations, it should be employed. These 

are both practical questions, insofar as we need political institutions to solve 

collective action problems, as well as normative ones, since there is not only bound 

to be disagreement about the common good, but also about whether I am rightfully 

coerced, through taxation or drafting me into the army, on behalf of that common 

                                                        
97 Williams, 2013: xxxv. 
98 See esp. MacIntyre, 1999: 144-5. 
99 Yack, 1993. 
100 MacIntyre, 2007: 156. 
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good. But when it comes to all of these questions, MacIntyre has only made remarks 

on a very high level of generality. 

MacIntyre’s defence against this criticism is that politics has to be small-scale 

precisely to avoid all of these problems arising in the first place.101 For example, as 

we saw earlier, that complex divisions of labour have to be avoided to make sure 

that there is no problematic social inequality. When engaging with MacIntyre’s 

thought, it becomes apparent that he is disgusted not just with liberalism as an 

ideology, but also, more broadly, with the complexity that is so distinctive of 

modern society. MacIntyre longs for a political society that has not only moved past 

liberalism ideologically—or even a society where liberalism and modernity never 

happened—but one that has reverted back to a simpler and more direct social 

structure, based on the personal relations of conversation. (In this sense, it is a 

disquieting fact that his politics is only really possible in the aftermath of some great 

society-wide disaster.) But that kind of society is not ours, and it highly unlikely to 

be viewed as an improvement if we would find ourselves thrown back to such a 

direct social structure.102 And since our social context is so starkly different from 

that of the Greek polis, or the parish community of the Middle Ages, contemporary 

neo-Aristotelianism will have to adapt if it is going to be useful at all. Put another 

way, the plausibility of a modern neo-Aristotelian politics will depend on whether 

it can come to terms with the way our socio-political landscape has changed since 

the days of both Aristotle and Aquinas. 

So while the notion of politics as a practice directed at the flourishing of citizens 

is important, MacIntyre’s political thought has run into a prolonged dead end. And 

if it is true, as Aristotle says and MacIntyre confirms, that ethics is only one part of 

politics, then we have good reason to consider his philosophy in an important way 

incomplete.103 

 

 

 

                                                        
101 See esp. MacIntyre, 1999: 145, 2016: 177-8. 
102 For an insightful discussion of these questions, see Williams, 1981b. 
103 NE 1094-95; and MacIntyre, 2016: 178. 
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Conclusion 

 

The argument of this chapter has been that while the three core stages of 

MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelianism—that of a practice, the narrative unity of a human 

life, and a moral tradition—and his notion of politics as itself a practice are valuable 

ideas, there are some deep problems when it comes to the theological direction of 

his ethics, as well as with the utopianism of his political thought. And once we 

remove those parts, we return to the problem we were left with at the end of the 

first section, namely, to a radically underdetermined ethico-political theory. Since 

human beings have lived under a wide array of ethical systems, have organised their 

common lives on the basis of an equally diverse set of principles and institutions, 

there is no clear single right way of doing things in neo-Aristotelian terms. It turns 

out, then, that the Aristotelian tradition, while a rich resource, cannot on its own 

provide sufficient materials for a modern political philosophy. So where do we go 

from here? The answer, I think, is that just as we need a neo-Aristotelian—rather 

than neo-Roman—republicanism, so too do we need a republican Aristotelianism. 

What I mean is that republicanism must, perhaps, itself become a moral tradition 

that can replace some of the Thomistic ideas in MacIntyre’s philosophy. This would 

lead to a neo-Aristotelianism which is closer, in terms of both practice and theory, 

to the experience of modernity. Aristotle, it turns out, will only be one tradition 

among others on whose ideas we must draw. 

I will try to flesh out what that might entail later, but for now let me look ahead 

to the next two chapters. In the previous section, I criticised MacIntyre’s political 

thought for being utopian, yet this raises the question: what would a more realistic 

neo-Aristotelian politics be like? There are three things worth mentioning here. 

First, it would try to account for a broader spectrum of human motivations and 

emotions besides those qualities of mind and character which we find admirable. In 

many ways, politics as a human activity is necessary precisely because people are not 

just, rational, or benevolent, but instead out for themselves. If everyone would 

behave virtuously and justly, then there might be no need for politics in the first 

place. A more realistic neo-Aristotelianism would also, secondly, recognise that 

conflicts of interest between groups of citizens are real, and not just the product of 
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ideological distortions which, through social engineering, revolution, or a retreat 

into smaller communities may be resolved. Thirdly, it would put greater emphasis 

on the precariousness, and hence the achievement, of a complex social order of 

peaceful co-existence where people are willing to cooperate with one another on a 

relatively equal basis. 

The difficulty is that much mainstream political theory tends to be in a 

recognisable liberal mould. That is, within contemporary political theory the state 

and its legitimacy are usually considered to be the central question of political 

morality, whereas under the Aristotelian conception it is the purpose, or ends, of 

the political community—but not necessarily the state, as I will argue—which is 

central. As such, there is something of a philosophical disconnect between, on the 

one hand, analytical political theory and, on the other, the Aristotelian conception 

of political society. This means that those who are attracted to the Aristotelian 

conception lack a clear approach through which more serious political theory can 

be undertaken. In Chapter 6, by drawing both on Aristotle and Williams’s political 

realism, I therefore develop what I call a “political naturalist” approach to political 

philosophy. The aim of this model is twofold. First, to provide a framework for 

analysing some of the perennial challenges of political life, and hence to make 

political theory more amenable to the Aristotelian conception of political society. 

The political naturalist approach, in other words, can contribute towards a much-

needed political turn in contemporary neo-Aristotelian philosophy. Secondly, the 

ambition of political naturalism is to develop a model for political theory that can 

do justice to the ethical complexity of the human condition, and in such a way that 

it does not commit the mistakes of what Williams calls the morality system. 

Before Chapter 6, the next chapter engages with two various liberal ideas in 

political thought. The objective here is to explore ideas that might help to preserve 

the humane institutions and values of the modern world within the context of an 

Aristotelian (and Nietzschean) republicanism. MacIntyre would probably be deeply 

suspicious of this project, since from his perspective it amounts to trying to build 

on the rotten foundations of modernity. Yet it is hard to resist seeing his total 

disillusionment with modernity as the product of a highly idealised past that has 
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never actually existed. And if that is the case, and we see modernity in a less negative 

light, then we have reason to continue. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Humane Values 
 

 

 

 

A common worry with regards to the perfectionist politics that I am developing in 

this dissertation is that it is dangerous, inhumane, or in some other way morally 

problematic. This is especially the case for those that take inspiration from 

Nietzsche, for his name continues to raise the spectre of militaristic nationalism, 

authoritarianism, and racism. More than two thousand years of Christianity, on 

Nietzsche’s view, has made Europeans timid and meek, incapable of the kind of 

aristocratic self-assertion that he thought was necessary for human greatness. The 

only solution that he could envisage was a burst of pagan tragic energy, breaking 

Christianity’s stranglehold, and heralding a new phase in European culture. In his 

contempt for the ordinary and the mundane, Nietzsche had no time for those who 

he considered inferior. This disdain is on display throughout his writings. In a note 

from the Nachlass, for instance, Nietzsche complains about democratic humanism’s 

emphasis on equality because he fears it will only produce ‘cattle and rabble’ [Vieh 

und Pöbel], rather than his higher men.1 

But why not simply ignore that passage and others like it, while using the bits 

of Nietzsche that are of value? The trouble, as I argued in Chapter 3, is that the 

inhumanity is to some extent a consequence of Nietzsche’s perfectionist humanism. 

The best example is probably his belief in the necessity of some kind of slavery for 

high culture, which is something he remained convinced of from the early essay The 

Greek State all the way to the end of his productive life.2 For Nietzsche, the vast 

                                                        
1 KSA 11 26 [282]. 
2 See esp. Drochon, 2016: 91-6. 
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majority of people were instruments, tools to be put to use in the pursuit of human 

greatness, but not worthy of independent consideration.3 Although there are a few 

scattered hints that Nietzsche was not totally opposed to democratic humanism in 

his writings, he was incapable of consistently endorsing a broader range of human 

values.4 If he had been able to do so, then his humanism would have been a much 

richer theory. We of course continue to read him despite his views on cruelty and 

slavery, but they nonetheless need to be addressed by anyone who thinks that 

Nietzsche is important for ethical and political philosophy. 

The case of Alasdair MacIntyre is very different. No serious commentator will 

accuse him of the inhumanity that we find in Nietzsche. Yet there is a different 

problem with his neo-Aristotelianism that has to do with his wholesale rejection of 

the Enlightenment, about which he notoriously remarks that it ‘was not only 

mistaken, but should never have been commenced in the first place’.5 MacIntyre’s 

reason for this judgment is that the attempts by its moral philosophers, most 

prominently Hume, Kant, and Mill, to justify morality rationally have all failed, 

which in turn has brought about our current post-Enlightenment emotivist culture. 

But regardless of whether that is true or not, there are admirable features of modern 

society which MacIntyre risks taking for granted, or overlooking, due to his 

sweeping rejection. The genuine humane achievements of modernity include our 

greater awareness of human individuality and the moral demands that it makes on 

political institutions. I am not claiming that MacIntyre would deny that they are 

indeed worthwhile developments, brought about at least in part by the social 

thought of the Enlightenment that he considers to be, on the whole, a failure. 

Rather, the point is that they are much more brittle than MacIntyre seems to 

recognise when he falsely assumes that it is somehow the only natural or rational 

way of doing politics. This is manifested both in MacIntyre’s deep suspicion of 

modern institutions together with his misplaced optimism with regards to local 

                                                        
3 Consider the following passage from the Nachlass: ‘Die Vervollkommnung [des Menschen] 
besteht in der Hervorbringung der mächtigsten Individuen, zu deren Werkzeug die größte 
Menge gemacht wird’ [The perfection of humanity consists in the production of the most 
powerful individuals, while the great majority will be made into their tools] (KSA 12 2 [76]). 
4 See e.g. BGE 260, KSA 12 10 [117]. 
5 MacIntyre, 2007: 118. 
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communities, as well as in his claim that the Enlightenment has ultimately been 

good for nothing. Those with a more pessimistic view of history will insist that we 

cannot take the humane achievements of modernity for granted for the simple 

reason that they are brittle cultural achievements that might be lost, and hence that 

this calls for far more realistic reflection by the critics of liberal politics.6 

While Nietzsche is the main target of this chapter, I will also have more to say 

on MacIntyre towards the end. Since liberals are the ones that, in my view, takes 

these ideas most seriously, it will lead me to liberal political thought. Yet whenever 

one wants to say something about liberalism, a pernicious problem presents itself. 

For there are a great deal many theories which all belong to the liberal tradition that 

do not obviously have a lot in common with each other. One might therefore feel 

as though one has to give an account of what the essence of liberalism really is.7 

However, every attempt is likely to fall short, simply because there is too wide a 

range of perspectives which over the years have been called “liberal”. Thankfully, I 

do not face this problem, since my ambition is not to define liberalism, or argue 

what I take to be its fundamental ideas or properties, but rather to engage with two 

specific theories that are presented by their defenders as members of the liberal 

family. 

 

1. Kant and political liberalism 

 

Charles Larmore is among the most compelling critics of perfectionism in 

contemporary political philosophy.8 It should come as no surprise, therefore, that 

he also takes aim at the Aristotelian conception of political society according to 

which, remember, the goal is to realise the flourishing of each of its citizens. In fact, 

Larmore conceives of his political liberalism centrally as a rejection of Aristotle, 

claiming that all perfectionists, in echo of Kant, treat people as a mere means, rather 

                                                        
6 See Williams, 2014: 286. 
7 Over the  years, several philosophers have tried to do so. See e.g. Dworkin, 1985; and 
Waldron, 1987. For a different approach, see Bell, 2014. 
8 See Larmore, 1987, 1996, 2008, 2020. 
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than also as an end in themselves.9 The only way to treat people with respect, 

Larmore insists, is through political liberalism. Although there have been minor 

changes over the years, the core commitment of Larmore’s political liberalism has 

remained the same: that is, the formulation of principles that may function as the 

foundation of liberal political society that all people, to the greatest extent possible, 

may be expected to endorse regardless of their particular conception of religion or 

the human good.10 Despite arguing cogently in favour of what, mainly under the 

influence of John Rawls, has become known as liberal neutrality, I think there are 

problems with it. 

The best way into Larmore’s political liberalism is to understand it as a response 

to two social phenomena. The first is the pluralism of modern society, insofar as it 

includes a wide variety of different and contrasting conceptions of the human good 

and the true religion. It is an often-repeated claim about modern life that it is 

uniquely diverse and pluralistic, encompassing an exceptional range of rival notions 

about what constitutes a human life lived well. This is, moreover, thought to 

distinguish modern society from its predecessors, which were all much more 

culturally homogenous, often viewing dissent from social norms as a threat. In 

modernity, by contrast, pluralism is a basic fact of social life. 

The second phenomenon, as Larmore explains in the following passage, is that 

of ‘reasonable disagreement’: 

Liberal thought is best understood as responding to an essential ingredient of our 

modern self-understanding. On the fundamental questions of human life, we have 

come to expect that reasonable people tend naturally to disagree with one another. … 

In a free and open discussion about human flourishing and the nature of the good, it 

seems that the more we talk, the more we disagree … On these matters, being 

reasonable – by which I mean thinking and conversing in good faith and applying, as 

best as we can, the general capacities of reason that pertain to every domain of inquiry 

– tends not to produce agreement but to lead to controversy.11 

                                                        
9 Larmore, 2020: 28-34. 
10 Larmore, 1996: 154, 2008: 140, 146. 
11 Larmore, 2008: 140, 143, see also Larmore, 1996: 122, 2020: 123-6. 
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Whereas the ancient philosophers and the Christians of the Middle Ages had 

absolute faith in the power of reason to settle the central questions of life, we in 

modernity have come to realise that such agreement, when it does appear, is more 

likely to be the product of coercion and deception rather than free discourse.12 And 

when open discussion does take place, we have come to expect intractable and 

insoluble disagreement about the central questions of ethics and religion.13 The 

point is not, according to Larmore, that people tend to disagree—that has been the 

case since time immemorial—instead, crucial to our experience in modernity is that 

we no longer believe in the power of reason to resolve these disagreements.14 

The core commitment of political liberalism is the formulation of principles as 

the normative basis of political society that each person may from their perspective 

see reason to endorse, independently of the contrasting conceptions of the good 

that divide them.15 In other words, political liberalism, being a response to the 

problem of reasonable disagreement, is the idea that the principles of political 

association ‘should be justifiable to all whom they are to bind’, so that coercion, 

which is an inescapable feature of politics, is not simply arbitrary oppression, but 

rather takes the interests of the coerced to heart.16 Larmore argues that the liberal 

state derives its legitimacy from a moral conception of respect for persons, as he 

explains: 

If we try to bring about conformity to a rule of conduct solely by the threat of force, 

we will be treating persons merely as means, as objects of coercion, and not also as 

ends, engaging directly their distinctive capacity as persons. True, they cannot be 

moved by threats except by seeing good reason to fear what we may do if they do not 

comply. But we will be appealing to their ability to act on reasons simply in order to 

achieve the goals of compliance – the establishment of public order, perhaps also the 

reformation of people’s character. We will not be engaging their distinctive capacity 

as persons in the same way we engage our own, making the acceptability of the 

principle depend on their reason just as we believe it draws upon our own. Thus, to 

                                                        
12 Larmore, 2020: 35-6, see also Larmore, 1996: 123. 
13 Larmore, 2008: 141, 206. 
14 Larmore, 2020: 35, see also Larmore, 1996: 123. 
15 Larmore, 2020: 131. 
16 Larmore, 1996: 152. 
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respect others as persons in their own right when coercion is at stake is to require that 

political principles be as justifiable to them as they presumably are to us.17 

If we do reason with people in the way that Larmore describes, then we would ‘be 

treating these persons, in their capacity as rational and reflective beings, no longer 

solely as means but also as ends. We would … be treating them with respect’.18 

Given the pluralism of modern liberal societies, and given that people tend naturally 

to disagree about the nature of the good life, political liberalism’s goal is the 

formulation of principles that each person, independently of their moral or religious 

outlook, may accept as making a valid claim to their allegiance. To that end, if those 

principles are going to abide by the respect for person, they have to remain neutral 

when it comes to rival conceptions of the good.19 

This is similar to what Jeremy Waldron considers to be the core of liberalism. 

That is, a particular notion of consent: ‘a social and political order is illegitimate 

unless it is rooted in the consent of all those who have to live under it; the consent 

or agreement of these people is a condition of its being morally permissible to 

enforce that order against them’.20 The moral weight that liberals give to consent 

stems from the fact that they are ‘committed to a conception of freedom and of 

respect for the capacities and the agency of individual men and women’. Those 

values require, on Waldron’s view, ‘that all aspects of the social should either be 

made acceptable or be capable of being made acceptable to every last individual’.21 

The trouble, however, is that it is wholly unrealistic that every person will 

consent to the principles of the liberal state. If the history of liberal politics is 

anything to go by, then it seems highly unlikely that unanimous assent will ever be 

reached. An example might be a religious person who thinks other people’s point 

of view are irrelevant because the political order ought to respect the will of God. 

But that if that is true, then it means that, on Waldron’s view, no liberal state will 

ever have right on its side, since there will always be people who do not consent to 

                                                        
17 Larmore, 2008: 148-9, see also Larmore, 1996: 135-7, 2020: 160. 
18 Larmore, 2020: 153-4. 
19 Larmore, 2020: 160. 
20 Waldron, 1987: 140, 146. 
21 Waldron, 1987: 128. 
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its coercion. Unlike Waldron, Larmore does recognise that the notion of respect for 

persons is a moral conception which some people will reject as a justification for 

political power. Liberalism, therefore, cannot hope to rise above all controversy.22 

Rather, Larmore argues, it excludes for the right reasons, that is, it excludes those 

who do not accept that political principles have to respect the personhood of every 

single individual in society.23 

Larmore’s charge against perfectionists could hardly be more serious. Because 

they take sides in unresolvable ethical disagreements between citizens, it is inevitable 

that they treat some people—namely, those whose vision of the good is not built 

into the foundation of things—solely as a means, as instruments, in the pursuit of 

their perfectionist ends. And this amounts to a violation of the most fundamental 

moral dignity of the individual person. Yet there are at least three main problems 

with Larmore’s theory. 

 

The illusion of neutrality 

 

The first is that, as many critics have argued over the years, neutrality is an illusion.24 

Even if we grant that liberal societies are better at accommodating pluralism, that 

is really only one part of the story. For one thing, it might well be the case that 

liberal society is relatively good at accommodating certain types of pluralism—for 

instance, pluralism among different types of Christians—while being very bad with 

regards to other kinds of pluralism. Every social order, through things like its 

economic mode of production, its values and traditions and history, and its specific 

set of political institutions, encourages the flourishing of certain forms of life, while 

discouraging and undermining others. It is one of the supreme ironies of modernity 

that, for all the talk of neutrality and the emphasis on the private sphere, the 

combination of the modern state and multinational corporations is immeasurably 

more powerful in shaping the ordinary lives of people than anything that has gone 

before. Moreover, liberal states, perhaps particularly in Europe but also in the 

                                                        
22 Larmore, 2020: 157, 162. 
23 Larmore, 2020: 166-8. 
24 See e.g. MacIntyre, 1998b. 
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United States, pursue many policies with the purpose of realising precisely the 

controversial values that Larmore would have to view as intolerable. In other words, 

the ideal of neutrality does not remotely match up with what things are like in 

practice. As far as I can tell, there are roughly three (closely related) lines of defence 

against this criticism in Larmore’s work, and I want to take a look at each of them, 

starting with the least important one. 

Firstly, Larmore argues that the notion of neutrality applies only to the 

fundamental principles of political society, those which fix citizens’ basic 

constitutional rights, but not to every single policy that states characteristically 

pursue. 25  That is, while the foundational principles that determine the 

constitutional structure of a liberal society have to be fully neutral, it is nevertheless 

permissible for states to institute policies, for example on the basis of democratic 

decisions, that are not.26 The idea here is that by allowing for the fact that certain 

policies of the state will inevitably be partisan, or non-neutral, to a degree, political 

liberalism might be able to accommodate the fact that a completely neutral state is 

indeed impossible—and perhaps even undesirable. 

The trouble is that it is often the more substantive “street-level” policies that 

have the greatest influence on shaping the lives of citizens, more so than their 

constitutional rights, which remain abstract ideas. A good example is governments’ 

childcare and education policies that often determine not only that children have 

to go to school, but also for how many hours, what they learn, at what age they 

learn it, etc. I am not saying that constitutional rights are unimportant, but rather 

that, when it comes to the notion of neutrality, it is unclear why Larmore’s emphasis 

is on a society’s constitutional structure, while ignoring many of the areas where 

state interference is most consequential. In many ways, the distinction between the 

purity of “the Constitution” and the partisanship of “politics” is arbitrary, a 

reflection of the self-understanding of the United States, but not an accurate 

depiction of how things really work in practice. For in reality, as Larmore is of 

course well aware, constitutional courts are just as much as legislative bodies affected 

by their historical circumstances. 

                                                        
25 Larmore, 1987: 45, see also Larmore, 2008: 147, 2020: 165-6. 
26 Larmore, 1996: 126. 
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Larmore’s second defence against the charge that neutrality is an illusion is that 

neutrality applies only to the political principles that justify the threat or the use of 

force by the state, and not to society as a whole.27 There is of course some sense to 

this, since there is an important difference between those principles that justify 

coercion and those other moral principles that, while we might think it important 

that people abide by them, we are not willing to use coercion to make sure that 

people do. If the state is going to use its coercive powers for the sake of achieving 

some end, it better have a good justification.  

Yet just because political principles take precedence in this way does not mean 

that we are justified in considering them in isolation by focussing on the state, while 

we ignore the rest of society. In fact, as Thomas Nagel has observes, one of the 

greatest strengths of Rawlsian liberalism is precisely that he broadens its concerns 

towards the whole of society, rather than focussing more narrowly, as it had done 

previously, on the question of under what conditions the state’s coercion could be 

tolerated.28 And a return to a more parochial liberalism can hardly be what Larmore 

is after, so if neutrality is going to be worth anything, it will have to be from the 

point of view not only of the state but of society as a whole. 

The third, and by far Larmore’s most important, defence is that liberalism’s 

neutrality is not one of effect, which is what less has concerned us so far, but rather 

a neutrality of justification. 29  The idea is that, even though it might indeed be 

inescapable that some conceptions of the human good will fare better than others, 

this does not actually amount to a serious challenge for political liberalism at all. 

For its neutrality, so goes the argument, sets specific limits on the kind of ideas—

more specifically, ideas about the nature of the good and the true religion—that 

may be used to justify the state. That is, in justifying itself to its subjects, the state 

(its spokespersons) cannot appeal to any controversial conceptions of the good 

because it would be violating the personhood of those people who do not themselves 

endorse that particular conception. The moral basis of political liberalism, as 

Larmore conceives it, is indeed a neutrality of justification, rather than of effect. 

                                                        
27 For Larmore’s Weberian typology, see Larmore, 1996: 136-7, 2008: 148, 2020: 150. 
28 Nagel, 2003: 63-4. 
29 Larmore, 1987: 42-5, 1996: 126; see also Rawls, 1993: 191-5. 
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However, the crucial question is once again whether that is an appropriate 

distinction to make. Remember that the core motivation behind political liberalism 

is to treat everyone fairly and on an equal basis. It is to make sure that no one is 

given special treatment, and that everyone enjoys the same rights, so that all have 

the opportunity to live in the way that they prefer. That, I take it, is the 

commitment that the morality of political liberalism is attempting to represent. And 

the way to honour that commitment, Larmore argues, is through a justificatory 

neutrality. But from the perspective of the people on the periphery of liberal society, 

such as religious minorities, which political liberalism claims to seek to protect, 

what matters is not philosophical justification at all. Rather, it is the extent to which 

they are capable, through the generations, of sustaining their particular form of life 

with its traditions, religious beliefs, and values within liberal society. What truly 

matters is not liberal theory (i.e. neutrality of justification), but liberal practice (i.e. 

neutrality of effect). Focussing on the justification of political institutions in the 

name of moral principles, as Larmore does, forgets that practice is a far more 

important concern than the theories of philosophers. While the motivation might 

be an admirable one, the execution seems to me to be rather intellectualist. 

 

Secularity and meaning 

 

The second problem with Larmore’s liberalism that I want to draw attention to here 

is that it is ill-equipped to confront many of the most important problems, 

especially as they relate to the widespread sense of life as meaningless, facing us in 

our secular ethical condition. Like Rawls, Larmore traces the origins of liberalism 

back to the Wars of Religion that ravaged Europe during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries.30 The eruption of violent conflict between Catholics and 

Protestants cemented religious toleration as the central political issue of the period. 

The question was how Europe’s rulers, from the kings of France, England and Spain 

to the dukes and princes in Germany, had to come to terms with the various 

religious communities that lived within their borders.31 A central feature of the self-

                                                        
30 Rawls, 1993: 148-9; Larmore, 2020: 123-5. 
31 Allen, 2010: Part 1, Ch. 5 and Part 2, Ch. 9. 



 168 

understanding of Rawls and Larmore is that the first liberals were those who, during 

the debates about religious toleration, sought to find a way by which religious 

communities could live together in peace. They understand liberalism as a particular 

response to the problem of religious civil war in early modern Europe.32 The best 

way to manage religious dissent, so goes the idea, was to make religion and the 

human good private matters, something to be left to the various faith communities. 

It is from the membership of their denomination that people were supposed to 

receive their ideas about the meaning of their lives, their morals, and a sense of 

social belonging, while the sole purpose of politics became to serve the public 

interest. Put another way, over time politics became the vehicle by which we solve 

all those collective action problems that stand in the way of each person living in 

the way they choose. 

As we have seen, Larmore follows this line of argument by considering ethical 

questions to be a private matter. But in the intervening period society itself has been 

spectacularly transformed. Very few people today consider violence for the sake of 

their religion in any way acceptable, making religious civil war unlikely for the 

foreseeable future. Crudely, the central problem of our time is not how to best 

manage the conflicts between different types of Christians, all with very strongly-

held religious and ethical beliefs, but whether we can come to terms with the 

widespread sense of meaninglessness. That is, among the most pressing questions 

for social thought now and around here is how society can best be structured so that 

citizens live meaningful and fulfilling lives. But Larmore’s liberalism has few tools 

at its disposal for addressing the problems that we are bound to face in the twenty-

first century and beyond. It is, by design, hardly even capable of raising the question 

of how society ought to respond to people’s sense of a lack of meaning, much less 

to come up with a solution, because ethical questions of this kind are banished to 

the private realm. To some extent, political liberalism is a solution to yesterday’s 

problems. 

 

 

                                                        
32  Bell, 2014 argues that the connection with Wars of Religion is a twentieth century 
invention, casting doubt on liberals’ account of their own history. 



 169 

Misconstruing the nature of political morality 

 

The final problem with Larmore’s theory is that it misconstrues the nature of 

political morality. One of the ways it does this is by turning what might otherwise 

be a sensible idea—namely, that every person in political society should have their 

vital interests protected—into an all or nothing principle. Since neutrality is a 

necessary condition of treating people with respect, we essentially face a stark choice 

between two options: either we show respect for every person, or we treat some 

people solely as a means. There is no middle ground. This conception of the 

absolute demands of morality is one more way in which Larmore’s liberalism is 

indebted to Kant, who, in the Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, on multiple 

occasions insists that actions are either moral or immoral.33 Either the Kantian agent 

has an obligation to do something, which makes it, provided it is done purely for 

the right reasons (i.e. out of a sense of duty), morally praiseworthy, or they fail to 

do what morality demands, which means they incur blame. Returning to the 

political realm, such an approach to political morality means that all states that fail 

to comply with the morality of political liberalism effectively treat their subjects 

equally unjustly.34 They are all to blame, regardless of how different they may be in 

other respects, for treating their subjects merely as a means. And while states may, 

of course, also be blamed for reasons besides not abiding by the principle of 

neutrality, the fact remains that only political liberal states pass the threshold of 

morality. Wanting to drive as wide a wedge as possible between himself and 

perfectionist liberals, Larmore ended up in the strange position where it is political 

liberalism against the rest. 

To illustrate what I mean, consider the following example. Suppose we have 

two regimes: A and B. Regime A is what Larmore calls a ‘classical liberal’ regime 

which, in justifying both its constitutional order as well as specific policies, appeals 

to an individualist ethic. 35  A classical liberal regime like A, Larmore argues, is 

                                                        
33 See e.g. Kant, 1996: 53, 55. 
34 My argument here is inspired by Williams’s critique of the morality system in Williams, 
2006a: Ch. 10. 
35 Larmore, 2008: 144-6, 2020: 129. 
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different from his political liberalism precisely because it is individualist (and hence 

not neutral), founded on a set of beliefs that some religious people might not accept. 

That is, since it justifies political institutions by appealing to individualism, A fails 

in the test of neutrality. In the context of its education policies, regime A makes it 

mandatory that all children go to state schools where they will be taught about the 

theory of evolution, as well as educated in both secular and religious ethics. The 

spokespersons of regime A justify this by arguing that every person in society, 

regardless of their parentage, has the right to develop their critical faculties, acquire 

knowledge about the origins of humanity and the universe, and hence make up their 

own mind about the central questions of life. That is, although the freedom to 

practice any religion is well-entrenched, every person in society has to be able to 

decide for themselves as to what set of religious beliefs she or he upholds, rather 

than religion being something one uncritically inherits from one’s parents.  

With regime B, on the other hand, we are faced with an entirely different 

situation. It is ruled by an authoritarian leader that came to power by overturning 

democratic elections and deposing of his political opponents. He justifies his rule 

to the population by appealing to a mythical cult of personality: he alone, his 

citizens are repeatedly told, can protect their families and country against the 

dangers posed by the renegade Left. He therefore cannot allow any new elections, 

while the civil liberties that citizens previously enjoyed likewise have to be curbed. 

There is obviously no comparison between these regimes, yet on the issue of 

neutrality both fail to abide by the morality of political liberalism. The example 

shows, first, how much is already assumed in the debates between political and 

perfectionist liberals and, second, how trivial the differences in some ways actually 

are. 

Another reason for why Larmore misconceives the nature of political morality 

is that in politics, as in human life more broadly, we are nearly always faced with 

morally ambiguous choices. When we get down to the choices that have to be made, 

things are rarely as clear-cut as Larmore presents them. For we evaluate societies not 

by just one metric, but rather by a whole range of values, ideals, and prudential 

considerations that all have to be weighed against each other. One society might 

fare better on account of being freer, while another other does better in terms of 
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equality, while a third excels at maintaining good relations with its neighbours. The 

degree to which a society respects the individuality of every citizen might be 

another, but it is hardly the only or the most important one. A more balanced 

approach to political morality, therefore, would be one that does not attempt to 

reduce our political values to a single principle, but rather one that recognises it as 

one among a range of ideas that we have and seek to realise in society. 

In response, Larmore might concede that respect for persons is indeed only one 

among a number of considerations that we bring to bear when evaluating societies 

and states.36 The problem with this response is that it amounts to letting go of the 

centrepiece of his political liberalism, and the thing which sets it apart from the 

other versions of liberalism that he explicitly wants to reject. And once we recognise 

that showing due consideration to the interests of every person is neither an all or 

nothing question, nor the only thing that is important in political society, then we 

have already overcome his version of liberalism. 

For these three main reasons, I do not believe that Larmore’s charge against 

perfectionists that they are by definition guilty of treating people solely as a means 

makes much sense. Letting go of this idea, as well as of the notion of neutrality, 

might open up the possibility for a more productive dialogue between political 

liberalism and its critics. Yet due to the various ways in which Larmore is indebted 

to Kant, and the fact that he conceives of liberalism at its core as a rejection of 

Aristotle, means that it is difficult to imagine how political liberalism can contribute 

to preserving the humane values of the modern world within the context of 

perfectionist republicanism. The philosophical distance is simply too great for 

something like that to work, which is why I now turn to another set of ideas. 

 

2. Montaigne and the liberalism of fear 

 

I want to return to the problem that we started this chapter with, which is 

Nietzsche’s inhumanity. He was willing to use as instruments those people that he 

considered unworthy and inferior for the sake of his radically aristocratic vision of 

                                                        
36 Larmore, 1987: 67-8. 
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the future of humanity. A son of the nineteenth century, Nietzsche thought that 

this future would have to be brought into being through a politics of breeding the 

class of so-called good Europeans. So, while he would have rejected the Nazis’ 

virulent anti-Semitism and nationalism, it is not a mystery what in Nietzsche’s 

writings lends itself to appropriation by the apologists of the Third Reich. 

According to some of his critics, the only possible solution is a complete 

rejection of Nietzsche and everything he stands for.37 In his tellingly titled Anti-

Nietzsche, Malcolm Bull explores some of the rhetorical tools that Nietzsche tried 

to use in order to attract an audience. Bereft of readers, which called his grandiose 

claims about himself into question, one of his strategies was to entice the few people 

that did buy his books to, as Bull puts it, ‘read for victory’.38 By addressing himself 

only to a select readership, Nietzsche tried to get his readers to identify with his 

goals, to adopt his point of view. A good example of this is the Preface to The Anti-

Christ, where Nietzsche writes that the book ‘belongs to the very few’ who are ‘far 

above mankind in strength, in elevation of soul’.39 As Bull rightly notes, who has not 

been tempted, while reading Nietzsche, to see themselves in the type of special 

human being that he claimed was his sole concern? But that is precisely where the 

problem lies, since it risks pulling us into Nietzsche’s orbit. Hence, instead of 

reading for victory, we have to read him like losers—that is, we have to read him as 

those who Nietzsche dismisses as weak, as worth sacrificing for his aristocratic ideals. 

Bull admits that this comes at great cost: ‘Reading Nietzsche like losers … means 

that we will find it impossible to identify with any of his positive values. This may 

prove painful, for some of Nietzsche’s values are widely endorsed within 

contemporary culture, and accepting our inability to share them may count as an 

intellectual and social failing’.40 The prize for avoiding coming under Nietzsche’s 

spell is to reject not just the problematic dimensions of his thought, but also the 

positive values that we might otherwise want to keep. 

                                                        
37 See e.g. Appel, 1999; Bull, 2011a. 
38 Bull, 2011a: 33. 
39 AC Preface. 
40 Bull, 2011a: 38. 
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It should go without saying that Nietzsche’s politics of breeding can be left to 

the dustbin of history. But it is a mistake to do same with the genuine positive 

values of his perfectionist humanism, which means that a different response to 

Nietzsche is required. A response, I want to argue, can come from Nietzsche’s hero 

Montaigne. 

 

The humanisms of Machiavelli, Montaigne, and Nietzsche 

 

Montaigne had already lost much of his faith in organised Christianity—though 

perhaps not in God—well before he began to write his Essays.41 In his view, the 

Roman Catholic Church, for all its teaching of charity and forgiveness, was just as 

prone to mistreat those it considered heretics as people who were not Christians, 

like pagans and Muslims. The religious wars, which ravaged Montaigne’s France, 

as well as the barbarity of the Spaniards in the New World, were proof of the failure 

of Christianity to influence human conduct for the better. So, like many of his 

fellow humanists, Montaigne turned to the writers of classical antiquity, especially 

Plutarch and Seneca, for guidance. Their wisdom, he hoped, would tell him ‘how 

to live and die well’.42 But while Montaigne did think the ancients had important 

things to teach him, he was aware that their time, like his own, was one of 

unspeakable cruelty. In his essay on the subject, he took the fact that Caesar was 

known for his clemency, because he did not inflict the maximum possible amount 

of anguish on his victims, as a sign of the horrifying suffering that the rulers of 

Rome usually inflicted.43 After all, if Caesar could be praised for being ‘mild in his 

vengeance’ because, in an act of mercy, he had his enemies crucified only after he 

had them strangled to death—presumably because crucifixion is worse than 

strangulation—then that makes one wonder what dreadful torment the victims of 

Rome’s rulers usually had to endure. 

Even in cases when severe punishment was necessary, Montaigne considered 

anything that went beyond a straightforward death penalty to be ‘pure cruelty’, 

                                                        
41 Shklar, 1984: 10-3. 
42 Montaigne, 1991: 459. 
43 Montaigne, 1991: 482. 
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which had nothing to do with justice. That was especially true if the torture was 

inflicted by Christians on other Christians, who he thought ought to be specially 

concerned to ‘dispatch men’s souls in a good taste’. Yet that is impossible if those 

prisoners are ‘driven … to distraction and despair by unbearable tortures’.44 Unlike 

many of his contemporaries, Montaigne considered cruelty to be ‘the ultimate vice’, 

and he remarked that he had ‘a cruel hatred of cruelty’.45 As proof of his ‘softness’, 

he wrote that he could not bear the sight of a chicken being beheaded, nor—

although he ‘enjoy[ed] the hunt enormously’—the sound of a squealing hare when 

his hounds set their teeth into it. As this passage shows, abhorring cruelty above all 

else is hence in the first place psychological, because we cannot but help to have a 

reaction to the pain of other creatures.46 

If cruelty really is the ultimate vice, as Montaigne put it, then we place ourselves 

outside of the confines of the Christian worldview. For according to Christian 

theology, sinful acts are, in the end, wrong because they violate God’s will. But if 

cruelty is considered evil simply because of what it does to the victim, whether 

human or animal, and not because it is a transgression of divine law, then it means 

that putting cruelty first amounts to ‘turning away from sin entirely, and from 

divine punishment as well’.47 In the words of Judith Shklar: 

To put cruelty first is to disregard the idea of sin as it is understood by revealed 

religion. Sins are transgressions of a divine rule and offenses against God; pride—the 

rejection of God—must always be the worse one, which gives rise to all the others. 

However, cruelty … is a wrong done entirely to another creature. When it is marked 

as the supreme evil it is judged so in and of itself, and not because it signifies a denial 

of God or any other higher norm. It is a judgment made from within the world in 

which cruelty occurs as part of our normal private life and daily public practices.48 

Inherent to the idea that cruelty is the supreme evil is a rejection of Church 

theology. A passage that nicely illustrates the degree to which Montaigne had moved 
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away from organised Christianity is when he writes about the cannibalism in the 

New World. To a devout Christian of his time, news of the cannibalism of the 

newly-discovered peoples of the Americas would not only have been deeply 

shocking, but likely also proof of their savagery and inferiority. But while 

Montaigne admitted that some of the practices of indigenous peoples were indeed 

cruel, he lamented the fact that Europeans were so blind to their own wrongdoings. 

Is it, after all, not preferable to eat a man after he is already dead than to torture a 

live body that is still fully able to feel things?49 The fact that Montaigne was willing 

to entertain this idea shows that the distance between himself and the Church could 

hardly have been greater. 

Whereas the loosening grip of Christianity resulted in Montaigne’s pre-

occupation with the sufferings of the vulnerable, a very similar process of 

secularisation had an entirely different set of results with Machiavelli. Like 

Montaigne, Machiavelli had not only lost most of his faith, but also found a home 

among classical writers. However, as opposed to considering cruelty the ultimate 

evil, Machiavelli’s distaste for Christianity led him down an entirely different path, 

namely, to the position of the foremost teacher of cruelty in Europe. In one of the 

most famous passages in the history of European ideas, he had posed the question 

of whether it was better for a prince to be feared or loved, concluding that being 

feared was the better option in most cases: 

A controversy has arisen about this: whether it is better to be loved than feared, or 

vice versa. My view is that it is desirable to be both loved and feared; but it is difficult 

to achieve both and, if one of them has to be lacking, it is much safer to be feared 

than loved. … Men are less hesitant about offending or harming a ruler who makes 

himself loved than one who inspires fear. For love is sustained by a bond of gratitude 

which, because men are excessively self-interested, is broken whenever they see a 

chance to benefit themselves. But fear is sustained by a dread of punishment that is 

always effective.50  

                                                        
49 Montaigne, 1991: 235-6; see also Shklar, 1984: 27. 
50 Machiavelli, 2004: 57-8. 
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Since men are generally ‘ungrateful, fickle, feigners and dissemblers’, the ruler 

‘should not worry about incurring a reputation for cruelty’ if it helps him to 

maintain his position.51 It is in this light that, on Machiavelli’s view, we should see 

the value of the cruelty of Cesare Borgia, namely, because it helped to restore order 

in the lands over which he ruled. 

For Montaigne, by contrast, the thinking of The Prince was a reflection of the 

cruelty of Europe, which was its ‘ubiquitous moral disease’.52  The slaughter of 

indigenous peoples by the Catholic conquistadors, in particular, was ‘the triumph 

of Machiavellianism by those who claimed to be its chief opponents’.53 Their pious 

pretence and cruelty ‘had joined to prove Machiavelli right’.54 The classicism of 

Machiavelli and Montaigne, then, represent starkly different reactions to a process 

of secularisation in Europe, both in the individual lives of the two men, as well as 

on a broader cultural level. 

It is interesting to put Nietzsche alongside Machiavelli and Montaigne, since 

there are a number of interesting similarities. Nietzsche’s life started off in the very 

cradle of Protestant Christianity. Born into a family with a long history of Lutheran 

pastors on both sides, including his own father, Nietzsche was raised in a devout 

religious household in rural Saxony. When he was a child, he earned the nickname 

“the little pastor” [der kleine Pastor] because of his seriousness and because he could 

recite long passages from the Bible by heart. Nietzsche eventually lost his religion 

for good while he was studying theology at the University of Bonn, devastating his 

mother who had hoped he would follow his deceased father into the pulpit. He 

quickly switched to focus on classical philology instead, first in Bonn and then in 

Leipzig, under the auspices of the acclaimed professor Friedrich Ritschl. Just as with 

Machiavelli and Montaigne, turning away from Christianity for Nietzsche meant a 

heightened interest in the civilisations of Greece and Rome. 

Both Machiavelli and Montaigne also appear repeatedly in Nietzsche’s work. 

While Nietzsche admired Machiavelli, he revered Montaigne probably more than 

                                                        
51 Machiavelli, 2004: 57. 
52 Shklar, 1984: 10. 
53 Shklar, 1984: 12. 
54 Shklar, 1984: 12; see also Bull, 2019: 27. 
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any other figure in the history of ideas.55 In the early essay Schopenhauer as Educator, 

Nietzsche wrote: 

I know of only one writer whom I would compare with Schopenhauer, indeed set 

above him: … Montaigne. That such a man wrote has truly augmented the joy of 

living on this earth. Since getting to know this freest and mightiest of souls, I at least 

have come to feel what he felt about Plutarch: ‘as soon as I glance at him I grow a leg 

or a wing.’ If I were set the task, I could endeavour to make myself at home in the 

world with him.56 

Considering that Nietzsche was still very much enamoured with Schopenhauer 

when he wrote this, it will be difficult to find higher praise for anyone in his 

writings. Nietzsche continued to re-read the Essays throughout his life because they 

contained, as he put it, ‘ideas of the kind that produce ideas’. Montaigne, like the 

other French moralists, had a ‘clarity and delicate precision’ that, Nietzsche 

thought, was so severely lacking in German philosophy and culture.57 

Despite Nietzsche’s evident admiration, his humanism has more in common 

with Machiavelli’s than it does with Montaigne’s.58 For like Machiavelli, Nietzsche 

considered himself to be something of a teacher of the value of cruelty.59 In Beyond 

Good and Evil, for instance, he notoriously claimed that ‘almost everything we call 

“higher culture” is based on the spiritualisation and deepening of cruelty’.60 As he 

explored in the second essay of the Genealogy, one of the ways this has happened is 

by the self-directed cruelty that is inherent to Christianity. Through its concepts of 

sin and bad conscience, Christianity helped to bring about the reflective modern 

self that has made the more interesting modes of life possible. Yet the value of 

cruelty, according to Nietzsche, was not limited to the self-directed psychological 

cruelty of Christianity. For he also alluded to the suffering that the Greeks and 

Romans inflicted on their enemies and slaves, because he believed that a revival of 

                                                        
55 For Nietzsche on Montaigne, see Donnellan, 1986; Molner, 1993; and Miner, 2017. 
56 SE 2. 
57 WS 214. 
58 Shklar, 1984: 41-2. 
59 For Nietzsche’s views on cruelty, see Parmer, 2017. 
60 BGE 229, see also BGE 12. 
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the values of classical antiquity required the restoration of their cruel social 

practices.61 In some ways, Nietzsche can be seen as the Machiavelli of our era: the 

figure that is both irresistible and dangerous at the same time. 

How then can Montaigne, and the ideas that he helped to inspire, be useful in 

coming to terms with the inhumane dimensions of Nietzsche’s humanism? As we 

have seen, the basic starting point is the fact that we are creatures with bodies. And 

what marks embodied creatures is that they experience pain and, on the whole, try 

to avoid it. They also tend to prefer to continue living and to detest and fear being 

subjected to violence inflicted by others. It is hence a naturalistic idea, not reliant 

on post-Christian notions about the intrinsic dignity of mankind, or any other 

cosmic standard of importance, which we have to jettison in our state of secular 

disenchantment.62 Moreover, as the example of the pagan Seneca and his essay De 

clementia shows, trying to avoid cruelty, and related values such as pity and mercy, 

cannot easily be dismissed by Nietzsche as an expression of degenerate Christian 

values. Rather, while it is of course true that some cultures put greater emphasis on 

it than others, it is in the first place a manifestation of the human capacity for having 

empathy with the suffering of other creatures. Questions like how the powerful 

ought to treat their subordinates, or how much suffering may be imposed on the 

vanquished arise in many different cultural settings because, as human beings, we 

can relate to the plight of victims. In other words, they are the expression of 

something deeper in us than simply the triumph of what Nietzsche dismissed as 

Christian slave morality. It is also important to note that everyone can become a 

victim if the circumstances, over which none of us exert much control, change for 

the worse.63 For, as Hobbes observed in Leviathan, no one is so superior in strength 

or intelligence to render them invulnerable.64 Kings are betrayed by their families, 

senates are usurped by its members, and every great general eventually faces defeat. 

                                                        
61 GM II 6. 
62 See Hall, 2014; Sagar, 2016; Yack, 2019. 
63 Yack, 2019: 92-3. 
64 ‘Though there bee found one man sometimes manifestly stronger in body, or of quicker 
mind then another; yet when all is reckoned together, the difference between man, and man, 
is not so considerable, as that one man can thereupon claim to himselfe any benefit’ (Hobbes, 
1996: 86-7). 
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From the fact that we all have bodies, experience pain, and are exposed to bad luck 

we can adduce the humanitarian values of Montaigne. 

 

The goods of ordinary life 

 

The importance of humane values extend beyond opposing the most immediate 

types of cruelty and suffering. Charles Taylor has argued that one of the most 

striking features of our modern civilisation in the West is the central role it awards 

to the affirmation of the goods—we might call them basic human needs—that 

people require to live ordinary lives.65 That includes things like the capacity for 

having a family that one can keep together, a local community to which one can 

belong to and feel proud of, possibilities to develop one’s personality, and having a 

workplace where one is treated with dignity and respect. Why this has happened is 

complicated, but much of what makes the modern social order more humane is its 

emphasis on the value of normal human lives. 

Political philosophy has played a somewhat ambivalent role in the development 

of this aspect of our cultural landscape. Throughout the history of European ideas, 

there have been scores of people who failed to take any notice of these important 

human goods. Nietzsche is someone that we may add to the list of those who, in 

their obsession with excellence, were uninterested in the needs of normal people. 

Commenting with a sense of gloom on what he dubs ‘lofty humanisms’, Taylor says 

that they often have disastrous consequences once it becomes clear that people are 

a lot less malleable than originally hoped: 

The tragic irony is that the higher the sense of potential, the more grievously real 

people fall short, and the more severe the turn-around will be which is inspired by the 

disappointment. A lofty humanism posits high standards of self-worth, and a 

magnificent goal to strive towards. It inspires enterprises of great moment. But by this 

very token it encourages force, despotism, tutelage, ultimately contempt, and a certain 

ruthlessness in shaping refractory human material.66 

                                                        
65 Taylor, 2007: 369-70. 
66 Taylor, 2007: 697. 
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Taylor might as well have been addressing Nietzsche directly in that passage. Most 

of the time this blindness remains within philosophy itself, an embarrassment for 

later generations to set right. But sometimes, when ideas reach outside and unleash 

an ideological fervour on a wider group, they ended up wreaking havoc on the lives 

of ordinary people. The excesses of the utopian projects of the twentieth century in 

particular are a testament to what can go wrong when, in trying to radically remake 

society, the needs and wants of normal citizens are lost from view. Because things 

rarely turn out the way we had hoped, politics often runs out of our control. But 

mass murder is not the only problem here, for ideology can also produce other 

disturbing social practices. At one point in his expansive A Secular Age, Taylor 

recounts an Estonian in the early 1990s telling him that for nearly 45 years no one 

in his country had lived a normal life.67 Everyone familiar with accounts of life 

behind the Iron Curtain will have a sense of what he must have meant. 

 

Putting humane values first 

 

Now that we have a clearer picture of these values and a sense of their importance, 

the question becomes how they relate to Nietzsche’s aristocratic humanism. For 

although we have expanded its scope considerably, and argued for why Nietzscheans 

should also be Montaignians, it still lacks a more coherent structure. Just because 

we endorse humane values does not mean they are necessarily awarded a high degree 

of significance in relation to any other values to which are also committed. Consider 

that someone who agrees with Nietzsche that we should  structure society in such a 

way as to promote the development of extraordinary creative individuals may, 

without contradiction, accept that avoiding cruelty is also of interest. No serious 

person has ever tried to defend the value of cruelty purely for its own sake, so in 

those cases when it fails to serve any Nietzschean purpose they could readily admit 

that it is harmful. But this does not yet get to the heart of the problem, which is 

how much Nietzsche is willing to sacrifice for the sake of his perfectionist 

humanism. 

                                                        
67 Taylor, 2007: 628. 
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To address this, we have to take a closer look at what is involved in putting 

humane values first. 68  The idea is anti-utopian, insofar as it does not promise 

goodness or virtue, but rather strives to remove ‘the most horrible obstacles to any 

ethical undertaking that we might conceivably try’.69 This has to be understood in 

the broader context of Shklar’s liberalism of fear, according to which 

the basic units of political life are not discursive and reflecting persons, nor friends 

and enemies, nor patriotic soldier-citizens, nor energetic litigants, but the weak and 

the powerful. And the freedom it wishes to secure is freedom from the abuse of power 

and intimidation of the defenceless that this difference invites. … It worries about the 

excesses of official agents at every level of government, and it assumes that these are 

apt to burden the poor and weak most heavily. … The assumption, amply justified 

by every page of political history, is that some agents of government will behave 

lawlessly and brutally in small or big ways most of the time unless they are prevented 

from doing so.70 

Focussing on the needs of the vulnerable in society should lead to a ‘self-restraining 

tolerance that fences in the powerful to protect the freedom and safety of every 

citizen’.71 Once we think in this way, the purpose of politics is not in the first place 

to promote lofty human values, but rather to protect us from a range of immediate 

harms such as tyranny, oppression, violence, and war. After that, the aim is to 

provide citizens with the goods that they need to live ordinary lives, including a 

measure of wealth to support a family and the ability to build private connections 

with other people. Putting them first means we consider them to be more important 

than the other things we might also want from politics. It means they have priority. 

This is the point where we also find ourselves at odds with MacIntyre. For, as I 

argued in the previous chapter, it is this awareness of the inherent dangers of social 

life that is lacking in his political thought. Although MacIntyre has always been 

quick to point out the ills of liberal politics, especially with regards to the modern 

                                                        
68 Shklar, of course, picked out cruelty as the ultimate vice. I want to keep an open mind on 
whether that is indeed the most important one, since what matters for my purposes is the 
relation between humane values and those of Nietzsche’s humanism. 
69 Shklar, 1984: 236. 
70 Shklar, 1998: 9-10. 
71 Shklar, 1984: 5. 
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state and capitalism, he has remained curiously cavalier about his local 

communities. In fact, one gets the sense from MacIntyre that he thinks that those 

ills are simply modern pathologies, produced by the combination of liberalism and 

capitalism, which will disappear once a superior social order takes its place. 

But what if many of the things that we loathe about modern society find their 

origin not in capitalism, but in human nature? What if the ordinary vices are indeed 

much more ordinary than MacIntyre would like to admit? One thing that 

realisation might lead to is more level-headed realism in prescribing for political 

institutions. As Shklar pithily remarks: ‘To those American political theorists who 

long for either more communal or more expansively individualistic personalities, I 

now offer a reminder that these are the concerns of an exceptionally privileged 

liberal society, and that until the institutions of primary freedom are in place these 

longings cannot even arise. Indeed the extent to which both the communitarian and 

the romantic take free public institutions for granted is a tribute to the United 

States, but not to their sense of history’.72 Before we can attempt to construct better 

political institutions, we have to face up to the strengths of the ones under which 

we currently live. 

Yet it would be a mistake to interpret the consciously anti-utopian character of 

the liberalism of fear as amounting to a politics of pessimism. Shklar deeply valued 

the idealism of her friends at Harvard, and she recognised the important role that 

the imagination plays in political theory.73 It is rather, as Bernard Williams puts it, 

an appeal to tread carefully by reminding people of ‘what they have got and how it 

might go away’.74 In this way, the liberalism of fear is the ‘party of memory’, for it 

is conscious that ‘nothing is safe’, and that the task of resolutely opposing cruelty 

wherever it appears is ‘never-ending’.75 Nevertheless, it is also important that, in 

good times, it can be ‘the politics of hope as well’.76 Someone sympathetic to the 

liberalism of fear does not have to think that freedom from fear and humiliation are 

the only things that matter. Once these basic freedoms are secured, our attention 

                                                        
72 Shklar, 1998: 17. 
73 Dunn, 1996; and Forrester, 2011. 
74 Williams, 2005c: 60. 
75 Williams, 2005c: 61. 
76 Williams, 2005c: 61. 
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will be drawn to other, more sophisticated, types of freedom, as well as other human 

values that lie beyond its immediate scope. 

Putting humane values first means that they have priority, which makes it a 

rebuttal of the inhumane aspects of Nietzsche’s humanism. To be more precise, it 

is a rebuttal of the means that he was willing to employ in pursuit of his aristocratic 

perfectionist ends. In other words, we do not need, as Bull and others think, to 

completely renounce Nietzsche’s positive values. By expanding his humanism with 

the values of Montaigne (and Shklar, Taylor, and Williams), and giving them 

priority over Nietzsche’s lofty ideals, it loses most of what makes it problematic. 

Steering Nietzsche towards the humane values of Montaigne is of course not 

something that we find in his own writings. Yet if Shklar is right that Nietzsche was 

not actually a cruel person at all, but rather someone who hated hypocrisy above 

everything else, then we might imagine him grateful for what is surely an 

improvement.77 

And it is for these reasons that, as I see things, there is no fundamental 

opposition between the liberalism of fear and the perfectionist republicanism that I 

am working towards in this dissertation. Although Shklar argued that was the case, 

putting humane values first, and being ever-vigilant against concentrations of power 

and the dangers of tyranny, does not rule out a politics that is more expansive and 

ambitious than her brand of minimalist liberalism.78 Indeed, as work by J. G. A. 

Pocock, Quentin Skinner, and Philip Pettit has shown, the concern with 

domination, its risks to personal liberty and security, and the centrality of a 

separation of powers have a distinctly republican heritage that predates liberalism.79 

Those early republicans were, of course, more interested in their own liberty as well-

to-do men than in the plight of the weak and vulnerable, but we can think of the 

humane values of Montaigne as a vital component of a modern perfectionist 

republicanism. 

 

 

                                                        
77 Shklar, 1984: 38, 41-2. 
78 Shklar, 1998: 19, see also Shklar, 1984: 4-5. 
79 See Pettit, 1997a: Chs. 1 and 2; Skinner, 1998; and Pocock, 2016: Ch. 9. 
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Conclusion 

 

Over the course of this chapter, I have engaged with a range of liberal ideas in order 

to think about how we might, as Williams puts it somewhere, preserve the humane 

institutions of the modern world.80 After all, as John Dunn notes in his review of 

After Virtue, ‘the age of chivalry is gone’ for good, and we would be foolish to hope 

for a return.81 The first part was about Larmore’s political liberalism. Even though 

Larmore articulates in a clear way one account of the moral foundations of 

liberalism as a political philosophy, I argued that his theory runs into great 

difficulties. Both the problems with the notion of neutrality, and the fact that he 

misconceives the nature of political morality, mean that it is hard to see how the 

ideas of political liberalism will remain relevant in the decades to come. That which 

is valuable in liberalism does not come to us from Kant’s moral philosophy; instead, 

it is more likely to come from Montaigne. Prioritising the protection of the weak 

from the abuses of the powerful as best we can brings us back down to the lived 

experience of the vulnerable. This is especially relevant for Nietzscheans, many of 

whom fail to face up to the blatantly inhumane dimensions of their hero’s thought. 

The argument of the last couple of chapters raises the question of how these 

ideas can be put to use for the sake of perfectionist republicanism. In the next 

chapter, I therefore develop what I call a “political naturalist” approach to political 

theory. Part of the ambition of political naturalism is to sketch a model that lends 

itself to bringing the ideas of Nietzsche, MacIntyre, and Montaigne into in 

systematic political theory. 

  

                                                        
80 Williams, 2014: 286. 
81 Dunn, 1981. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Political Naturalism: 

Aristotle and Bernard Williams 
 

 

 

 

Inspired by the imaginative work of Bernard Williams and Raymond Geuss, 

political realism invites us to re-examine many of the foundational questions of 

political philosophy.1 In recent years, realists have become increasingly interested in 

political naturalism to argue that the very nature of the human condition, since it 

is marked by disagreement and conflict, necessitates political authority.2 On this 

view, the question is not whether, but how we should practice politics. Building on 

these ideas, this chapter develops a new political naturalist approach that takes 

realism in a new direction. Drawing on both Aristotle and Williams, the idea behind 

political naturalism is to sketch a new model of doing normative political theory 

that defends a different position when it comes to two of realism’s central claims. 

The first is that political theory should centrally revolve around political 

legitimacy. That is, Williams’ realism, and that of his followers, has an emphasis on 

the legitimacy of the state as the fundamental political value. 3  Proposing an 

alternative to that approach, political naturalism revolves around the central 

question in Aristotle’s political thought. With political naturalism, the principal 

normative question of political philosophy concerns the ends of political 

community. What, in other words, is the purpose of political society? Compared 

                                                        
1 Williams, 2005b; and Geuss, 2008, 2010. For articles that survey the realist literature, see 
Galston, 2010; Philp, 2012; Rossi and Sleat, 2014; and Jubb, 2014. 
2 Rossi, 2010, 2019; Cross, 2018; Szűcs, 2020; Hope, 2020; and Burelli, 2022. 
3 Rossi and Sleat, 2014: 693. 
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with the focus on legitimacy, this has the advantage of raising the question of the 

nature of the good society, broadening realism’s horizons in the process. As will 

become clear, despite the focus on the purpose of politics, political naturalism is 

not necessarily committed to an Aristotelian perfectionist view of political society. 

Just as the focus on political legitimacy does not necessarily entail liberalism, so too 

does the focus on the ends of political community not entail neo-Aristotelianism. 

Although political naturalism draws extensively on Aristotle’s political theory, it is 

important that it can also be used by other traditions that do not agree with the 

Aristotelian conception of the purpose of political society. 

The second claim is the realist insistence on treating political theory as 

independent from morality.4 Although there are stronger and weaker versions of 

this idea in realism, the idea is that political theory should be thought of as a more-

or-less autonomous discipline with its own sources of normativity. By contrast, 

political naturalism defends the view that, properly understood, political theory and 

ethics are basically two parts of the same discipline. This is again in Aristotelian 

spirit, who declares that ethics is a part of what he calls ‘political science’.5 In other 

words, rather than understanding politics as normatively subservient to morality, as 

in the case of political moralism, or defending the autonomy of politics from 

morality, as realists have done so far, political naturalism defends a third option: 

namely, seeing them as deeply entwined, and mutually interdependent, fields of 

philosophical enquiry. 

This chapter has two sections. The first section develops the political naturalist 

approach. Starting from the basic facts of the human condition, political naturalism 

specifies what political theory is theory of and for. Having sketched the basic 

parameters of political theory, I then make the case for the focus on the ends of 

political community. In the second section, I argue that ethics should be thought 

of as part of political philosophy. Bringing political theory and ethics together in 

this way raises the question of whether political naturalism can accommodate 

Williams’s critique in moral philosophy. Therefore, this section also defends 

political naturalism against Williams’ critique of consequentialism. I end with a few 
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remarks about how political naturalism fits into the broader context of 

contemporary neo-Aristotelian political theory. 

 

1. Political naturalism 

 

An important realist idea is that if political theory is going to tell us something 

about how we should collectively live together—to which ends political power 

should be put, how we should manage disagreements, etc.—then it needs to match 

its subject matter: the political. 6  This echoes something Aristotle says in the 

Nicomachean Ethics. Any human inquiry in a particular direction has to fit its 

subject matter because ‘it is the mark of an educated person to look in each area for 

only that degree of accuracy that the nature of the subject permits’.7 Expecting the 

level of precision in political theory to match that of something like mathematics is 

foolish because the former admits of a ‘good deal of diversity and variation’.8 We 

live long after the destruction of the Greek polis, and our political communities 

would be unrecognisable to Aristotle. But by starting, as Aristotle does, with the 

natural condition of human beings, he can be put to use for thinking about modern 

politics. 

As a species of animal, human beings need to satisfy certain natural needs. The 

human condition is one of vulnerability and dependence, which means individual 

human beings cannot really survive, let alone thrive, on their own. This dependence 

is especially clear at the earliest and last stages of life, but even during the intervening 

years, when most of us are healthy adults, we are never sufficiently strong or 

intelligent to be completely independent and self-sufficient. Human beings are 

social animals: in order to survive, they have no choice but to form groups for the 

sake of protecting themselves and their kin. Since human beings are ultimately 

vulnerable, the first task of human community is to solve what Williams calls the 

‘first political question’, which is about the provision of essential goods like security, 

order, and the conditions of cooperation. This question is first because ‘solving it is 

                                                        
6 Hall, 2013; Sleat, 2016. 
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the condition of solving, indeed posing, any others’.9 Addressing the first question 

of politics ought to have priority over those of justice and other, more ambitious, 

ends. It is hard to see how we can hope for anything more if the community is at 

the brink of civil war, suffers from economic collapse, or finds itself at the mercy of 

a natural disaster. All human communities are ultimately fragile; they are 

perpetually at risk of disintegration by natural events (pandemics, famines, 

earthquakes), and man-made events (economic crises, violence, revolutions) that lie 

beyond any person’s immediate control.10 

In order to cooperate successfully over time, human communities depend on 

having a functioning social framework with shared norms, institutions, and 

practices that enable its members to coordinate their efforts.11 But, as Aristotle 

observes, human beings uniquely have access to language, which gives them the 

capacity to reflect on, and raise questions about, the reasons that they themselves 

and others have for acting in one way rather than another. This capacity for 

language means that there will inevitably be disagreements about the right course 

of action.12 There will be disagreement on matters such as where best to settle as a 

group, how the burdens and privileges of the community are to be distributed, who 

should do the hard work needed to plough the fields, and whether or not weaker 

members of the group are deserving of solidarity. Such disagreements give rise to 

the need for mechanisms which make it possible to reach decisions for the group as 

a whole. Without a way to resolve disagreements by determining a resolution, 

human communities will be trapped in permanent paralysis, not capable of 

exercising their basic function, and threatening the future survival and success of 

the community. 

Furthermore, some members of the community will be reluctant to cooperate, 

whether because they disagree with a particular decision, or because they are out for 

themselves and simply want to enjoy the benefits without bearing any of the 

burdens. For collective decisions to fulfil their purpose, therefore, they will have to 

                                                        
9 Williams, 2005b: 3-4; Rossi and Sleat, 2014: 692. 
10 Burelli, 2022: 638. 
11 Williams, 2002: 24 calls this an ‘ethical system’. 
12 Pol. I.2.1253a7-18; see also MacIntyre, 2016: 225. 
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be binding on all, which means that they have to be backed up by (the threat of) 

coercion. After all, if trying to persuade the other of one’s point of view does not 

have the desired outcome, as it often does not, then there has to be some other way 

for the community as a whole to move beyond such disagreement. As Rossi and 

Sleat note, ‘we need politics in part precisely because of the ubiquity of moral 

disagreements about what we collectively should do, the ends to which political 

power should be put, and the moral principles and values that should underpin and 

regulate our shared political association’.13 To guarantee the continued survival of 

the community over time, it needs, first, authoritative procedures for reaching 

collectively-binding decisions and, second, the coercion necessary to make sure that 

everyone complies with those decisions.14 

What follows from these considerations about vulnerability, dependence, and 

the need for authoritative solutions to disagreements is that politics is to some 

degree natural. That is, that the need for political community arises out of the facts 

of the human situation. The question for political theory, therefore, is not whether 

any political coercion can be justified at all, but rather in what way politics is best 

practiced. However, this does not tell us all that much about any of the core 

questions of political theory. For it does not give us any answer about how, for 

instance, these collectively-binding decisions should be reached (i.e. democratically 

or in some other way) or enforced (i.e. by a state or by other political arrangements), 

just that there is a need for community with political authority. Yet it does keep our 

attention firmly fixed on the essential materials of political theory: human 

communities, that for the sake of survival need to band together, but which in the 

process of trying to work together for their mutual benefit will face all kinds of 

internal and external challenges. The initial point of political naturalism, as I 

understand it, is to specify  the basic materials of political theory; it tells us what it 

is theory of and for. At the same time, it also clear that so far none of what are 

traditionally seen as its core questions—e.g. the nature of justice or the limits of 

political authority—have even been raised. 

                                                        
13 Rossi and Sleat, 2014: 691. 
14 Burelli, 2022: 637-8; Sleat, 2016: 257. 
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Under Williams’ approach, political legitimacy, rather than the ideal justice in 

Rawlsianism, is the central value of political theory. We see its importance with the 

conceptual distinction that realists draw between political rule and other types of 

rule. Williams does this when he writes that a ‘situation of one lot of people 

terrorizing another lot of people is not per se a political situation’.15 The idea is that 

‘all politics is coercive, but not all coercion is political’.16 Indeed, Williams claims 

that a demand for legitimation ‘is inherent in there being such a thing as politics’.17 

What makes coercion political is whether—and to what degree—it is legitimate. 

Other realists have followed Williams in this line of thought, for example when 

Sleat claims that ‘a response to the political question need not be just, or fair, or 

equal … [but] it does have to be legitimate in order to count as an instance of 

politics rather than mere domination’.18 

Realists defend an ‘internalist’ approach to legitimacy, which means that 

‘legitimacy is and can only be a function of the beliefs of those subject to power, 

and insofar as subjects believe that the power exercised over them is legitimate, it 

therefore is’.19 Hence, legitimacy is ‘a function of the psychological processes of the 

ruled’.20 The idea is that the spokespersons of the state attempt to justify it to its 

subjects by providing a ‘legitimation story’ for why it should be obeyed. Such a 

story may appeal to many different sources, from religious beliefs, tradition, to the 

charisma of a political leader, or some combination, in order to justify its authority 

to its subjects. As such, legitimation stories will inevitably vary across political 

contexts. The main question is whether, broadly speaking, the justification makes 

sense to the population to which it is offered. And if it does, then the state has been 

successful in justifying itself and will, according to realists, count as legitimate.21 

                                                        
15 Williams, 2005b: 5. 
16 Rossi, 2019: 642. 
17 Williams, 2005b: 5. See also Hall, 2015; Sleat, 2013: 48, 2016: 257. 
18 Sleat, 2013: 48. 
19 Sagar, 2018: 114; see also Horton, 2012: 141; and Rossi and Sleat, 2014: 692-4. 
20 Sagar, 2018: 115, 117. 
21  Provided the legitimation story passes the test of the “Critical Theory Principle”. See 
Williams, 2005: 6; Sagar, 2018. 
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Political legitimacy, therefore, is ultimately ‘conferred by [the] subjects’ of the 

state.22 

In proposing an alternative approach, I want to draw upon Aristotle. In his 

political thought, the central question of politics concerns the purpose, or ends, of 

political community.23 For Aristotle, the purpose of political community functions 

as the principle normative question of political philosophy. Aristotle is what we 

would call a perfectionist, since he takes the view that the purpose of the political 

community is to promote the flourishing of its citizens.24 Without adopting his 

specific answer, political naturalism follows Aristotle by posing the ethico-political 

question about the proper ends of political community: besides solving the first 

political question, what more should politics aim to achieve? What are the highest 

ends of political community? After we have formulated a conception of the ends of 

political community, we have move onto some of the well-known questions of 

political theory. They include the function of political values like freedom and 

equality; the political institutions, social practices and norms that the political 

community should have not only so that it can best realise the ends of political 

community, but also for the sake of maintaining stability, order, and prosperity. 

Focussing on the purpose of politics has the advantage of putting the more 

imaginative and foundational question of the nature of the good society back at the 

centre of political philosophy where it belongs. Whereas Williams’ realism 

emphasises the narrower question of under what conditions state coercion is 

legitimate, the political naturalist approach breaks out of that mould to pose the 

broader question of in what kind of society we see ourselves, and those that come 

after us, living together. To be sure, I am not claiming that the notion of the ends 

that politics should serve is foreign to Williams’ realism. For one thing, the idea of 

the first political question is already a claim about the most basic end of politics, 

namely, to establish order and the conditions of cooperation. My claim, rather, is 

that it is more fruitful for political realism to continue in that vein, rather than 

switching to political legitimacy. For by putting the purpose of politics at the heart 

                                                        
22 Hall, 2015: 469. 
23 See Cherry, 2022. 
24 See e.g. NE I.9.1099b29-32; Pol. I.2.1252b29-30; Pol. III.9.1280a31. 
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of political theory, as Aristotle does, we can once again foreground the foundational 

question of the nature of the good society. 

A key advantage of political naturalism is precisely that it is more open-ended 

in terms of the positive human values it may theorise about. In mainstream political 

philosophy, the range of values is usually restricted to four: liberty, equality, 

legitimacy, and justice, as well as their relation. Under this guise, many other 

positive human values are usually not considered to be political values, but rather 

matters of personal morality, and therefore the subject matter of moral, rather than 

political, philosophy. There are, of course, a variety of reasons, some of which 

doubtless pretty good, for why mainstream political theory has historically 

developed in the way that it has.25 Nevertheless, the mainstream conception of 

political philosophy, due to its narrow focus on legitimacy and justice, empties the 

political of much of what constitutes a political society truly worth having. 

Examples of goods and values that we might want to include are those of sciences 

and the arts. They include what are usually referred to as the goods of “high 

culture”, including music, art, film, poetry, and literature, but also other well-

established values such as knowledge. We might even want to include things like 

athletic achievement and craftsmanship. And due to its focus on ends, political 

naturalism makes room for a much wider range of values in political philosophy 

and, as such, broadens realism’s horizons towards a more humanistic outlook, which 

is an outlook, I might add, that both Williams and Geuss so clearly embody. 

Political naturalism is equally open-ended when it comes to the type of political 

arrangements it may theorise about. Williams has been criticised by Paul Raekstad 

for excluding non-state forms of political organisation. 26  By appealing to 

anthropological evidence, Raekstad argues that, pace Williams, non-hierarchical 

self-governing types of collective organisation are genuinely political, and hence 

deserve to be taken seriously by political theorists.27 The necessity or desirability of 

the state cannot simply be presumed.28 

                                                        
25 See Larmore, 2020: 123-33. 
26 Raekstad, 2018, 2022. 
27 Raekstad, 2018: 154-6. 
28 Cross, 2018. 
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Political naturalism does not have the same emphasis on the state, since it poses 

the question of the ends of political community, and not the state. Rather than a 

commitment to some type of communitarianism, the political community may be 

thought of as consisting of the members of the groups we saw earlier, whereas the 

bureaucratically-organised modern state is a relatively recent invention, and only 

one type of human political organisation among others. Although the need for 

political community arises out of the facts of the human situation, this does not 

necessarily mean that the manner in which it should has to fulfil its basic function 

has to be through the state. The answer we give to the question of the ends of 

political community is thus not automatically a theory of the state in the way that 

many political theories centred on legitimacy are theories of the state. The question 

of whether there should be a state, and if so what structure it should have and what 

it should do, is a question which only comes later. For our answers to those 

questions will be determined by what we, on balance, perceive to be the benefits 

and burdens of the state in achieving or frustrating the ends of political community. 

We may, of course, still come to the conclusion that a state, or something very like 

it, is worth having, but under the political naturalist approach it is not assumed to 

be a necessary fact of politics. It can therefore accommodate the complaints of the 

radicals about the state-centric character of Williamsian realism. 

This raises a possible objection against the political naturalist approach, which 

is that there seem to be no limits to political authority.29 A central concern of 

modern political thought has always been to determine the limits of state action, 

beyond which it is not permitted for the state to regulate people’s lives. As a political 

value, legitimacy has traditionally fulfilled this function. But if legitimacy is no 

longer the fundamental political value, then the question is whether it can still put 

limits on what the state may do in order to realise the ends of political community. 

However, the question of the limits of authority remains a relevant question for a 

political naturalist theory to address, and for that purpose legitimacy as a political 

value will continue to play an important role. The difference is that the conditions 

and limits of legitimate coercion is not the question of politics, but rather one 

                                                        
29 This is a worry often voiced with respect to Aristotle’s political philosophy specifically. See 
Rosler, 2005: 1-3. 
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among a whole range of questions that have traditionally animated political 

philosophy. But it does not follow from the fact that legitimacy is no longer the 

central value of politics that we can set no limits to political authority. I will come 

back to this towards the end to explain how it can do this. 

As a model, political naturalism is not an unconstrained approach to political 

theory that fails to take notice of what things are actually like in the human 

condition. By keeping our attention firmly fixed on the basic materials of politics—

vulnerability, dependence, and the need for political authority—it reins in utopian 

imaginations of living in a society where conflict and human imperfection have 

been overcome. It allows us to be idealistic without being utopian, insofar as any 

conception of the ends of politics will have to be compatible with the constitutive 

features of the political domain. In the next section, I argue why, rather than 

separate disciplines, we should understand ethics and politics as two parts of the 

same discipline. 

 

2. Politics and ethics 

 

At the heart of political realism is the rejection of what Williams calls ‘political 

moralism’, which makes ‘the moral prior to the political’.30 As an alternative to 

moralism, Enzo Rossi and Matt Sleat note, a defining feature of political realism ‘is 

the attempt to give autonomy to political normativity and political theorising 

through a fuller understanding of the sources of normativity of politics’.31 There 

are, roughly speaking, two versions of this view in realism. On the one hand, there 

is the strong version that defends the full autonomy of politics from morality, 

insisting that they are completely separate.32 On the other hand, there is the softer 

version that is less adamant on separating the two, instead emphasising the 

‘distinctiveness and autonomy of the political from other spheres’.33 Both versions 

of realism argue that political theory should be thought of as a more-or-less 

                                                        
30 Williams, 2005b: 3. 
31 Rossi and Sleat, 2014: 690. 
32 See esp. Jubb and Rossi, 2015; Prinz and Rossi, 2017; and Rossi, 2019. 
33 Sleat, 2011: 471, 2021. 
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independent discipline with its own sources of normativity that are irreducible to 

morality. When we look at Aristotle through realist lenses, it seems as though he is 

a moralist because he specifies an ethical goal—the realisation of the flourishing of 

the citizens of the political community—for politics. And indeed, this has been the 

prevailing view in the literature.34 But this rests on a misunderstanding, and once 

we get this right Aristotle will help us see that political theory and ethics are two 

parts of the same discipline. To that end, we have to take a closer look at the 

normative structure of Aristotle’s political philosophy. 

At the outset of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle makes the rather puzzling 

announcement that ethics is part of political science.35 He confirms this later on 

when he says that ethical and political thinking are the same.36 The Politics likewise 

makes ample reference to the ethical works. In the first book, Aristotle says that 

‘whereas the polis comes into existence for the sake of life, it exists for the sake of 

the good life’.37 Elsewhere he claims that the eudaimonia of the polis is the same as 

that of the individual;38 that the polis is a community for ‘the sake of perfect and 

self-sufficient life’;39 and that for the polis to be more than just an alliance for the 

purposes of self-protection it has to concern itself with human goodness.40 There is 

clearly a strong connection between Aristotle’s ethical works and the Politics.41 

For Aristotle, what we know as the Ethics is simply ‘the most fundamental 

branch of Politics, since it defines the goal to be aimed at both by the polis, the 

political community, and also by Politics, the philosophical study of that 

community’.42 The Ethics develops Aristotle’s theory of human flourishing without 

taking into account many of the practical factors which determine the degree to 

                                                        
34 See Larmore, 2020; and Szűcs, 2020. 
35 NE 1094-95. 
36 NE VI.8.1141b24. 
37 Pol. I.2.1252b29-30, see also Pol. III.9.1280a31. 
38 Pol. VII.2.1324a4. 
39 Pol. III.9.1280b1. 
40 Pol. III.9.1280b6-10. 
41 For this connection, see Adkins, 1984; MacIntyre, 1988: 102, 2016: 178; Kahn, 1990; 
Schofield, 2006; Striker, 2006; Depew, 2009; Frede, 2013; Kamtekar, 2014; and Garver, 
2014: 66-9. 
42 Kahn, 1990: 369; see also Schofield, 2006: 307-9; and Kraut, 2002: 16-7. 
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which specific political communities are capable of realising the good of their 

citizens. It is, then, Aristotle’s ‘most normative and least circumstance-burdened 

aspect’ of the philosophical study of political community and the way those 

communities and their citizens, provided circumstances are favourable, come to 

flourish. 43  What we have come to understand as two distinct, even if related, 

disciplines (ethics and political philosophy) is for Aristotle really only one discipline, 

namely, Politics. The study of politics is not normatively subordinate to ethics, as 

in the case of political moralism, but rather encompasses ethical inquiry within a 

broader set of concerns that all fall under political science as a whole. On this 

conception, rather than two distinct, and normatively independent, fields of 

philosophical enquiry, political theory and ethics together form one discipline. 

A critic might object by arguing that, even though it may seem as though 

Aristotle’s conception of political science shows he is not a moralist in Williams’s 

sense, the fact he specifies an ethical goal for political community means he does, 

after all, treat politics as the ‘the instrument of the moral’ in similar fashion to the 

enactment model of political moralism.44 That this is the wrong reading becomes 

clear once we consider the thoroughly political nature of his ethics. As Eugene 

Garver notes, Aristotle’s ethics identifies ‘all and only those activities [as] part of the 

human good which are activities of good citizens in the good polis’.45 This is because 

the virtues of character, such as temperance, courage, and justice, which Aristotle 

discusses in NE IV and V, are all ultimately political virtues.46 They are the character 

traits that enable the citizens of the polis to live well together. 

This is complicated somewhat by NE X.7-8, where Aristotle distinguishes the 

absolute best kind of life, which he says is a life of contemplation in pursuit of 

theoretical wisdom, from secondary form of the good life, which is characterised by 

the political virtues. Aristotle’s readers have found it difficult to make sense of this 

claim, especially because it is so unexpected at the end of a work that is otherwise 

almost exclusively concerned with the political virtues. However, even if this 

                                                        
43 Depew, 2009: 400 
44 This is roughly the view of Larmore, 2020: 28-34. 
45 Garver, 2006: 128. 
46 Garver, 2006: 131-41. 
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complicates my claim about the irreducible political nature of his ethics, there is 

nevertheless no reason for thinking that his ethics, as Rossi and Sleat put it, ‘enjoy 

antecedent authority over the political’ in moralist fashion.47 Even though Aristotle 

certainly does not conceive of politics and ethics as separate disciplines in the way 

that has been the standard realist view, this does not make him a political moralist. 

Political philosophy cannot be applied ethics because, properly understood, 

ethical and political enquiry are closely intertwined fields of human enquiry. 

Treating politics either as inferior to morality in normative terms, or distinguishing 

politics from ethics to then extricate the former from the latter, are both ultimately 

misguided. After all, the ethical and the political are not autonomous spheres of 

human activity.48 It is not as though we move from the sphere of ethics to that of 

politics, or vice versa. Politics, both in practice and theory, revolves to a significant 

extent around the question of what kind of ethical lives people can, or should, be 

able to lead. And, through things like its tax regime, criminal justice system, and 

the many other policies it enacts, the state actively shapes the ethical lives of its 

subjects. Hence, to think about politics is also to think about ethics. Likewise, ethics 

is political, as Williams has argued, because our ethical conceptions of ourselves and 

the society in which we live are, at least in part, the products of the political conflicts 

of the past.49 Morality does not consist of an apolitical and ahistorical set of values 

or principles that the philosopher can translate into normative prescriptions about 

how society should be organised. Political theory is always going to be a historically-

situated enterprise. Furthermore, as was well understood for a long time in the 

history of Western political thought, any set of political arrangements depend for 

their success on the values and dispositions both of the people who rule and those 

who are ruled. Without good rulers, no stable political order. Ethical questions are 

also political questions. 

Consider that the question that we are trying to answer in political theory 

essentially boils down to “How should we live together?”, while the central question 

                                                        
47 Rossi and Sleat, 2014: 689. 
48 Geuss, 2014; Owen, 2018; Hope, 2020; and Sleat, 2022. 
49 Williams, 2005b. 



 198 

of ethics, as Williams argued, comes down to “How should one live?”.50 Since 

human beings are social animals that are dependent on each other in a myriad of 

ways, these two questions cannot really be posed, let alone answered, in isolation 

from each other. We would, therefore, do much better if we recognise both that 

politics is ethical, that ethics is political, and that there is no real use in trying to 

demarcate where one begins and the other stops. Put another way, that ethics is part 

of politics, which is precisely the insight that Aristotle’s conception of political 

science gives us. Understanding the relation between politics and ethics in 

Aristotelian fashion allows us to resolve the issue of the place of ethics within 

political theory. 

This brings us to Williams’ critique in moral philosophy. Since the publication 

of the collection of his political essays, multiple commentators have made the 

connection between his critique of moral philosophy and his political realism.51 The 

idea behind realism, from this perspective, is to rescue political theory from bad 

moral philosophy. If Aristotle, along with Kant and utilitarianism are indeed to be 

rejected, then this might explain an important part of the motivation behind his 

political realism. That is, in the words of Geuss, to save political theory from the 

‘deceitful, hypermoralized views of Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and the other major 

figures in the history of Western ethics’.52 The question for political naturalism, 

therefore, is whether it can also withstand Williams’ critique of Aristotle. For while 

his main target in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy is undoubtedly modern moral 

philosophy, or more specifically what he calls ‘the morality system’, Williams also 

takes aim at Aristotle in that book and elsewhere.53 

We have already seen, in Chapter 4, that Williams’ most important objection 

against Aristotle’s ethics, namely, that his ethics are embedded within, and hence 

dependent on, his teleological conception of the cosmos, does not apply to the neo-

Aristotelianism of someone like Alasdair MacIntyre. Even if Aristotle’s own ethics 

are dependent on the truth of his metaphysical biology, that does not preclude us 

                                                        
50 Williams, 2006a: Ch. 1. 
51 See Hall, 2015; Sagar, 2016; Hall and Sleat, 2017; and Owen, 2018. 
52 Geuss, 2005: 230; see also Sagar, 2016; Hall and Sleat, 2017: 283. 
53 See e.g. Williams, 1995a, 1995b. 
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in modernity from thinking about ethics in a broadly neo-Aristotelian fashion. 

However, Williams’ reasons for rejecting Aristotle extend beyond the issue of the 

metaphysical biology. And while neo-Aristotelians have tried to address those 

objections, this might be thought to pose a problem for political naturalism because 

of the way that it brings Aristotle and Williams together.54 But they are, at least 

initially, largely irrelevant. For just because we understand the relation between 

politics and ethics in Aristotelian fashion does not mean we also have to endorse a 

neo-Aristotelian ethics of human flourishing. That is, Aristotle can be right that 

ethics being a part of politics, while there are at the same time problems with his 

ethical theory. Political naturalism is a model for doing normative political theory 

that can be used by a range of ideological perspectives, from liberalism, anarchism, 

to neo-Aristotelianism. In fact, political naturalism may be thought of as taking a 

step towards ridding Aristotle’s political theory from some of the erroneous 

metaphysical assumptions that also plague his ethics. This is with the aim of putting 

its undeniable virtues to use, especially in comparison with the emphasis on the 

state and its legitimacy, in disenchanted modernity. 

The second moral theory that comes into question here is Williams’ critique of 

utilitarianism. That is because political naturalism and utilitarianism are both 

teleological outlooks, insofar as they centrally revolve around the ends of politics. It 

is, therefore, understandable to think that the political naturalist model might be 

vulnerable to some of Williams’s objections against utilitarianism. A central theme 

of his writings on utilitarianism is that it is incapable of doing justice to the 

(normative) complexity and messiness of our ethical and political lives. This comes 

out very clearly in the following passage: 

Utilitarianism has an appeal because it is, at least in its direct forms, a one-principle 

system which offers one of the simplest and most powerful methods possible for 

eliciting a result: its commitment in this regard can also be seen as minimal, in that it 

makes least demand on ancillary principles. … [But] the lightness of its burden in this 

respect to a great extent merely shows how little of the world’s moral luggage it is 

prepared to pick up. A system of social decision which is indifferent to issues of justice 

                                                        
54 See e.g. Taylor, 1994; Nussbaum, 1995; Broadie, 2007, 2016; and MacIntyre, 2016: 220-
30. 
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or equity certainly has less to worry about than one that is not indifferent to those 

considerations. But that type of minimal commitment is not enticing. The desirability 

of a system of social choice can be considered only relative to what it can reasonably 

be asked to do, and the simplicity of utilitarianism in this respect is no virtue if it fails 

to do what can be reasonably required of government, as for instance to consider the 

issues of equity.55 

While it might initially seem like an appealing feature of utilitarianism that it 

simplifies the way we think about political and moral questions, Williams insists 

this is in fact one of its major disadvantages. Depending on the type of 

utilitarianism, the theory specifies a moral goal (say, welfare) and asserts that 

whatever course of action or public policy maximises that moral goal ought to be 

pursued or instituted. On Williams’s view, utilitarianism has, by design, too narrow 

a conception of what is important, namely, at least in its crudest versions, only that 

which the theory specifies we should maximise. This, together with its exclusive 

concern with consequences, means it is indifferent to other considerations (like 

justice or equity) which might well be separate, or even inimical, to the 

maximisation of the overall amount of welfare. 

However, political naturalism is not consequentialist and, as such, does not 

require a unitary conception of the ends of politics, nor does it have utilitarianism’s 

absolute concern with maximisation. For while both approaches have a comparable 

emphasis on ends, consequentialists combine that with a theory of the right, 

whereas the political naturalist model does not have such a theory. To consider the 

difference, take as an example the following two considerations: justice and 

excellence in the sciences. There are clearly situations where these values conflict, as 

for example when public money is spent on universities which might otherwise be 

used for helping the poor. What is the correct response to dilemmas like these? Most 

utilitarians would give an answer of the following kind: public money should be 

spent in such a way that maximises the overall amount of welfare. But, according 

to Williams, such a response is deeply unsatisfactory because it ignores the ways in 

which justice and scientific excellence are genuinely separate considerations that 

                                                        
55 Williams, 1973: 136-7, see also Williams, 2006a: Ch. 5. 
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cannot be explained in terms of utilitarian terms (or each other). Justice is one thing, 

excellence quite another. 

A political naturalist theory, by contrast, can acknowledge these considerations 

as two genuinely distinctive, and potentially conflicting, values (or ends) that need 

to be weighed against each other. Of course, the purposes of politics, just as they 

were for Aristotle, will invariably be an important set of ethico-political goals that 

give the political community its general normative orientation. But there is nothing 

in political naturalism that determines it cannot accommodate a multiplicity of 

disparate ends, such as excellence and justice. This means that it can take into 

account a variety of ethical and political priorities that all need to be given their due 

place in our political discourse. As a result, political naturalism is more flexible, and 

hence better capable of taking the (normative) complexity of our political and 

ethical lives seriously. 

This is where we come back to the question of how, within the context of 

political naturalism, we can put limits to the authority of the state given that 

legitimacy is no longer the central political value. Suppose, plausibly, that we have 

a notion of the value of a private sphere beyond which we think it is unjustifiable 

for public institutions to regulate the lives of citizens. In addition, we also, to stick 

with the previous example, think that those same public institutions should support 

the universities for the sake of promoting human knowledge. While the ways in 

which these two could conflict in practice might not be as easy to spot as those 

between justice and scientific excellence, it is clear that they are distinct priorities. 

Moreover, we can imagine a situation where the value of a private sphere puts limits 

on what public institutions may do to promote the cultivation of human 

knowledge, ranging from the level of taxation to employing its citizens for that 

purpose. We can see, then, that political naturalism can still put limits on the 

authority of public institutions in terms how far they may go in order to realise 

whatever we envision the ultimate ends political community to be. 
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Conclusion 

 

I have developed a novel political naturalist approach to contemporary political 

philosophy. Drawing on Aristotle and Williams, the central objective was to sketch 

a model that broadens our concerns beyond legitimacy, but which starts from the 

basic materials of politics. Moreover, it resolves the place of ethics in political theory 

without being vulnerable to Williams’ critique in moral philosophy. 

It might be interesting, in closing, to say something about how political 

naturalism fits into the broader context of Aristotelian political theory. Much of 

contemporary neo-Aristotelianism remains still caught up in the medieval idea of a 

political society where neither our values nor the interest of citizens conflict, but 

rather where everything that we find important fits together into a harmonious 

whole. This means that those sympathetic to Aristotle’s perfectionist conception of 

political society, but that do not believe in the harmonious coming together of 

values, are left stranded without a clear path forward. That is because, as I have 

argued, modern political theory tends emphasise the legitimacy of the state, whereas 

Aristotle was interested in the purpose, or ends, of political community. Doing 

Aristotelian political theory in the modern mould therefore risks being terribly 

anachronistic. Political naturalism is, in part, a response to this situation, since it 

provides a model for doing Aristotelian political theory that can take up the lessons 

of Williams concerning the conflicts between our values and the interests of citizens. 

It therefore paves the way for doing modern and more realistic Aristotelian political 

theory, not beholden to the moralistic medieval utopianism that we find in much 

of contemporary neo-Aristotelianism. Political naturalism can contribute towards a 

much-needed political turn in Aristotelian philosophy.  
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Chapter 7 

 

Republicanism 
 

 

 

 

This dissertation has covered a lot of philosophical ground. From Philip Pettit’s 

neo-Roman republicanism and the nature of political freedom, Nietzsche’s 

humanism and the history of Nietzsche reception, Alasdair MacIntyre’s neo-

Aristotelianism, the liberal theories of Charles Larmore and Judith Shklar, to the 

political realism of Bernard Williams and Aristotle’s political naturalism. In the 

introduction, I outlined four desiderata for perfectionist republicanism. The first 

was that it should find the middle ground between the perfectionist ideals of 

MacIntyre and Nietzsche, on the one hand, and the humane values of liberalism, 

on the other. That will entail showing how perfectionism can be combined with a 

robust defence of values like freedom and equality so that common (liberal) 

objections against perfectionism are less convincing. Second, it should combine 

realism with idealism; that is, it should combine a non-utopian sense of the 

precariousness of the human condition with an ambitious picture of what political 

community could be like. Third, it should proceed from a disenchanted and 

naturalistic understanding of our ethical condition. Among other things, this will 

mean facing up to the fact that none of our values or commitments can enjoy 

overarching normative priority, and that there are very often conflicts between our 

values. The fourth desideratum is that perfectionist republicanism should be a 

theory for the type of large and complex societies in which we currently live, instead 

of (like MacIntyre) idealising a simpler and smaller social formation that is not ours. 

In this final chapter, I would like to show how I intend to take perfectionist 

republicanism forward, how the various parts can fit together in one internally-
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coherent political philosophy. I begin by expanding on a point that I made earlier 

about the limits of (neo-Aristotelian) ethical naturalism. 

 

1. The limits of ethical naturalism 

 

In Chapter 4 I argued that, while of great value, Alasdair MacIntyre’s neo-

Aristotelian ethical naturalism cannot provide sufficient resources as the basis of 

perfectionist republicanism. That is partially because MacIntyre has become a 

theist, appealing to ideas that from a secular point of view are untenable. Another 

reason has to do with the diversity in human ethical experience, which means that 

ethical naturalism by itself cannot deliver egalitarianism in the way that MacIntyre 

hopes. Aristotelian ethical naturalism begins by enquiring into human nature in the 

hope of finding out about the nature of human flourishing—that is, what it is for a 

human life to go well. Human nature is doing quite a lot of work here, and in a way 

that is alien to other types of ethical thought. Neo-Aristotelians stress the social and 

political dimensions of human nature, and hence of human flourishing. Due to the 

type of creatures that we are, to flourish is to depend on, and to cooperate with, 

other human beings in many different ways. I cannot survive, let alone flourish, if 

I am cut off from the relations of family and the larger socio-political unit. 

However, MacIntyre hopes the notion of human nature will do even more work. 

As we saw with his argument in defence of natural law, he wants to argue that 

inequality itself is somehow contrary to human nature and hence immoral. The 

claim is that since human flourishing has social as well as political dimensions, 

unequal social orders are perversions of our natures because to flourish one needs 

to interact with others on a relatively equal basis.1 But just because my good is 

bound up with the good of some other people (my relatives, friends, peers, etc.), and 

I am dependent on the membership of a well-ordered political community, does 

not mean that inequality is contrary to nature. For while each person’s flourishing 

is basically social, it does not mean that this extents to every person in the political 

community. To explain what I mean, consider the slave-owning societies of Ancient 

                                                        
1 MacIntyre, 2006a. 
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Greece. Aristotle notoriously argued that some people are slaves by nature, and 

hence that being a slave is in the slave’s interest.2 Even in Aristotle’s time there were 

enough people who thought that slavery could not be justified, and we certainly do 

not agree with him that being a slave could ever be conducive to one’s flourishing.3 

But there is nothing in nature that determines that every person matters, let alone 

to an equal degree. Organising a political community in such a way that there is an 

elite class of citizens that rule over subordinate groups, as was the case in many 

Greek poleis, is not a perversion of nature. With our post-Christian inheritance, we 

tend to feel very strongly about the idea that every person is important, and we 

might even have good reasons for it, but those justifications have to be different 

from the considerations that specify the social and political dimensions of human 

flourishing. Put simply, they are cultural rather than natural: they do not follow 

from ethical naturalism, but instead express our cultural ideas, which means their 

justification has to be of a different kind. 

But here we run into the problem of MacIntyre’s theism, since the specific moral 

tradition within which he places himself is that of Thomism. Many of the cultural 

resources in MacIntyre that we otherwise might have appealed to in order to oppose 

slavery, for instance, rest on metaphysical assumptions that are untenable in our 

disenchanted ethical condition. And once we remove the Thomistic elements, we 

are left with the three core stages of human flourishing—that of a practice, the 

narrative unity of a human life, and lastly that of a moral tradition—and what is a 

radically underdetermined ethico-political conception. I therefore said that just as 

we need an Aristotelian republicanism, so too do we need a republican 

Aristotelianism, by which I meant a neo-Aristotelianism that is not only closer to 

our experience of disenchanted modernity, but also one that get integrated within 

a more complex account of political society that draws on traditions besides 

Aristotle. 

 

 

                                                        
2 Pol. I.4-6. 
3 For an interesting discussion of Aristotle and slavery, see Williams, 2008: 110-6. 



 206 

2. Republic and the common good 

 

In the chapter on political naturalism, I made a distinction between the concept of 

a political community, the need for which arises out of the facts of the human 

condition, and the state, which is the modern attempt of dealing with many of those 

problems, including intractable disagreement, the need for stability and security, 

and so on. A republic, I now want to suggest, represents a specific type of political 

community. It is by no means the only type of political community, nor the most 

prevalent in human history—that honour probably goes to what we might, 

following Aristotle, dub “monarchy” (one person rule) in its different shades. 

Republics, by contrast, are political communities of citizens that are each other’s 

equals. The thing that sets republics apart from other kinds of political communities 

is the emphasis on citizenship. To be a citizen means to be a full member of the 

republic, sharing with one’s fellow citizens the rights and duties that come with it. 

In contrast to the Greek polis, no one in a modern republican community is 

excluded from citizenship, though there may also be non-citizen residents with their 

own legal status and commensurate rights and duties. Another difference with the 

polis is that, though citizens have to identify with the republic, its values, and its 

political institutions, seeing their citizenship as an important part of who they are, 

in a modern republic citizenship is something essentially of strangers. Whereas 

Greek citizenship was often based on the personal relations of a relatively close-knit 

citizenry of a small polis, perfectionist republican citizenship will invariably 

encompass many more people who will never personally get to know each other. 

This is part of a response to the point that republicanism has to be an account of 

politics that is suitable for the large and complex modern societies in which we live. 

 

The justification of equal citizenship 

 

The defence of inclusive and equal citizenship raises an important set of questions 

about the value of equality and its justification. Many think that the basis of 

political equality, as it finds its expression in modern equal citizenship, is the more 

fundamental principle of the moral equality of humanity. The belief of human 
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beings as each other’s moral equals has been the bedrock of much recent European 

and American moral and political thought. Nearly everyone, including even those 

who criticise certain aspects of modern equality, are now egalitarians of some 

description. But moral equality has proven fiendishly difficult to defend on secular 

grounds.4 For when we look around us, we find all-pervasive inequality between 

human beings in terms of qualities that are highly valued such as their talents, 

rationality, virtue, emotional intelligence, and physical appearance. So giving that 

moral principle up, as I believe we must with a disenchanted picture of the world, 

presents us with the challenge of answering the question of (political) equality anew. 

Returning to a theme that is prominent in the work of Isaiah Berlin and Williams 

that I discussed in Chapter 4, no single value—neither freedom, equality or 

justice—can enjoy overarching normative authority in our disenchanted ethical 

condition. And since there are conflicts between our values, equality has to be 

balanced against other values and normative commitments like efficiency and 

stability. 

But this does not need to lead to a devaluation of equality, since there are good 

reasons to value equality in general, and political equality in particular. For the first 

set of reasons, we can draw on Martin O’Neill’s work on so-called “Non-intrinsic 

egalitarianism”, according to which distributive inequalities are bad because they 

create stigmatising differences in status; lead to the domination of the vulnerable; 

weaken self-respect; and produce servility and deferential behaviour.5 On this view, 

we should look for the bad social effects of inequality, rather than thinking of 

equality as valuable for its own sake, informed by a ‘complex background picture of 

how people should live together as equals’.6 O’Neill is writing in the context of 

contemporary debates in liberal egalitarianism, but the ideal of a citizenry of a 

political community living together as equals is one that we also associate with the 

history of republican political thought. So the ideas of non-intrinsic egalitarianism 

can be made to fit into perfectionist republicanism as well. 

                                                        
4 See Waldron, 2002: 241-3; Leiter, 2019; and Sagar, 2024: 4-6. 
5 O’Neil, 2008. For an exploration of non-intrinsic egalitarianism in early modern European 
political thought, see Brooke, 2020. 
6 O’Neill, 2008: 125. 
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Another reason for valuing distributive equality is that they contribute to 

fostering a meritocratic political community. By securing opportunities for all, most 

notably those of education, that otherwise only the well-off have access to, every 

person is provided with the resources for personal development. Now it is of course 

true, as Michael Sandel has recently argued, that meritocracy also comes with 

substantial social risk.7 That is mostly because it has produced a culture where the 

“winners” of the social competition for status and resources believe their success to 

be solely their own making, while the “losers” also deserve to lose, helping to further 

entrench existing inequalities. And to that extent, the idea of meritocracy pulls in a 

different direction than non-intrinsic egalitarianism. Yet while Sandel takes aim at 

various aspects of modern American meritocracy that are especially egregious—the 

selection procedures of elite colleges and universities, for instance—he does not 

reject the core principle of a meritocratic social order that says that social positions 

should be awarded on the basis of merit, rather than birth, race, wealth, or gender. 

Even if imperfect, it is the best metric we have for determining who should occupy 

which social position. 

Additionally, not all meritocratic social orders are equal: some are better than 

others at fostering a political culture and social institutions that combine 

meritocratic ideals with egalitarian ones. As the experience of (European) social 

democracy shows, there is no necessary contradiction between meritocracy and a 

high top-income tax rate, good quality public education, and publicly-funded 

healthcare. Finally, large modern societies, with their highly complex divisions of 

labour and demand for expert knowledge and skills, to a significant degree depend 

meritocratic institutions for their success. As recent Western history shows, we all 

have an interest in having highly competent politicians and officials that run the 

affairs of the state. Meritocracy as such is not the problem (and we anyway lack a 

tangible alternative), the question is rather in what broader socio-cultural order it 

should be embedded so that the political community as a whole, and the wider 

world, benefit as much as possible. 

The final justification of equal citizenship that I want to mention here is that it 

                                                        
7 Sandel, 2020. 
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is among the best institutions that we have so far come up with to preserve what (in 

Chapter 5) I called, inspired by Shklar’s writings on the liberalism of fear, the 

humane values of modern politics.8 Equal citizenship has been instrumental in 

bringing about the social conditions that protect, though always imperfectly, the 

vulnerable against the abuses of power by those who wield it, whether they are 

government officials, the wealthy, or even a tyrannical husband. It is in no small 

part due to what is often referred to as the “expansion of the franchise”, to the point 

where no group in society is excluded from full and equal citizenship, that modern 

societies generally tend to do better in that regard. As such, equal citizenship 

represents one piece of the puzzle of this dissertation, which is to combine 

perfectionist ideals, on the one hand, with humane values, on the other. I come 

back to this later this section. 

 

The common good 

 

The purpose of the republic is to realise the common good, consisting of four main 

parts. They are (1) the provision of basic public goods; (2) the realisation of equal 

liberty; (3) the human flourishing of citizens; and (4) the cultivation of excellence 

in a wide range of domains. The common good represents the principles of 

republican political society, giving the political community its normative 

orientation. Even though the term “common good” might imply a Rousseauvian 

harmony of every citizen’s individual interests with the general interest, I am not 

making that more ambitious claim. To suppose that every citizen’s personal good 

could be harmonised with a common political good is an idea that we are rightly 

suspicious of. As far as these things go, I think every person would have good reason 

to consider their citizenship in their interest, given the goods and privileges that it 

offers, even if they do not subscribe to its wider perfectionist aims. But individual 

and common good cannot be unified, which means that there will inevitably be 

conflicts between the common good and the good or interest of individual citizens. 

I will first give a description of each part, after which I will expand on their 

                                                        
8 Shklar, 1998; and Williams, 2005c. 
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(normative) relation. 

At the most fundamental level, and here I am following Williams’s political 

realism, it is to provide the public goods that are the basic requirements of any 

functioning political community.9 They include things like protection from outside 

threats, social order and stability, a level of prosperity, and effective social norms 

and a legal framework to ensure the conditions of cooperation. They are first 

because they are the basic requirements of any functioning political community 

without which all further goods will remain out of reach. 

The second part of the common good is to guarantee each citizen’s liberty. 

Philip Pettit and Quentin Skinner are right to insist that our thinking about 

freedom should be centred on the notion of what it means to be a free person, rather 

than focusing on free action.10 Being a free person is to be more-or-less independent; 

it is to be able to make one’s own decisions about the shape of one’s life. This is 

always a matter of degrees, since complete independence is not possible due to the 

inherently social nature of human beings. Nevertheless, the aim here should be to 

make sure that every citizen acquires a level of independence commensurate with 

our best understanding of what that entails. More specifically, it means that every 

person should have access to a range of basic liberties that is both wide and deep. It 

has to be wide to the degree that people have a broad range of choice, and are not 

unduly limited with regards to where they live, work, what hobbies to pursue, or 

whether to start a family. And it has to be deep insofar as whatever choice a person 

happens to make, it is truly theirs and does not reflect the preferences of someone 

else. 

The third part of the common good is to realise the flourishing of every citizen. 

Human flourishing is a contentious idea, both within philosophy and beyond. 

There is disagreement about what it consists in and whether it should play a role in 

political theory. But as Martha Nussbaum has pointed out, even if we remain 

sceptical when it comes to specific neo-Aristotelian arguments, its general approach 

to ethics is very appealing.11 Questions about what it is to be a human being and 

                                                        
9 Williams, 2005b: 2-4. 
10 Pettit, 2007, 2008, 2012a; Skinner 2008. Williams, 2005a makes a similar point. 
11 Nussbaum, 1995. 
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what makes a human life go well and worth living are not only of interest to 

philosophers but to everyone. They are questions that every person, to varying 

degrees, asks about their own lives. Nowadays most (though not all) inquiry into 

human flourishing and its political implications is either explicitly neo-Aristotelian 

or is conducted in close dialogue with that tradition. 

Neo-Aristotelians recognise that every person’s flourishing will be different, 

depending on a range of factors like their interests and talents. There are many 

different ways in which human beings flourish or fail to flourish. Every human life 

is characterised by its unique challenges that have to be overcome, a specific 

composition of goods and activities that are pursued, and a set of responsibilities 

towards others. And trying to integrate them in the right way, so that each finds 

their proper place over the course of one’s life, is a central aspect of what will 

determine the overall quality of a human life as a unity.12 To be successful in this, 

the agent will need to acquire the virtues and develop their practical reasoning. 

Flourishing is always a matter of degrees. There is no human life that could not 

have gone worse or better in some way, nor can there be a final completion, whether 

in this life or another, where all human ends come together. If we broadly accept a 

non-religious neo-Aristotelian view of human flourishing, then more goods, more 

good friends, more luck, and greater talent for the things we are interested in 

enhances the quality of our lives. But despite the variety in human flourishing, there 

are components that are so fundamental that without them it will be very difficult 

to consider a human life as having gone well at the end.13 They include things like 

good family relationships, a good standard of living, and good health. 

This, in very broad terms, is MacIntyre’s neo-Aristotelian theory of human 

flourishing, but without the theistic elements. Another point where I disagree with 

him is in what kind of political community it is best realised now and around here. 

MacIntyre emphasises that to flourish means to pursue various goods that can only 

be realised together with others. Examples he gives include the goods of family life 

within the family, or the goods of the workplace together with colleagues.14 The 

                                                        
12 MacIntyre, 2007: 206-7. 
13 MacIntyre, 2016: 222. 
14 See esp. MacIntyre, 2016: 168-176. 



 212 

point is that they can only be enjoyed through the personal relations with others 

(e.g. family, peers, friends), pursuing a set of common ends through which each 

participant is able to realise a component of their own flourishing. Human 

flourishing is inherently interpersonal as well as local, embedded within a particular 

social context. Following from this, MacIntyre insists that any properly neo-

Aristotelian politics also has to be local, defending a vision of the self-governing 

participatory community.15 The business of ruling and being ruled, on MacIntyre’s 

view, has to take place on a small scale so that, as he puts it, ‘in the course of 

extended deliberative debate … there is widespread participation and from which 

no one from whom something might be learned is excluded—that is, from which 

no one is excluded’.16 

Under perfectionist republicanism, by contrast, the political community will be 

much larger, with some citizens taking up the task of ruling, while the rest will by 

and large be ruled. But that does not mean it has to ignore the distinctively local 

character of human flourishing. Part of the aim of republican political community 

is to enable the various local communities to flourish in their own right. Depending 

on the circumstances, this might have to be done by giving them a degree of 

autonomy through, for example, the federalisation of the functions of government. 

It will definitely include the provision of essential public goods, as well as 

guaranteeing the liberty of every citizen. The idea is that citizenship of a larger 

political community of the right kind can contribute positively to citizens’ 

flourishing, rather than being inimical to that goal. 

It might be said that republicanism goes against the central tenets of Aristotle’s 

political vision, stripping it of its distinctive features, and leaving very little of what 

makes it compelling. And indeed, there are multiple passages where what Aristotle 

says is at odds with the idea of a political community of a much greater size. For 

instance, Aristotle says that what distinguishes the ‘citizen proper’ from other 

citizens and residents of a polis is that they have a ‘share in giving judgment and 

exercising office’.17 What makes someone a proper citizen is that they are not simply 

                                                        
15 MacIntyre, 1998b: 248, see also MacIntyre, 1999: 129, 142. 
16 MacIntyre, 1998b: 248. 
17 Pol. III.1.1275a22, see also Pol. 1283b39. 
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ruled, but that they also partake in ruling. Elsewhere in the Politics, he claims that 

a political community has to be large enough to be self-sufficient, but that its size 

should not exceed beyond it.18 The reason for this is that since political office has to 

be distributed according to merit, citizens must know each other in order to be able 

to make that judgment. Aristotle’s idea, roughly, is that you can only judge a fellow 

citizen’s character, and whether they merit public office or not, if you know them 

personally. These are just two examples, but they point us towards the fundamentals 

of Aristotle’s vision: a relatively small and independent city-state of citizens that 

take active part in the ruling of their community. Hence, letting go of the idea that 

true political community requires more-or-less equal participation does indeed 

represent a shift away from Aristotle. What can be said in response? 

First of all, while the social context of their implementation has been changed, 

the ideas that are at the heart of Aristotle’s political theory have not. The normative 

scheme of Aristotelianism remains intact by being incorporated into republicanism, 

since it is a political community directed at realising the flourishing of its citizens. 

Secondly, the task (at least one of them) of political philosophy is to answer the 

question of how we should collectively live together. Yet our social formation is no 

longer of the size of a polis, so if Aristotle’s writings are going to help us to answer 

the question, then the ideas will have to be modified to fit contemporary conditions. 

Aristotelianism will either adapt and prove its value for political theory, or it will 

gradually fade into the background to be picked up once again by a later generation. 

Thirdly, making use of texts in the history of philosophy for modern purposes is by 

definition a selective process. Over the course of the centuries, every generation and 

every commentator has drawn attention to certain aspects of Aristotle, while 

downplaying or ignoring others.19 So it is too with MacIntyre and republicanism. 

An example of a central idea of Aristotle’s that MacIntyre ignores but that plays 

more of a role in republicanism is the claim that the best should rule. As he says in 

the Politics, since the ‘purpose of political society is not living together but good 

actions … those who contribute most to such a society have a larger share in the 

city than those who are equal or superior in freedom and birth but unequal in 

                                                        
18 Pol. VII.4.1326b14-20. 
19 For a discussion of Renaissance Aristotelianism, see MacIntyre, 2006b. 
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political goodness, or those who are superior in wealth but inferior in goodness’.20 

Rather than wealth or the fact that every citizen is born a free member of the 

community, justice demands that political office is awarded to those citizens who 

are superior in terms of ‘political goodness’; that is, in making their fellow citizens 

good by ruling them.21 MacIntyre, by contrast, says that ‘an elementary requirement 

of justice is that every relevant choice is heard and that every relevant argument is 

given due weight as an argument’.22 Whereas Aristotle thinks that merit is the 

correct criterion for determining whether someone should partake in ruling, 

MacIntyre defends the view that everyone should in principle participate. On this 

question republicanism is more on the side of Aristotle than MacIntyre. What 

makes a good politician is different now from what it was during Aristotle’s time, 

since governing a modern society requires different skills and knowledge than ruling 

a polis. Additionally, in whatever way we define merit, it clearly cannot be the only 

consideration when designing the procedures by which people are selected for 

political office. Examples of other considerations include long-term political 

stability and the degree to which a political system is responsive to the concerns of 

every part of the political community. Nevertheless, the question of what qualities 

make a good politician should play more of a role within democratic theory than it 

does currently. Merit should be part of the way we analyse political systems and 

how they make sure that the right people occupy the right position at the right time. 

The fourth and final part of the common good in republicanism is, this time 

following Nietzsche, to cultivate excellence in a wide range of domains. Without 

attempting to compose an exhaustive list, it will encompass many domains that are 

already widely regarded valuable in our culture. They centrally concern the goods 

of the arts, humanities, philosophy, music, as well as scientific and athletic 

achievements. There are multiple ways of thinking about this idea. As we have seen 

in previous chapters, Nietzsche believes that the absolute highest excellence are what 

should matter in our evaluative standpoint. That is, he insists not only that 

excellence is ultimately what really matters, but also that the most excellent people 

                                                        
20 Pol. III.9.1281a2-7. 
21 Schofield, 2006. 
22 MacIntyre, 1998b: 250, see also MacIntyre, 2016: 178. 
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and their achievements are of far greater value than even that of artists just below 

the stature of a Goethe or a Beethoven.23 We do not need to follow him in thinking 

that only the very highest levels of excellence are valuable. A more balanced 

approach, and here I am following MacIntyre’s work on the nature of practices, 

would see them as collaborative (and competitive) human enterprises where each 

participant is dependent on the contributions of others.24 Nevertheless, this final 

part of the common good does have non-egalitarian implications, because it is 

especially concerned with the development of the powers of the most talented. For 

once we accept that the goods and achievements in the aforementioned areas as 

valuable for their own sake, there is something of a direction towards excellence. 

What counts as good or best will change over time as standards of excellence evolve, 

but the orientation towards excellence itself should not. 

To include the cultivation of excellence in addition to the realisation of citizens’ 

flourishing might seem superfluous in light of the connections between the two (as 

we have seen in Chapter 2) in both Aristotle and Nietzsche. The reason for this is 

that it allows us to include excellence as part of the common good without 

undermining the broader inclusive and egalitarian conception of perfectionist 

republicanism. To see the point, it helps to consider an important difference 

between Aristotle and contemporary neo-Aristotelianism. For Aristotle, the best 

kind of polis is above all concerned with the flourishing of those citizens who have 

the potential to attain the highest levels of excellence, while the large majority of 

the inhabitants of the community, whether women, slaves, or manual labourers, are 

relegated to a subordinate status.25 Neo-Aristotelians rightly reject the exclusionary 

aspects of Aristotle’s vision of the best kind of polis, opting instead for a less 

demanding view of human flourishing and a more inclusive conception the point 

and purpose of politics. That is, instead of the flourishing of the best, neo-

Aristotelians insist that politics should concern itself with the flourishing of 

everyone in the political community. The hope is that, every person, with the right 

help and external goods, can make a decent flourishing, though not exceptional, life 

                                                        
23 See e.g. HL 9, SE 6, and BGE 258. 
24 MacIntyre, 2007: 187. 
25 See Kraut, 2002: 214-20. 
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for themselves. So combining the idea of flourishing of every single citizen as a 

central goal of the political community with an additional concern for excellence 

means that we retain the inclusive character of neo-Aristotelianism together with a 

recognition that, as both Aristotle and Nietzsche thought, human excellence is also 

part of the good society. 

 

Aristotelian teleological political ethics 

 

I have outlined a teleological (but not consequentialist, as will become clear) 

conception of the common good in four stages. My next aim is to determine the 

(normative) relation between the stages. If that relation were purely instrumental, 

we would not have come any closer to addressing a central problem of this 

dissertation, which is to give shape to a republican political theory that is 

perfectionist but also preserves the humane achievements of modern liberal politics. 

For that would mean that the value of liberty lies solely in enabling the realisation 

of every citizens’ flourishing, which in turn permits the realisation of the true 

purpose of the political community, namely, the cultivation of excellence. Given 

that there are conflicts between those parts, it would follow that in those cases where 

the liberty obstructs, rather than promotes, the realisation of perfectionist ends, the 

liberty of some may be sacrificed for that purpose. In a finite world, the resources 

that are necessary to secure one person’s liberty cannot be used for the realisation 

of other ends, so there is no way of resolving these conflicts without a loss of some 

kind. While such a theory would clearly be highly perfectionist, it fails to safeguard 

against the perfectionist excesses as we find them (for example) in Nietzsche, hence 

putting the humane achievements of modern politics at risk. 

But the relation between the four parts of the common good is not merely of an 

instrumental kind, since each is also an important end in its own right. They are 

valuable both as ends and in instrumental terms at the same time. All four are 

constitutive elements of a comprehensive picture of the good society, so if one is 

absent the picture is incomplete. To help us think about this, we can make use of 

Aristotle’s ideas about political ethics. At the outset of the Nicomachean Ethics, he 

claims that ‘every skill and every inquiry, and similarly every action’ aims at ‘some 
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good’.26 Human beings engage in activities for the sake of the goods that they yield. 

The good of medicine is health, that of shipbuilding, a vessel, and that of strategy, 

military victory. But sometimes particular ‘actions, skills, or sciences’ also come 

under a further ‘master science’.27 In that case, Aristotle argues, the goods of the 

respective master science are ‘more worthy of choice’ than those of the subordinate 

science because ‘the latter are pursued also for the sake of the former’.28 An example 

is the way in which, in Aristotle’s day, carpentry would have fallen under the 

“science” of shipbuilding. At the same time, the building of ships required 

carpentry, so the goods of carpentry are in this sense more basic and fundamental. 

Without good carpentry, no good ships. Aristotle’s scheme is teleological but not 

consequentialist because it recognises that many human goods are sought both for 

their own sake and as a means for the realisation of further goods. 

Similar to what Aristotle says about the dual function of many human goods, 

each stage of the common good is also an end as well as a means, insofar as every 

prior stage helps to set the socio-political conditions for the realisation of every 

further stage. We only have to imagine a scenario where public order has broken 

down, and where basic goods such as social stability and security are lacking, to see 

the value of the goods of the first stage. In a situation of civil unrest or economic 

destitution, a return to stability and prosperity are sought for their own sake, not 

only as a means to further goods. While there are periods when civil unrest is 

accepted in order to achieve other ends—for example, during a revolution that 

overthrows a tyrant—a return to stability will in the long run be necessary if other 

goods are to become within reach in a durable way. Yet these goods also play an 

instrumental role in the realisation of equal liberty. To be a free person in the way 

I, following Skinner and Pettit, have characterised it, requires (among other things) 

security and a level of prosperity that allows one to shape one’s life. Stuck in 

perennial poverty or dependent on another, liberty will remain beyond our grasp. 

Liberty is unrealistic, and anyway of little practical value, without the goods of the 

first part of the common good. 

                                                        
26 NE I.1.1094a1-3. 
27 NE I.1.1094a9. 
28 NE I.1.1094a13-15. 
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It is not only likely that liberty makes realising one’s life goals easier, it also has 

strong independent appeal. Someone who is unfree, for example a woman who is 

dominated by her spouse, has strong reason to want to be free.29 The same applies 

on the impersonal level of politics: in a situation where the liberty of a people has 

been seized (by a tyrant or foreign power, for example), that people has good reason 

to want liberty, irrespective of its (doubtlessly high) instrumental value. But liberty 

itself also stands in an instrumental relation to parts three and four. All else being 

equal, a society where people are free is more likely to enable its members to lead 

flourishing lives than an unfree society. That is not to say, of course, that liberty as 

we understand it today has played a role in every flourishing human life whatsoever, 

but rather that it is integral for the types of flourishing that makes sense to people 

like us. 30  As a political value, political liberty is unintelligible within social 

formations that are very different from ours—for example, that of hunter-

gatherers—but it certainly plays a central role in the ethical lives of people in large 

and complex Western societies. Liberty is valuable in part for setting the socio-

political conditions for the types of human flourishing that make sense to people 

like us. 

The instrumental relation between liberty and the fourth part of the common 

good, that which is concerned with excellence, is more indirect. For it is not obvious 

that liberty plays an instrumental function here as well, since the conditions that 

contribute to the blossoming of, say, cultural movements are generally obscure. 

Sometimes cultural historians have good reasons for thinking that they can explain 

specific cultural movements by pointing to factors that likely played a role in their 

development, but those explanations always remain partial at best. Due to the 

nature of her subject matter, the cultural historian cannot hope to match the 

explanatory power of the sciences. For his part, Nietzsche changed his mind on this 

question. In the so-called middle period, he expressed his admiration for liberty, 

which at this stage he still associated with democracy, and the independence it 

fosters, in part because he thought it provided the social conditions for his 

                                                        
29 Pettit, 2014 explores the value of liberty for the individual. 
30 See Williams, 2005a. 
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perfectionist ideals.31 The question, then, is to what extent we can be confident that 

liberty is beneficial to excellence? Part of the answer might come when we consider 

the adverse effects of unfreedom. Whether censorship or even prosecution, the 

absence of liberty is detrimental to the creative energy that fuels cultural 

movements. This point is illustrated by the fact that many of the most admired 

artistic achievements in European cultural history originated in those societies that 

were also relatively free, or freer than most other societies in Europe at that time. 

Liberty attracts intellectuals and artists in part because they are the people who, at 

least at initially, suffer most from censorship. So while the connection is clearly not 

as direct as that between the example of carpentry and shipbuilding that we saw 

earlier, insofar as the one is not absolutely indispensable for the other, liberty 

contributes to providing the social conditions for excellence. 

Although things are more contentious with the third and fourth parts of the 

common good, similar considerations can been brought to bear on the value of 

human flourishing and excellence respectively. As we saw earlier, despite the fact 

that there is deep disagreement about the nature of human flourishing, people use 

(quasi-)Aristotelian notions in the way they act and how reflect on their lives. Most 

people do want a life where they get on well with their family and friends, where 

they have the opportunity to develop their powers, pursue their interests, and devote 

themselves to projects and goals they find meaningful. That is, a life which 

embodies their understanding of what a flourishing life consists in. Likewise, a 

political community that provides every citizen with the opportunities for full self-

development is far more attractive than one which only does so for a small elite or 

does not manage it at all. Whether or not the citizens of a political community live 

full flourishing human lives figures prominently as part of the good society. 

Finally, as Nietzsche pointed out again and again, a world devoid of the highest 

human excellence would be severely impoverished. It would not represent the full 

range of what we value about humanity and its achievements, whether in the arts, 

music, philosophy, sciences, humanities, sports, or politics. It is a deficiency of 

normative political theory that these considerations are not given greater weight. 

                                                        
31 See e.g. WS 230, 293. 
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And while the notion that excellence is of independent value might be provocative 

within political theory, this might be a good time to remind ourselves that these 

ideas are widely accepted beyond the discipline. Whether it is the Olympics, the 

annual competitions for prizes and fellowships in the arts and academia, or even the 

awarding state honours for people who have made an outstanding contribution in 

a specific area of life, many people believe that excellence is an important part of 

the success of the good society. As I have made clear in this section, it is by far not 

the only thing that matters, but it does play a major role in how societies, both past 

and present, are evaluated. 

I have made some suggestions about why each stage of the common good is 

both an end, because they are a central component of the good society, and a means 

to further ends at the same time. Under this conception, equal liberty figures as one 

of the central normative goals of the political community, while also playing an 

important role in setting the socio-political conditions for the flourishing of citizens 

and the cultivation of excellence. 

It might be interesting to compare the Aristotelian teleological approach to 

political ethics of perfectionist republicanism to an alternative approach with which 

its treatment of the value of liberty bears both some notable similarities as well as 

differences: Thomas Hurka’s consequentialist perfectionism. Hurka defends a 

theory of the good, which essentially recognises three (Aristotle-inspired) types of 

human perfections—physical, and practical and theoretical reason—and combines 

that with a consequentialist theory of the right that says that those perfections ought 

to be maximised to the highest possible level.32 From this it follows that, as Hurka 

writes, ‘the best political act, institution, or government is that which promotes the 

perfection of all humans’.33 Social institutions should be structured so that they 

contribute as much as possible to realising human perfection. On this view, to the 

degree that liberty is valuable, it is solely in terms of its instrumental value in 

realising the good. Hurka is well-aware that this makes his theory vulnerable to 

objections of the kind we saw earlier, and so he tries to show that his perfectionism 

does not sanction immoral policies by defending liberty in a way that is consistent 

                                                        
32 See Hurka, 1993: 37-44, 55-9. 
33 Hurka, 1993: 147. 
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with his consequentialism. He does so by giving prudential reasons for why 

extensive state interference in personal liberty is detrimental to perfectionism, and 

should hence be avoided. For example, he argues that because the perfection of 

practical reason involves deliberation and agency in making a choice between 

multiple options, and interference by the state removes options, it tends to harm 

the human perfection of practical reason.34 It is plausible to think of liberty as 

conducive to perfection, especially in the long run. If we accept this point, then it 

will often make sense in practice to prioritise the protection of liberty. However, 

whether or not the prudential considerations hold water (and I believe they do), 

liberty does not—and, due to Hurka’s consequentialism, cannot—escape from its 

purely instrumental function. And that means that once there is a choice between 

liberty and perfection, the former will have to be sacrificed for the latter. 

Contrary to Hurka’s consequentialist perfectionism, the value of liberty is not 

reduced to its instrumental function in perfectionist republicanism. All four parts 

of the common good are constitutive elements of the good society. Together with 

the defence of equal and inclusive citizenship, the centrality of liberty for 

perfectionist republicanism is to defend against perfectionist excesses. In other 

words, the perfectionist ideals of republicanism, as I understand them, are 

embedded within a more complicated (normative) picture of the kind of modern 

political community that would be worthy of our allegiance. Embedding 

perfectionist ideals within a political theory that emphasises the priority of equal 

liberty is to make sure that the humane achievements of modern liberal politics are 

not sacrificed for the sake of human excellence. 

 

3. Republic versus state 

 

Returning to the distinction I made earlier between the republic and state, it is clear 

that realising the common good will require political institutions. Their function 

will vary depending on the context, but at a minimum it will include things like 

commanding the resources to provide public goods, as well as enabling effective 

                                                        
34 Hurka, 1993: 150-3. 
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coordination between citizens through a fair system of law. In our time, it is of 

course the state that occupies the central place in our thinking about political 

institutions. There is also a strong connection between the state and the republican 

tradition in political thought. As Skinner has argued, many early modern 

republicans thought that it was only by being a citizen of a republican state that one 

could preserve one’s liberty, since to live under a monarch means to be subject to 

their arbitrary power.35 So why distinguish between republic and state at all? 

A minor reason is that it pushes back against the Hobbesian constellation of 

things where we, on the basis of a narrow conception of our self-interest, enter into 

a truce in order to become subjects. This has always struck me as a deeply 

unattractive way of thinking. Nor is it reflective of how people actually do see 

themselves, for they think of themselves as members of that sports team, this local 

community, as a colleague of those employees, and part of that nation. With 

perfectionist republicanism, people are in the first instance citizens of a political 

community, rather than subjects of a state, where the goal of the state and its 

officials is to serve the republic and its citizenry. Distinguishing between republic 

and state turns the conventional conception of the relation between citizenry and 

state on its head. 

The more important reason is that it allows for greater conceptual flexibility. It 

makes it possible to extricate the idea of common good from the coercive power of 

political institutions. For sometimes we think that a value, or goal, or simply a state 

of affairs is desirable, but we hesitate to entrust it with bureaucratic institutions, for 

example because they lack the more fine-grained understanding of the practical 

choices that have to be made. Distinguishing between republic and state allows us 

to think of a value or goal to be in the common good, while it still falls outside the 

jurisdiction of the state—or any other set of political institutions. Most people 

accept that public goods have to be provided by political institutions, which means 

it will be in the hands of the people that run various parts of the state. They will 

have to raise the necessary taxes and decide on the best and most efficient way to 

use public resources. But while this is widely accepted for basic public goods like 

                                                        
35 Skinner, 1998, 2009. 
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the building of roads, it is much more controversial when it comes to the other parts 

of the common good. A persistent worry here, one that we find among people of 

otherwise very different political persuasion (e.g. from MacIntyre, anarchists, to 

many liberals), is that active involvement by bureaucratic institutions in many of 

the areas that I have included as being part of the common good is actually 

detrimental to those ends. It is this worry that can be accommodated through the 

conceptual distinction between republic and state. 

Consider the following example. Suppose we broadly accept the description of 

the common good of a republic, but through our reading of political history we 

have become aware of the corrupting effects of power. And it is the awareness that 

makes us hesitant to entrust the realisation of the last two parts of the common 

good with political institutions. Even in free societies, the interference by 

government officials in the arts is among the greatest stiflers of artistic creativity. A 

fully-developed perfectionist republican philosophy, in other words, can 

accommodate the idea that, although the flourishing of every citizen as well as the 

cultivation of excellence are both part of its common good, the role that political 

institutions should play in their realisation is limited because the disadvantages are 

believed to outweigh the benefits. 

Many critics of liberalism find it difficult to fully detach themselves from the 

modern liberal state. This might be thought to apply to perfectionist republicanism 

as well. Like many liberals, I distrust the utopianism of many radicals. There are 

also so-called perfectionist liberalisms with which perfectionist republicanism will 

have more in common than any sharp division into opposing ideological camps 

would be able to identify. That is to be expected, of course, since political theory 

always operates on a spectrum of ideas; zoom out far enough and everything will 

start to look alike. One of my aims goal was to render the ideas of Aristotle, 

Nietzsche, and MacIntyre in such a way that they speak more directly to our current 

situation in advanced modernity. I therefore tried to resist the nostalgia that I think 

plagues both Nietzsche and MacIntyre in different ways, developing a political 

theory that is appropriate for the large and complex societies in which we live. When 

it comes to MacIntyre specifically, one important reason for why perfectionist 

republicanism is different from his neo-Aristotelianism is his conversion into 
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Catholic Christianity. Religious faith changes everything, including moral and 

political theory. And since republicanism starts from a disenchanted view of the 

world, it is in important respects closer to secular (and liberal) philosophers like 

Isaiah Berlin and Williams than it is to MacIntyre. To try and make sense of this, 

it was important to develop a conception of the common political good in 

republicanism that, while internally coherent, can accommodate (normative) 

complexity by a recognition of the ways in which priorities sometimes pull in 

opposing directions. 

Yet there are also several reasons to resist expanding our understanding of 

liberalism to encompass perfectionist republicanism. For one thing, using the idea 

of common good is a very unliberal thing to do. The central goal of political theory, 

according to many liberals, is the ever-greater expansion of the rights and liberty of 

the individual, so that the idea of the common good is deeply suspicious, reeking 

of collectivism. The fear is that the individual becomes little more than a cog in the 

wheel of a larger unit. The more someone subscribes to that idea, the less likely that 

they think perfectionist republicanism as included in the liberal tradition. Secondly, 

though it recognises, indeed welcomes, that flourishing will take different forms 

depending on citizens’ talents and interests, there is no commitment to value 

neutrality in republicanism. Being a perfectionist theory, this is clearly the case 

when it comes to what it conceives of as the common good. But that by itself does 

not fully explain the extent of the disagreement between republicanism and the 

political liberalism of Larmore. As we saw in Chapter 5, the central aim of Larmore’s 

political liberalism is to find a moral basis for a liberal society that remains neutral 

in the light of widespread and intractable disagreement about the human good and 

the true religion. And the imposition of a constitutional regime that fails his 

neutrality test treats people merely as a means, rather than also as an ends in 

themselves. The idea of consent, in turn, is important for Larmore because he 

considers it the basis of legitimate authority. 

Rejecting the quest for neutrality, in republicanism disagreement about the 

human good is one political (rather than moral) problem among others, whether on 

the nature of justice or the content of the common good. They are political 

problems insofar as polarisation along any important dividing line threatens the 
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prospects of republican political society. For to be successful in its aims, 

republicanism requires, as MacIntyre puts it, something of a ‘common mind’ about 

the ends of politics and the rank-ordering of goods.36 As such, republican political 

community depends on a large enough portion of citizens’ views to coalesce around 

a view of the world to a sufficient degree to enable managing disagreements through 

political institutions. This helps to explain why the analysis of the sources of conflict 

among citizens, as well as (constitutional) measures to minimise its harmful effects, 

was of such great interest to Aristotle.37 But since the idea of consent as the main 

device for justifying political authority, so important to the social contract tradition, 

plays no role in republicanism, there is nothing special about disagreements 

concerning the human good that would justify presenting it as a problem of singular 

moral importance in the way that Larmore does in his political liberalism. So there 

is both considerable overlap with liberal political theory as well as substantial 

differences. But that is deliberate, for one of the goals was to show how the values 

of liberalism and those of some of its fiercest perfectionist critics could be brought 

together in a single theory. 

One of the questions on which perfectionist republicanism hangs is whether 

there can be what is often called an “open society” that is not a liberal society. That 

is, a political community that has in some respects moved beyond our current liberal 

societies, but which preserves its genuine achievements. It is an open question 

whether that is possible. But in order to change the way we think about what our 

societies are in the business of doing, we need to ask different questions and use 

new concepts. That means breaking out of the conventional mould of analytical 

political philosophy, with its exclusive focus on freedom, equality, justice and the 

legitimacy of the state, and in my chapter on political naturalism I have sketched 

an alternative way of doing normative political theory, one that revolves around the 

(Aristotelian) question of the ends of political community. 

 

 

                                                        
36 MacIntyre, 2006b: 39, see also MacIntyre, 2007: 155. 
37 See Yack, 1993; and Kraut, 2002. 
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Conclusion 

 

Perfectionist republicanism has so far only been tentatively developed, and many of 

the central questions of political theory remain unanswered. At this point, it is still 

mostly a research programme, one that I hope to develop further in the future, 

rather than a finished political theory. But since the first six chapters each had their 

own rationale, and to some degree took us in different directions, there was need 

for a final chapter that drew the various threads together. This with the hope that 

it might become clearer for the reader what I mean by perfectionist republicanism, 

as well as to show how the chapters are connected as parts of one dissertation. 

Over the course of the last two centuries, there has been a steep decline in 

religious belief in the (post-)Christian societies of Europe. In a disinterested 

universe, lacking a metaphysical justification or telos, the questions of ethics and 

political theory are even more important than they were before. After Christianity’s 

demise, the meaning and value in human life, and the purpose of political society, 

are among the most pressing problems of our time. We now know that the world 

was not made for us, or we for the world. This forces a question on us: if we are no 

longer Christians, then who do we want to be?38 In other words, the large questions 

for us are what kind of political society is worth having, and what kind of lives are 

worth living, given our secular ethical condition? I have tried to argue why coming 

to terms with our secular ethical condition should take the shape of perfectionist 

republicanism. It presents a picture of a political community of free citizens that 

live meaningful and flourishing lives, developing their powers, and pursuing a broad 

range of activities, together with others. A political community, moreover, that 

combines a realistic sense of the precariousness of the human condition, considering 

it the first purpose of politics to secure the necessities of life, with a humanistic 

affirmation of all the things that make life worth living and a political community 

truly worth having. In the words of Nietzsche: ‘virtue, art, music, dance, reason, 

intellect—something that transfigures, something refined, fantastic, and divine’.39  

                                                        
38 Williams, 2008: 166. 
39 BGE 188. 
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