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Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the nature of the connection (or lack 

thereof) between 'reason' (the human powers of cognition and judgement) and 

'virtue' (knowledge of, and action in conformity with, what is good and noble for its 

own sake), within the broad context delimited by the conditions of human nature, 

politics and the world, according to Aristotle, Machiavelli, and Hobbes. It is argued 

that an important route to the organization and appreciation of the differences 

between the thought of Aristotle on the one hand and Machiavelli and Hobbes 

on the other with respect to the subject at hand, lies through the Aristotelian 

distinction between praxis ('doing') and poie3i8 ('making'). 

According to Aristotle, a virtuous act is an instance of praxis, i.e., it is chosen 

for its own sake by the actor exercising practical wisdom over habituated right 

appetition. In the case of poiësis in contrast, the activity is a 'making' which 

creates a product seperable not only from this activity but from the well—being of 

the actor. Poiësi8 is not engaged in for its own sake, rather it is justified by its 

product. Now, in the rationally organized life, poiFsis is subordinated and directed 

by the moral considerations of praxis. 

Machiavelli and Hobbes discount the possibility that reason can direct man 

to the performance of virtuous activity, i.e., praxis. What they appear to do 

instead, is treat action and especially political action as poiësis liberated from 

praxis. This liberation has important ramifications for ethics and politics, which 

are duly considered. 
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• . .0, when degree is shaked, 
which is the ladder of all high designs, 
The enterprise is sick. How could communities, 
Degrees in Schools, and brotherhoods in cities, 
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores, 
The primogenity and due of birth, 
Prerogative of age, crowns, scepters, laurels, 
But by degree, stand in authentic place? 
Take but degree away, untune that string. 
And hark what discord follows. Each thing meets 
In mere oppugnancy. The bounded waters 
Should lift their bosoms higher than the shores 
And make a sop of all this solid globe; 
Strength should be lord of imbecility, 
And the rude son should strike his father dead; 
Force should be right, or rather right and wrong - 
Between whose endless jar justice resides - 

Should lose their names, and so should justice too. 

Then everything include itself in power, 
Power into will, will into appetite, 
And appetite, an universal wolf. 
So doubly seconded with will and power, 
Must make perforce an universal prey 
And last eat up himself. 

- Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida, Act I, Sc. iii, Ulysses speaking. 
(1972:1015). 

I must Create a System, 
or be enslaved by another Man's; 
I will not Reason and Compare; 
My business is to Create. 

- William Blake, Jerusalem, f-1O.20 (1982:153). 
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Introduction 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the nature of the connection (or lack 

thereof) between 'reason' and 'virtue', within the broader context delimited by 

the conditions of human nature, politics and the world, according to Aristotle, 

Machiavelli and Hobbes. It has become something of a tradition in contemporary 

western political philosophy to speak of the dichotomy between the 'ancients and 

moderns'. In the course of this thesis, I hope to make a modest contribution to 

this tradition by suggesting that an important way of organizing and appreciating 

the differences between the thought of Aristotle on the one hand and Machiavelli 

and Hobbes on the other is through the Aristotelian distinction between 'doing' 

(praxis) and 'making' (poiesis). 

Ethics (or the study of virtue) is the study of judgements of approval and 

disapproval, rightness and wrongness, goodness and badness about human action; 

hence it is concerned with the desirability, rightness, and goodness of actions, ends, 

objects and states of affairs. It strives to establish or recommend certain courses of 

action, ends or ways of life on the basis of their being right, good, virtuous and wise 

as opposed to wrong, bad, vicious and foolish. Typically, this attempt to come to 

terms with the 'meaning' of ethical judgements involves establishing their position 

along continua of truth and falsity, objectivity and subjectivity, and absoluteness 

and relativity. In doing so, it may be possible to distinguish two elements of the 

ethical judgement: the axiology - the identification that the action, end or object 

is right, good or virtuous; and the theory of obligation - giving an account of how 

human action is to be ordered with respect to this identification, i.e., why and how 
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the action, end or object obliges performance. 

It is assumed here that any serious treatment of ethical problems crosses into 

other modes of enquiry, including metaphysics, anthropology, epistemology and 

politics. 

The modern sciences of man, consumed, as they still are, by 'physics-envy', 

grant no place of honour or legitimacy to metaphysical speculation. Yet, as soon 

as one takes steps above the physically real world of the material and the partic-

ular, one begins to enter the domain of the metaphysical. To ask questions and 

seek answers about what is immaterial, non-physical and universal is to engage in 

metaphysics. Thus, as Gilson once observed, "Metaphysics will doubtless always 

have the task of protecting thought against the temptation to abdicate its supreme 

dignity as wisdom and, in order to become science, to materialize itself" .' 

From anthropology one obtains a description of what man is, does and is capable 

of. This conception of human nature also indicates the possibilities and limits of 

man's ability to know by giving an account of the human cognitive processes of 

perception, memory, imagination, conception and reasoning. 

Epistemology involves an investigation into the sources, structures, methods 

and validity of knowledge. For the purposes of this thesis, one might broadly 

distinguish anthropology from epistemology in the following way: the former is 

concerned to specify the physical and mental processes of man qua man and thereby 

of what all men can know, whereas epistemology emphasizes the cognitive import 

of what can be known by indicating the significance to the mind and world of this 

knowledge. Anthropology indicates the origins and sources of human knowledge 

'Gilson ( 1988:108). 
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in the faculties of the mind and epistemology subsequently orders and structures 

this knowledge. 

Finally, politics is both the context of human action and an important form of 

action in itself. Politics treats of the circumstances within which social interactions 

take place and hence the conditions under which virtuous and vicious action occurs. 

The moral life is a life inter homines, because to act virtuously is to act virtuously 

towards one another. Hence, it is practically inextricable from the political. 

It is hoped that these introductory remarks are sufficient to indicate the method-

ological inadequacy of attempting to speak of reason and virtue in isolation from 

broader metaphysical, anthropological, epistemological and political considera-

tions. Reality simply does not permit us to bracket off and manipulate an ethical 

'dimension' of human action while constraining the considerable bulk of residua 

within a net of ceteris paribus clauses. Consequently, although the focus of this 

thesis is upon the possibilities of connecting 'reason' (the human faculties of know-

ing, and knowing for doing) with 'virtue' (knowledge of what one ought to do 

together with the appropriate action), attention will be payed to other considera-

tions as they arise. 

Three exemplary thinkers will be considered in the course of this paper: Aris-

totle, Machiavelli and Hobbes. What makes great thinkers worthy of study is, 

amongst other things, their contribution to human self-understanding. The nature 

of this contribution can be described in many ways but one of its aspects would 

seem to be the clarification (if not redefinition) of existing speech, and in some 

cases the inauguration of a new vocabulary. One might even regard this "inspired 

literacy and universality of understanding" as the more political sense of partici-
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pation and as the highest form of citizenship.' The source of this inspired literacy 

is typically a 'vision' of the world beheld by the thinker. The statement of this 

vision, in the idiom of the thinker, is his 'argument'. The word 'argument' is used 

here in the broadest sense to include several words equally plausibly employed in 

describing the literature: reflection, speculation, judgement, doctrine, theory, idea, 

ideology, even philosophy.' In his 'argument' a thinker advances claims about the 

totality of relevant facts towards which he has directed his energies. In doing so, he 

also explores alternative states of being - what could be but is not - so that there 

is a constant, though not always conspicuous oscillation between 'is' and 'ought' .4 

In order to fulfill the purposes of this thesis, a selective examination and as-

sesment of the ideas of each of our three philosophers will be given. It is hoped 

that these studies will be neither obsequious nor unduly contentious. Nonetheless, 

it is to be recognized that to engage in the synoptic enterprise is to travel from 

interpretive decision to interpretive decision. The very acts of reading, selecting 

and summarizing a text are themselves interpretive because the reader must enter 

a distinct relationship with the text in which he makes choices in order to extract 

meaning. Moreover such decisions and the presence of alternatives - as for example, 

the choice of some texts over others, sections of a given text over others, and the 

emphasis of a certain line or word over others - while significant, are not always 

rendered conspicuous, nor can they be, except at the cost of producing an awkward 

and unyielding conspectus. Before proceeding further, then, a brief attempt will 

2Berki ( 1977:10). 
3Berki ( 1977:11). 
'See Crick ( 1973:12,30); Wolin ( 1960:19); Plamenatz ( 1963:xix); for introductory discussions of 

this feature. 
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be made to set out some of the basic interpretive decisions of this text. 

First, I am guilty of not taking into account the 'developments of thought' 

often attributed to our three authors. Indeed, I tend to ride roughshod over such 

differences (even though they are not always of interpretive minutae) in order 

to concentrate on what are generally acknowledged to be their principal texts. 

Which is to say, this paper explicitly focusses on The Prince and the Discourses 

of Machiavelli, the Leviathan of Hobbes, and the Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle. 

Parenthetic references are made to our philosophers' other works where they seem 

to contribute to our understanding of these principal texts. 

Second, in my individual treatment of the authors, I have catered to and been 

guided by the character of the subject matter: the individual text and its style. 

Thus, in the case of Machiavelli, who is perhaps the least manifestly philosophic 

and systematic and who makes free and frequent use of the idiom of his day, it 

was regarded as necessary to seek assistance from Machiavelli's times and context 

in order to deliver his meaning. Otherwise, his texts remain difficult at crucial 

points and their overall coherence somewhat tenuous. Hobbes, on the other hand, 

is a far more self—conscious, systematic and perspicuous writer. Consequently, he is 

considered without any reference to the controversies of his day. Similarly, Aristotle 

provides us with readily intelligible texts amenable to close textual analysis. Thus 

again, I rely wholly upon textual exegesis to obtain his argument. 

While the texts of all three authors are open to more historically acute and 

contextually sensitive reading, it is assumed here that if the text can be rendered 

intelligible without having to leave it then that interpretation is to be preferred 
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over a 'historical' one.5 To the extent that thought issues out of experience, and 

experience is particular and contextual, one must read a given text with an eye to 

the author's context and experience, rather than one's own. However, one must 

also be wary of the counter danger, that of allowing the clear and striking voice 

of the 'great and unique' thinker to be drowned in the cacophony issuing from the 

multitude of his peers. 

Third, secondary sources to our principal texts are treated instrumentally as 

things ancillary. They are presented either because they elucidate a point with 

especial clarity, or in order to register an area of controversy. While controversies 

local to the exegesis of each author are fascinating, they generate a compelling 

undertow more than capable of submerging the interested reader. Accordingly, 

an attempt has been made to relegate secondary sources and commentaries to 

footnotes so as not to obscure unnecessarily our basic texts nor to distract the 

attention of the reader. 

Although Machiavelli and Hobbes offer theoretically and historically distinct ar-

guments, an attempt will be made to recast their arguments using the Aristotelian 

idiom of 'art' or 'making'. Specifically, it will be argued that the human ability to 

make or create a world for themselves without any ontological grounding plays a 

pivotal role in the thought of Machiavelli and Hobbes. While it is assumed that 

this role was their conscious intention, it is not essential to the claims advanced 

here that this intention be accepted. It will be sufficient, if it can be shown that the 

'For example, taking up a suggestion by Pocock (1975:393, s.a.400,n.7), it is "possible for Machi-

avelli to say things which he did not intend, which revealed contrary intentions or no intentions in 
particular, even a rhetorical culture, in which it was permissable for him to follow up the implica-
tions of existing speech in directions which turned out to be anomalous or contradictory". While 
this may be true, it has been assumed here that an author is coherent until proven incoherent. 
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pattern of thought entailed by the notion of 'making' is recognizable in their texts, 

and that it is consistent with their operating assumptions. Employing the idiom 

of 'art' or 'making' in the reading of Machiavelli and Hobbes, has two important 

benefits: first, it allows for a readier comparison of their positions against those of 

Aristotle, and second, it brings many of the moral implications of their views into 

starker relief, 

Chapter one offers a summary of Machiavelli's argument. In it, an attempt 

is made to demonstrate the presence of the 'perspective of art' by highlighting 

Machiavelli's use of the idiom of making. It is argued this idiom structures his 

description of politics and accounts for the artistic nature of his version of succesful 

human action, virtu'. 

Chapter two presents a parallel summary of Hobbes' argument. In many re-

spects, Hobbes provides a more self—conscious and theoretically rigorous version 

of Machiavelli's descriptions of man and political action. Of particular interest, is 

the way in which Hobbes seeks to establish an epistemological connection between 

making and knowing. 

The arguments of both Machiavelli and Hobbes point to the failure of any-

thing approximating 'right reason' to determine what is good and bad, virtuous 

and vicious. This attitude is challenged in chapter three with a consideration of 

selected aspects of Aristotle's ethical theory. Emphasis is placed upon his epis-

temological distinctions and particularly those between praxis (doing) and poiësis 

(making). Aristotle's attempt to link phronësis (practical reason) to virtue (and 

moral knowledge) is then considered. 

The Aristotelian distinction between praxis and poiësis is used in chapter four 
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to emphasize the principal features of, and differences between, the arguments 

of Machiavelli and Hobbes on the one hand, and Aristotle on the other. These 

differences are drawn out in terms of their implications for ethical and political 

action. Concluding remarks are then made. 

By what standard are we to compare the arguments of the three thinkers once 

we have them before us in a form that affords comparison? What would Aristotle 

suggest? In the concluding remarks of the Nicomachean Ethics, he writes: 

the truth in practical matters is discerned from the facts of life; for these 
are the decisive factor. We must therefore survey what we have already 
said, bringing it to the test of the facts of life, and if it harmonizes with 
the facts we must accept it, but if it clashes with them we must suppose 
it to be mere theory.6 

Machiavelli would no doubt concur with such a suggestion. In describing his 

own text, The Prince, he writes the following: 

And because I know that many have written about this, I fear that, 
when I write about it, I shall be thought conceited, since in discussing 
this material I depart very far from the methods of the others. But 
since my purpose is to write something useful to him who comprehends 
it, I have decided that I must concern myself with the truth of the 
matter as facts show it rather than with any fanciful notion.7 

Hobbes sets a similar but somewhat more introspective tone. The task of 

coming to know man - the structure of his nature and the dynamics called politics 

into which he enters - is an exceedingly difficult one.' The final form of personally— 

satisfying verification for Hobbes is simply to "Read thy self'. Thus, at the close 

of his introduction to the Leviathan, he writes 

°NE,X,9, 1179a15-25. 
7P,15:57. 
8 S difficult in fact that Hobbes is comfortable claiming in the Epistle Dedicatory to his Elements 

of Law: that "Natural Philosophy is therefore but young; but Civil Philosophy yet much younger, 
as being no older ... than my own book De Give". - EW,I:ix. 
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He that is to govern a whole Nation, must read in himself, not this, 
or that particular man; but Man—kind: which though it be hard to do, 
harder than to learn any language, or science; yet, when I shall have set 
down my own reading orderly, and perspicuously, the pains left another, 
will be onely to consider, if he also-find not the same in himself. For 
this kind of Doctrine, admitteth no other demonstration.9 

It would seem, then, that none of our authors would object to having their 

arguments raised and scrutinized against the testimony of common, personal, lived 

experience of the world, and of living, acting, and interacting with others in that 

world. Moreover, to the extent that this appeal to experience can be the test of 

each argument individually, it can also serve to allow us to compare them. That ar-

gument which provides a quantitatively more extensive (and perhaps qualitatively 

richer) account of the observations which constitute genuine human experience 

without either omitting or contradicting any significant aspects of this experience 

would seem to be the better argument.'° 

Finally, it should be noted that hovering above the task of this paper is that 

nebulous notion, 'modernity'. For it is assumed that the arguments of Machiavelli 

and Hobbes are the arguments of two moderns expressing self—understandings (al-

though by no means the only understandings of modernity). The arguments of 

Machiavelli and Hobbes contain important indications of how we, as moderns, see 

our selves, actions, purposes and place in the world. Thus, to scrutinize their ar-

guments is to consider the not always obvious assumptions that underlie how and 

why we do what we do and what the significance of these actions is. 

9Lev:82. 

"See Maclntyre's (1984) postscript suggestions. Berki ( 1977:100) suggests to seek out possible 
"inadequacies and omissions which were you to allow yourself to be entirely drawn 'into' the author's 
world, would escape your notice". 



Chapter 1 

Machiavelli 

It is certainly true that the "swiftness and niceness" of Machiavelli's adjustment 

of means to ends has about it "a sort of poetry and something like an aesthetic 

thrill" as Butterfield is moved to observe.' It is also possible to see in what Wolin 

has aptly called Machiavelli's 'economy of violence' an aesthetic principle, fusing 

elegance and simplicity with grandeur and glory, finding expression.2 However, the 

implications for ethics of the association of virtu' (or politics) with art or making 

extend considerably further. 

It is possible for us to distinguish the mode of human action Machiavelli rec-

ommends, namely virtu' (and its most grandiose manifestation in political action) 

from moral virtue. Virtu' is amoral, i.e., it may include both morally virtuous and 

morally detestable action. This is so because Machiavelli does not make of ethical 

considerations criteria internal to the practice of virtu'. More specifically, conceiv-

ing of virtz (and particularly political action) as technical skill, as 'art' provides 

an integrated account of this necessarily amoral character. Virtu' it will be seen, 

seeks to perfect not the agent, but the product, i.e., in this case, the state and its 

institutions. 

We begin with what Machiavelli has to say about human nature. In his eyes 

men are bad, selfish and animalistic. The possibility that these are prudential 

1Butterfle1d (1940:76)-
2 Wolin ( 1960:220-4). See also Hulliung (1983:223); and Lerner ( 1950:XLiv). 

10 
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rather than anthropological observations is explored but rejected. It is argued that 

Machiavelli did not regard human reason as a faculty that oriented man towards 

well-doing. This is so for two reasons: first, reason mediates rather than masters 

the corporeal, desiring will; and second, there are inadequacies internal to the 

functioning, calculating process of reason. We turn then from the inadequacy of 

reason to the pivotal struggle between virtu' and Fortuna. According to the sciences 

of Machiavelli's day, the world was cosmologically and astrologically integrated 

so that successful human action (i.e., virtu') entailed 'changing with the times', 

'seizing the opportunity' and so on. However, these sciences also stipulated limits 

to human versatility. The heavenly bodies were thought to exert occult, astrological 

influences upon the constitutive 'humours' of man fixing individual temperament 

along specific lines. Nonetheless, it is argued that Machiavelli does not completely 

acquiesce to this affront to the glory of free human action. Accordingly, his final 

counsel is for the man of virtu' (to stretch whatever the confines of his limited 

disposition may be and) figuratively to 'rape' Fortuna. The world is an unsafe 

place in which Fortuna frustrates human desires by rendering the world arbitrary, 

uncertain and difficult for consistent, purposive action. Consequently, virtà in 

its role in mastering Fortuna, must embody a certain frame of mind and entail 

a certain kind of action: a technical attitude actualized as making. In this way, 

virtz't creates spheres of human action from which the fickle whims of Fortuna can 

be excluded. The exemplary instance of virtz, and the case upon which the bulk 

of Machiavelli's political philosophy dwells, is the political founder. Machiavelli 

characterizes politics, and especially political foundings - including the founder, 

people, state and relationship between the three - in the idiom of art: as form 
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imposed upon a matter brought into being as a work of art which is external to 

the actor. 

1.1 Human Nature 

We begin with what Machiavelli writes about human nature in general, about 

the permanent substratum in all men; i.e. about "the same desires and the same 

traits".' Machiavelli's depiction of man and human nature is sketchy at best. 

Nevertheless, one cannot fail to notice the dark and unflattering colours of this 

portrayal.4 Machiavelli has this to say "about men in general: they are ungrateful, 

changeable, simulators and dissimulators, runaways in danger, eager for gain; while 

you do well by them they are all yours; they offer you their blood, their property, 

their lives, their children,". In short, "men are more prone to evil then to good".' 

Moreover, "since men are bad, they break [a chain of duty] at every chance for 

their own profit;" that is, they are passionately self—regarding.' Passions are not 

only contrary to general advantages they cause men to prey upon one another with 

a destructive single—mindedness.7 

At the root of these characterizations of rapacious human nature is a concep-

tion of man in animalistic terms. Machiavelli typically associates man with beast 

3A11 citations to Machiavelli's texts are from The Chief Works and Others, trans. A. Gilbert 

(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1965); henceforth: "title,vol.,ch. (where applicable): 
Gilbert's page numbers". D,I,39:278. See also D,III,43:521. D,I,11:226. 

4Prezzolini (1970:27); Jones (nd:29); Anglo ( 1969:203); Adeney (1986:61-62); Maritain 
(1955:294); Sasso ( 1977:206-207); and Sabine ( 1961:342); all typify this recognition. 

5D,I,9:218. See also IIF,VII,30:1375— "men are readier to evil then to good". P,18:65. TA:736. 
D,I,37:272. L:897. 

°P,17:62. See also HF,V,31:1276 - "It seldoms happens that individual passions do not act 
against general advantages." D,III,21:478. L:927. For instances of self—regarding passions, see also 
P,2,9,10,17,20. D,I,2,37,57. D,III,6,12,23,30,34,43. 

7D,I,40:284. See also D,III,48:526. 



13 

through their similarities in love (covetousness and desire) and fear (suspicion and 

hate). Machiavelli contends that "men are driven chiefly by two things: love and 

fear"' and often assumes this dichotomy when the issue of psychological motivation 

arises. In the course of his discussion of human actors and their actions, Machiavelli 

also adumbrates several of the more important objects of these passions, including: 

fame and glory,9 wealth,'° liberty," and even food.'2 

Early in the Discourses, Machiavelli expresses one of his key assumptions for 

political analysis: 

As is demonstrated by all those who discuss life on a well—ordered state 

- and history is full of examples - it is necessary for him who lays 
out a state and arranges laws for it to presuppose that all men are evil 
and that they are always going to act according to the wickedness of 
their spirits whenever they have free scope. 13 

The passage is important, not only because it expresses Machiavelli's pessimism, 

but because of the way it is expressed, i.e., as a dictum of prudence rather than 

as a necessary truth about man. One must therefore, distinguish the historical 

observation that many, even most, men are bad (and its prudential corrollary that 

one must assume so to forestall being taken advantage of) from the philosophical 

claim that evil is constitutive of the fundamental and immutable structure of human 

nature.14 Are men inclined to do evil rather than good? Are they fundamentally 

8D,III,21:477. 
9D,I,27:255. D,I,37:272. 

'°D,I,27:255. D,I,37:272. 
'1D,I,16:237. D,I,46:290. 
12GA,8:771-2. 
'3D,I,3:201. See also P,15:58. P,18:66. D,I,2. D,I,1O. D,I,3:201 - Lest one object that men do 

not always appear evil, Machiavelli hastens to add: "and when any wickedness remains hidden for 
a time, the reason is some hidden cause which, in the lack of any experience of the contrary, is not 

recognized, but then its discovery is brought about by Time, which they say is the father of every 
Truth". 

141t is an error that Kontos ( 1972:99-100) for example, charges Machiavelli with. 
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incapable of resisting their own impenetrable malice? Or, do Machiavelli's texts 

give us grounds to temper his obvious pessimism towards man? 

Machiavelli's treatment of human nature is "not unrelieved pessimism"." The 

critical edge to Machiavelli's claim that men in general tend to evil may be blunted, 

if it is re—formulated, not as an assertion about the inherent evilness of man, but as 

a symptom of man's weakness towards his own passions (grounded in his corporeal 

nature). In drawing his conclusions on Claudius Appius, Machiavelli notes, 

how easily men are bribed and brought to assume a wholly different 
nature, however good and well brought up they may have been, when 
we observe how the group of young men that Appius chose to have 
around him grew friendly to tyranny because of a little profit they 
gained, and how Quintus Fabius, one of the number of the second Ten, 
though a very good man, was blinded by a little ambition and influenced 
by Appius' wickedness, so that his good morals changed to utterly bad 
ones and he became like the tyrant.'6 

Machiavelli thus does not preclude the possibility that men may know and act ac-

cording to a conception of the good. Elsewhere, Machiavelli assumes that everyone 

would find it praiseworthy for Princes to possess the orthodox catalogue of moral 

virtues.17 In the same vein, he registers a certain natural honour for gratitude and 

blame for ingratitude.'8 He also draws attention to his own 'rational' inclination 

to "bring benefit common to everybody"." One might also say that Machiavelli's 

15 As Germino (1972:60) puts it. See also Strauss (1958:234). 

16D,I,42:285. 
'7P,15:58. See also P,18:64. D,III,20:476. See also Strauss (1958:234) who argues that Machiavelli 

"does not deny" that "All men understand by goodness and badness the same things and they know 
that goodness deserves praise and badness deserves blame". Cf. Berlin (1979:37) who contends 
that Machiavelli believed there was no "a priori certainty directly revealed to reason or intention 
about the unalterable development of men or social groups in certain directions, in pursuit of goals 

implanted in them by God or by nature". 
'8D,I,2:197. D,I,29:257. See also Parel ( 1987) 
19D,I,pref:191. 
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frequent discussions of political corruption presuppose that the state and its people 

were once 'good' and healthy and that they are capable of becoming 'good' in the 

future.2° 

It is certainly true that Machiavelli believed that man was easilly corrupted. 

Yet corruption presupposes that man was once not corrupt, that he was 'good 

and well—brought up'. Moreover, if environment and circumstances can corrupt a 

man they can also make him good. There are, in this regard, several suggestions 

that goodness and badness are not fixed qualities of individual nature but rather 

outcomes of, or at least alterable through, further human action (a point that will 

be developed later). 21 

Perhaps therefore, the problem for ethical action as one finds it in Machiavelli's 

texts, has less to do with a natural failure to perceive the good than with a weakness 

of mind to live and act by what is good. In this regard, Machiavelli seems to see 

in man the failure of any internal human faculty to consider, choose and act upon 

right and wrong. As was noted above, Machiavelli frequently mentions the 'animal' 

attributes of man. One now notes the conspicuous absence of references to 'human 

reason' as a commanding or directing power in the psyche. Presumably, Machiavelli 

found it to be ineffective and hence irrelevant. Men are, according to Machiavelli, 

insatiable: "never does ambition abandon them". He explains "the cause is that 

20D,III,1:419. In this regard, there is the feeling expressed early in the Art of War, through 
the mouth of Fabrizio, that in the state where 'something good' remains, it is 'not impossible' to 
induce men "to honor and reward excellence, not to despise poverty, to esteem the methods and 
regulations of military discipline, to oblige the citizens to love one another, to live without factions, 
to esteem private less than public good, and other like things that could easilly fit in with our 
times." - AW,I:572. 

21D,I,42:285 for example. See also Anglo (1969:203). Compare against Berlin's ( 1.979:41) asses-
ment that "there is no trace in Machiavelli's thought of any notion of systematic evolution of of 
the individual or society as a self—transforming entity". 
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Nature has made men able to crave everything but unable to attain everything"."  

Whereas the passions are intrinsic to human nature, there is no suggestion that 

Nature may also have provided man with the ability to moderate his perpetual 

desires or assuage his continual corporeal discontent.23 When Machiavelli does 

mention the successful limitation of human passions, he is typically citing some 

factor external to the human psyche, such as law or coercive force, the influence of 

which when exerted upon the human actor overcomes his natural passions. 24 

Now, Machiavelli has been soundly rebuked, for allowing the noble faculties 

of the human mind to atrophy. Strauss and Maritain, for example, both note 

the cancellation of the image of God in man and its replacement by that of the 

beast.25 Yet it is striking, that the criticisms levelled against Machiavelli on this 

crucial point parallel Machiavelli's own account in the Exhortation to Penitence 

of man's ingratitude to God in turning away from Him and of the self—defilement 

that results. Machiavelli writes "thus with these brutish deeds [vices and excesses] 

man changes himself from a rational animal into a brute animal. Man changes, 

therefore by practicing this ingratitude to God, from angel to devil, from master 

to servant, from man to beast." 26 On the other hand, one must also be wary of 

22D,I,37:272. See also D,III,27:491. HF,III,13:1160. TA:735. GA,8:772. 
"However, he does mention the possibility of causality/influence running in the opposite direc-

tion. In D,II,pref323, Machiavelli explains that man's knowledge of his own past (the times of his 
youth) in remembrance and experience would be as true and certain as his knowledge of the present 

"if in all times of their lives men were of the same judgement and had the same appetites; but since 
these change, the times, although they do not change, cannot appear the same to men who have 
other appetites, other pleasures, other interests in old age than in youth." 
"See for example, TA:737. 
255trauss ( 1958:78, 256). See also Adeney ( 1986:58). According to Maritain (1955:294-5), Machi-

avelli affects "the most violent mutilation suffered by the human practical intellect and the organism 

of practical wisdom." 
26EP:172-173. 

0 
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making too much of an exceedingly short work, the intent and sincerity of which 

remain somewhat dubious. 

It was suggested above that perhaps Machiavelli does not exclude the possibility 

that men are aware of, and can distinguish good from evil, praiseworthy from 

detestable. However, it will be useful to consider one of the examples in greater 

care. In the Discourses, Machiavelli separates the famous from the infamous: the 

former include creators of religions, republics, kingdoms; patriotic generals; men 

of letters; and achieved professionals. In the latter category Machiavelli places 

"destroyers of religions, squanderers of kingdoms and republics, enemies of virtues, 

of letters, and of every other art that brings gain and honor to the human race, such 

as the impious, the violent, the ignorant, the no—account, the lazy, the cowardly". 27 

It is a seemingly straightforward distinction and so Machiavelli states that "no one 

will ever be so foolish or so wise, so bad or so good, that, if there is put before 

him the choice between the two kinds of men, he will not praise what is to be 

praised and blame what is to be blamed."" The implication appears to be that 

man, be he simple or learned, bad or good, can, when the alternatives are clearly 

seen, recognize good from bad. However, Machiavelli hastens to add, "yet in the 

end, almost all, deceived by a false good and a false glory, allow themselves to 

go, either willingly or ignorantly, into the positions of those who deserve more 

blame than praise"." Thus, 'almost all' (though notably not all) men pursue 

what is not truly good, either willingly - that is, the will overrides the knowledge 

of the good, so that the man acts 'voluntarily' but contrary to his reason - or, 

27D,I,].O:220. 

28D,I,1O:220. See also L:888. L:911. 
29D,I,1O:220. emphasis added. 
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and in contradistinction to, 'ignorantly' - such as an error in judgement due to 

inadequate information. 

Errors of the first sort pertain to prudence. Of prudence, Machiavelli writes to 

Vettori, "I believe that it is at all times the duty of a prudent man to reflect on 

what may harm him, and to foresee things when they are at a distance, and to 

assist what is good and to resist evil in time" ."  This then is how man ought to be. 

To appreciate how man is, one must turn to the frank and cutting analysis of the 

(man turned) pig in the Golden Ass. On "prudence, an excellent virtue, through 

which men magnify their excellence" the pig observes "they know best bow to apply 

this virtue who without instruction, for themselves see how to produce their own 

well—being and to avoid distress" The pig contends that the animal is superior 

to man in 'prudence' (and for that matter 'temperance'), for whereas the animal 

commanded by nature (and directed by its natural instincts) knows where to live 

and what to eat, and is contented with what it finds in the world, man is "hapless", 

moved by his "shameful greed for gain" and wishing for "that which Nature cannot 

supply", he roams the earth to fulfill his "greedy desires". The pig duly explains to 

man that "in dangers you seek wealth; this blocked against you the path of well— 

doing"."  Thus, human prudence is inadequate to the task of well—doing because 

it is overcome or superceded by man's corporeal will to gain and drawn to service 

desire. 

30L:911. 
31GA,8:770. 
32GA,8:771. Again, see also EP:172, for Machiavelli's characterization of man discarding his 

potentially transcendent "reason and intellect" so that "those thoughts about God, he changes into 
thoughts about the world". The woridy and corporeal in man surges to the fore as "lust and many 
other dissipations" and in "brutish deeds". 
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Machiavelli, then, seems to assume no hierarchy to the structure of the human 

soul. Mind is left to roam, what Cermino calls, a "horizontal field of conflicting 

desires"." As he explains it, 

Reason [talent] and intellect (ingegno, inielleto) in Machiavelli do not 
command the passions but help to illumine their nature and to bring 
their existence, power, and motion to man's self consciousness. Along 
with imagination (fantasia) and a whole panoply of faculties under the 
name of virtz, reason assists man to obtaining his desired ends, of which 
the most basic is security and the most exalted 'glory'. The psyche 
itself is not oriented toward transcendance but toward the achievement 
of intramundane desires. 34 

The realm of action for man (or at least 'most men') is the worldly and mate-

rial. The ends of action are dictated by man's corporeal nature i.e. his passions. 

Consequently, the mind is employed to attain these ends as efficiently as possible. 

In Machiavelli's words: "Since no man has power to drive her [ambition, but one 

might include all of the passions here] out of himself, needful it is that Judgement 

and Sound Intellect, with Method and Vigor, be her companions" The mind is 

activated not to restrain the passions, except incidentally, but rather to see that 

the passions are gratified effectively yet safely. 

Reason may fail to make its presence felt in its relationship with desire, but 

it may also (and this is the second source of human wrong—doing) err internally, 

i.e., be a source of incorrect judgements. One could group these errors into one 

of several categories. First, and an aspect of Machiavelli's much vaunted realism, 

the world is a difficult place in which to make unequivocal decisions. In the realm 

of action there are no unqualified goods. Alternate courses of action rarely have 

33Germino (1972:80). 

34Germino ( 1972:81). 
35TA:739. 
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either all good or all evil consequences. Machiavelli writes: "in connection with 

good there seems always to be something bad, which so easily grows up along 

with the good that to avoid bad while striving for good seems impossible. This is 

apparent in everything men do."" Second, the exercise of prudence requires that 

man be concerned with the far and the future, yet most people dwell on the near 

and the now. They do not see the whole picture, and in some cases cannot for lack 

of relevant experience. 37 

Finally, in Machiavelli's words "the mind of man, ever intent on what is natural 

to it, grants no protection against either habit or nature". Men are, according to 

the natural sciences of Machiavelli's day, individually predisposed by the cosmic 

causal system in which they belong.38 It is this latter factor which, as we shall see, 

plays a significant role in Machiavelli's assessment of human action in the world. 

In the final analysis then, it is not entirely clear whether Machiavelli denied to 

human reason the ability to participate in 'eternal reason' and with it the natural 

ability to know good from evil, virtue from vice. What is clear is that, in practice, 

Machiavelli assumes that 'almost all' men are little more than calculating brutes.39 

36D,III,37:512. See also L:793 - on the choice of lesser evils. L:954. L:959. D,I,6:209. 
D,III,11:457. P,15:57-8. D,Ifl,27:489. GA,5:763. P49:72. HF,VI:1309. M,IV,6:8110. 

37L:920 - Men suffer the "natural defect" of "wishing to live from day to day". Most men 

are taken by appearances: D,I,53:302-3. Dec,II:1461; or lack experience: D,II,22:385-6. D,III,39. 
L:897. 

38GA,1:752. 
39Pare1 (1987:76). So that Berlin (1979:37) becomes de facto correct. 
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1.2 Virtu' and Fortuna 

The rehearsal of Machiavelli's commments on general human nature does not ac-

count for all his observations on man and human action. In order to complete the 

picture, one must consider the central interplay between virtü and Fortuna. The 

relationship between virtu' and Fortuna is a traditional one with a long and rich 

lineage. As Flanagan notes "the notions of virtu' and Fortuna were the common 

property of an entire civilization; and Machiavelli would have been exposed to them 

at every turn, in daily conversation as well as in his study of the classic authors"."  

Amongst the classical authors, one could recognise the relationship in Terence, 

Virgil, Livy and Seneca (for whom bravery and daring wins fortune), or Cicero 

and Plutarch (who place wisdom and judgement against Fortuna), and similarly, 

Juvenal, Claudian, and Boethius. Likewise, one finds the virtu'-Fortuna relation-

ship in one form or another in many authors of the Middle Ages and Renaissance, 

including Dante, Petrarch, Leon Battista Alberti, and Bembo.4' 

• It should be acknowledged that there are ambiguities in Machiavelli's account of 

the relationship. Individually and contradistinguished, virt-a and Fortuna appear 

in a myriad of guises: as substantive and metaphoric forces, in colloquial and 

technical usages, and in trivial and substantial contexts. 4' However, considering 

that it was a loose relationship of wide currency between two notions that were 

"Flanagan ( 1972:129). 
41Anglo (1969:227-8). 
42Anglo (1969:218-222). See also Pitkin ( 1984:155-6) who identifies four layers of ambiguity to 

the relationship: the treatment of Fortuna by virii: does it conquer, master, please, win, anticipate, 
adapt to, secure Fortuna, or what? What is the proper method and what does it mean to harmonize 
with the times? Whose fortune is at stake, for example, individual or collective? What is the true 
extent of Fortuna 's power? 
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themselves ambiguous, it is not surprising that the virtz-Fortuna relationship was 

multifaceted, if not altogether confusing at times, nor that Machiavelli was party to 

this confusion. Moreover, it could be argued that such imprecision is appropriate 

to the human condition and the nature of action in the world, i.e., that one should 

not expect more precision than the subject matter allows. 43 

1.2.1 Fortuna 

Machiavelli's characterization of Fortuna is (perhaps appropriately) then, as vari-

able as the capricious nature he attributes to her. She is above all else a variable, 

unstable, voluble, fickle, inconstant, changeable, irregular and intermittent 'force' 

in the world.44 She is a goddess who intervenes in, and is the "arbiter of all human 

things" .4' " As such, she is the source of arbitrarines and unpredictability in the 

world in a way that reducing her to a literary symbol of 'chance' does not ade-

quately convey. The association of Fortuna with the contingent event should not 

lead one to neglect the fact that for Machiavelli and most of his contemporaries 

Fortuna was an active entity and not merely shorthand for the element of chance. 

Because it occurs with some regularity in Machiavelli's major works, minor works 

and correspondence alike, Fortuna must be taken seriously and not diminished as 

a rhetorical or literary device. Moreover, to the extent that Machiavelli had a 

"See for example, Mazzeo (1970:41) who suggests that Machiavelli's "vague cosmology is not an 
end in itself but the most appropriate frame for containing a universe of discourse about action 

which will be true to all the ambiguities in it". See also Maclntyre ( 1984:93,105). Anglo ( 1969:224). 

44GA:8:772. AW,IV:648. C,5:862. L:998. HF,IV,33:1242. Cf. HF,II,30:1116. See also Chabod 
(1958:69-70); Orr ( 1972:199); Flanagan (1972:153); Pitkin ( 1984:164); Cioffari ( 1973:235); Prez-

zolini ( 1967:61); Mazzeo ( 1970:41); Laski (1930:245); Gilbert ( 1964:51); and Pocock ( 1975:176). 

45C0:553. 



23 

predeliction towards debunking the opinions of others, especially the vulgar, as is 

sometimes alleged, his failure unequivocally to dethrone or to 'exorcise' Fortuna is 

all the more striking. 

In addition to capriciousness, there are other facets to the 'personality' of 

Fortuna. 41 She can be actively hostile or indifferent out of sheer ennui.47 yet 

at other times she may display a certain benevolence, especially towards the young 

and precocious come rapacious. 48 

1.2.2 Virtu' 

Like Fortuna, virtü has a long history and is prone to a variety of renditions, many 

of which find expression in Machiavelli's texts. Price distinguishes at least four 

senses of virM evident in Machiavelli: 41 the strictly political senses of virtu' in 

which the word is associated with statecraft and skill in founding and maintaining 

a state;5° the political yet militaristic meanings;51 the strictly military senses of 

courage, valour etc., as in virtu' militare and virtu' d'arme;52 and finally, in broadest 

terms as natural 'power', 'faculty', 'efficacy', 'talent' possessable by man, spirits 

and things, as in the common phrase: virtzt di animo e di corpo.53 What it is 

46 Both Pitkin (1984) and Tarlton (1968:344) elaborate on some of the senses in which Machiavelli 

employs Poruna. 
470C:552. L:896. M:I,1:779. P,24:89. D,III,1O:456. D,II,1O:350. AW,IV:648. IIF,II,26:1112. 

HF,II,37:1182. L:950. 

4811F,IV,36:1433. L:896. M,I,3:783. P,25:92. L:896. Cf. HF,IV,5:1192. C,IV,1:848. 
49 Price (1973). 

50See as examples: D,fl,2. D,I,11. D,I,17. HF,VII,22. 

"See as examples: D,I,pre. P,7. D,I,30. D,I,19. D,I,21. P,26. 
"See as examples: P,26. D,I,4. HF,III,1. D,II,2. D,II,30. HF,I,pre. D,III,11. On the military 

meanings of vir1i.i see also Wood (1967); and Seigel ( 1973:479). Compare Hannaford (1972). 
53D,I,56. D,I,58. D,II,3. There is also in this regard the possibility for a medical connotation 

to virtf, a possibility that (in the light of cosmology and astrological medicine) sorely warrants 
development. F. Gilbert (1951) noted that virtit was used in medecine but does not appear to have 
pursued this usage. Against this view, see MacKinney ( 1952); and Price (1973:328). See also Parel 
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important to realize, is that the range of meanings Machiavelli gave to virtu' was 

not clearly original. As Price points out "virt7l was frequently used with this 

wide range of meanings by Italian Renaissance writers, as well as by French and 

English writers in the 15th and 16th centuries"." Reviewing the literature, on 

Machiavelli's use of virtii suggests that scholars tend to emphasize its broadest 

meaning, while regarding the political and military senses as the application of 

this general definition to particular kinds and contexts of action. 55 

One can also gain some purchase on the meaning of virtt't by distinguishing it 

from what it is not. Virti  is not contemplative, quietistic, effeminate, sumptu-

ousness, lasciviousness, license, nor barbaric furor or insolence. 56 It can be distin-

guished from vilta (meaning cowardice, faintheartedness, and sometimes baseness 

and meanness) and similarly from ozio (idleness), ignavia, and debolezza.57 On 

the other hand, virt?l might be equated with animo, gagliardia, foriezza, de$irezza, 

and ingegno.58 Typically there is also an assumption that virt is amoral, if not 

actually immoral; 59 although it may nonetheless, include in its arsenal of methods 

morally good actions - a point which will be considered below. 60 

(1972:12); and Whitfield (1947:95). There is also, at least the suggestion that Machiavelli's viri' 

be linked to a tradition that goes back, to Galen and his potesas quaedam efficieruli (the power to 
do or accomplish something). In this regard, see Seigel (1973:480). 

54 Price (1973:320) provides extensive examples of this. 

"Consider the following descriptions of vir1i: Plamenatz (1972:159) - "energy or strength of 
will"; Wood (1972:46) —"decisively, energetically, steadfastly, with courage and rational foresight, 
carefully preparing for the future"; Anglo ( 1984:79) - "skill, courage, decisiveness, adaptability 
and ruthlessness"; Maritain (1955:209), - "brilliant well—balanced and skilled strength"; Wiser 

(1983:140) - "historical efficacy". See also Adeney (1986:53); and Geerken (1976:362). 

56Prezzolini (1967:23). 
"Note Whitfield ( 1947:97); and Price ( 1973:315). 
18 Price (1973:315). 

59See, as examples, Anglo ( 1969:231); Strauss (1958:242); Hancock ( 1935:103); and Mazzeo 

(1970:48). 
60 See, Anglo ( 1984:79); Berki (1977:121); Whitfield (1947:96); Strauss ( 1953:443); Price 
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13 The Science of the Day 

Fortuna has proven to be a stumbling block to the modern reader seeking a non— 

controversial route through Machiavelli's texts because it is extremely difficult for 

him to appreciate (i.e., experience) the full significance of the belief in Fortuna upon 

human thought and action. Any such appreciation would require the study of her 

many manifestations in the histories of art, literature and political thought in far 

greater detail than space here permits. At the very least however, some indication 

of her place and relative role in the world must be given, for as Allen duly notes, 

"there is little doubt that most Renaissance men were convinced of the actuality 

of a power they called Fortuna; in fact, one might describe the Renaissance spirit 

in terms of fama, Fortuna, and humanitas" •61 

It is argued here that the Fortuna we find in Machiavelli's texts is an astrolog-

ical element in the larger vision of the universe which Machiavelli shared with his 

contemporaries.62 To dismiss this vision, from our perspectives, as the "supersti-

tions of Machiavelli's age"" and Fortuna as a mythical element in an otherwise 

scientific treatise,64 may lead to a serious misconstrual of Machiavelli's meaning. In 

his acceptance of a star—crossed and ferris—wheeled universe, reason had no more 

deserted Machiavelli than it deserts us for believing that the universe hurtles in and 

out of 'big bangs'. On the other hand, it is not entirely correct to reduce Fortuna 

(1973:317); and Renaudet (1956:85). 
61Al1en (1973:41)-
"Pace Flanagan ( 1972:154) who argues that "On the contrary, whenever Machiavelli attributes 

events to the ways of Fortuna, astrology and superstition of any sort are noticeably absent". See 
also Pitkin ( 1984:143). 

63Burd (1891:355). 
64Cassirer ( 1953:194-6). Nor does it follow that Machiavelli is not a 'realist' because he speaks 

of 'occult' matters with dead earnestness, pace Kraft (1951:110). 
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(or virtz) to "technical terms in a rational system of political thought" as Olschki 

does. 65 

In Machiavelli's day, Fortuna was an element in a science—legitimated concep-

tion of reality in which all sublunar matter (the earth and everything on it including 

man) is astrologically and causally connected to the movement of the heavens, stars 

and planets. Consequently, before proceeding further, it is necessary to digress suf-

ficiently to recover the scientific assumptions of Machiavelli's day; assumptions that 

Machiavelli, as a student of politics not science, would have taken for granted. We 

are especially concerned with the pre—Copernican science and medicine of medieval 

and Renaissance Italy and with the place of man and the scope of human action 

vis-a-vis the Heavens (Nature) and Fortuna. 

We begin, somewhat arbitrarily with Hippocrates (460-357 BC) and his un-

derstanding of man and medicine as humoral pathology. 66 In his treatise On the 

Nature of Man (ch.4) and in several other works, Hippocrates presents the the-

ory that man is made up of four bodily fluids, or 'humours' (and their respective 

qualities): blood (hot and moist), phlegm (cold and moist), yellow bile (hot and 

dry), and black bile (cold and dry). 17 As such, the human body was a microcosm 

paralleling the macrocosm of the universe. The four humours were thought to be 

6501schki (1945:37-38). 
°°However, Empedocles of Acragos in Sicily is generally identified as the first proponent of the 

ancient western theory of humours, on the basis of the existing fragments of his Poem on Na1are. 
According to his cosmology, "out of water and earth, and air and fire mingled together arose the 

forms and colours of all mortal things". - Clendening (1960:39). See also Phillips ( 1973:22). To 
this view, one must add the thoughts of Alcmaeon of Croton, who saw health "as consisting in the 
equilibrium of opposing factors or opposites, particularly the opposites hot and cold, moist and dry. 
When any one of these opposites gains sovereignty over the other, then illness results" - Lonie 
(1981:129-30). It is interesting to note that according to Lonie (1981:130) "this conception was 
taken from the observed struggle of factions in politics". 

17 Consult Hippocrates (1939); and Lonie ( 1981:129-30). 
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mutually interdependant aspects of man corresponding to the four elements of the 

universe: fire, earth, air and water. Man was said to be in a state of health when 

the four humours were mixed in their proper proportions. Conversely, ill health 

resulted when one or more of the humours was excessive or insufficient causing 

internal derangement. Thus, it was assumed that the nature and condition of a 

man was determined by the combination of his humours. 68 

It was left to Galen (130-200AD) to elaborate upon the medical implications of 

'humoral pathology' and to develop an explanation for the role the bodily humours 

play on the permanent temperament and character of man. According to Galen, 

the combination of the humours in a given body stabilizes so that one resulting 

quality comes to predominate. This predominant quality dictates the 'constitu-

tional type' of the man's body and also his disposition or 'temperament' (the 

Latin temperamenta, from temperare: to mix). The four standard psychological or 

constitutional types (and they are still with us today) were phlegmatic, sanguine, 

choleric, and melancholic. 69 

To reiterate, the structure, harmony and health of the human body (and its 

constitutive humours) was a microcosm embodying the order of the macrocosm 

or universe. The ancient Greeks thus introduced the possibility of an association 

between the external, astrological world and man through the practice of medicine. 

Thus, Hippocrates, for example, in On Airs, Waters and Places wrote "it will be 

admitted, on second thoughts, that astronomy contributes not a little, but a very 

"See, Phillips (1973:51-2); Clendening ( 1960:39-40); Castiglioni (1941:159-162); and Lonie 
(1981:54-57). 

"Siegel ( 1971:176). 
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great deal indeed to medicine" ."  

By the Middle Ages, one finds the maturation of "a rather rigid system of 

medical care ... combining a knowledge of astrology with Galen's teaching of the 

bodily 'humours' and 'elements' or 'qualities'." According to Rubin, "Medieval 

medicine" assumed "that health depended upon an equilibrium being established 

between the four bodily qualities, earth, fire, air and water, and the correspond-

ing four humours, melancholia, cholera, blood and phlegm" •71 Medieval practice 

was "dominated by astrological considerations" and accordingly one finds many 

treatises devoted to 'astrological medicine' or 'medical astrology'.72 

Italy, it should be noted, was a great European centre of astrology, rivalled only 

by Mohameddan Spain. 73 Even more specifically, we should recognize with Boer 

that "Florence had long been a center of magic, and astrology was as serious and 

as controversial a subject to the educated man of the Renaissance as 'psychology' 

has become today" ."  

There can be little doubt that Machiavelli was familiar with the science of his 

"Hippocrates (1939:20). However, astrology was not uniformly well-received. Galen apparently 
"ridiculed these pseudo-sciences and denied a determining influence of the celestial bodies on our 

organism". - Siegel ( 1971:28). 
71 Rubin ( 1974:191). 
72Sarton (1947:112 s.a.263). The astronomer Hugh of Citta di Castello wrote such a treatise 

in 1338 (or 1358?) entitled De die bus crificis secttndttm as'rologos. Similar texts were written by 
Niccolo di Paganica, Andalo di Negro, Augustine of Trent, Thaddeus of Parma, and Maino de 

Maineri. Of the 26 most popular (i.e, most published) authors of the incunabula, no less than 10 

dealt with astrology and witchcraft, relates Sarton (1938:178,app.E). See also Heninger ( 1977:123-
124, 84-85) on the 'tables of correspondences' popular in the Renaissance between everything from 

'celestial elements' to 'parts of the body'. 
731t is noted by, Wedel ( 1920:77); MacNeice ( 1964:143); Siraisi ( 1981); and Allen ( 1973:v). 
74 Boer in Ficino (1980:xvi). Thus on the one hand, Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) was 

denouncing "astrologers for profaning the heavens, the portico of God's temple, with a menagerie 
of inane animals" - Allen (1973:72). Yet on the other, one could turn to Giovanni Pontano (1426-
1503) and his texts De Fortuna, De rebus coelestibus, and Dc prudentia; or to Marsilio Ficino 
(1433-1499) and his Dc Vita. 
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day from astrology to the humoral structure of man. References to the heavens and 

stars pepper his texts. At the broadest level, the cyclical motions of the perfect 

and incorruptible heavens sets the corruptible matter of earth in motion. Thus it is 

Machiavelli's significant assumption that all things, be they states or men, rise and 

fall, grow and decay. Machiavelli explains: "You see the stars and the sky, you see 

the moon, you see the other planets go wandering, now high, now low, without any 

rest; sometimes you see the sky cloudy, sometimes shining and clear and likewise 

nothing on earth remains in the same condition always"." There are also many 

references in which the influence of Nature and the Heavens is personified and given 

intention. 76 Similarly, Machiavelli acknowledges astrologers and diviners and their 

use of signs in prophecying the effects of Nature, the heavens, and the stars upon 

human affairs. 77 To some extent, Machiavelli does display a skepticism towards 

many of the practioners. Yet like so many of his age, this skepticism does not seem 

to have extended to the theory underlying the practice. 78 

Likewise, Machiavelli demonstrates a familiarity with, and perhaps even interest 

75GA,3:757-8. See also D,I,1:191. TA:735-6. L:937-8. D,I,6:210. GA,5:763. D,I,2:19T-200. 
HF,V,1:1232 - "In their normal variations, countries generally go from order to disorder and then 
from disorder move back to order, because - since Nature does not allow worldly things to remain 
fixed - when they come to their utmost perfection and have no further possibility for rising, they 
must go down. Likewise, when they have gone down and through their defects have reached the 

lowest depths, they necessarily, rise since they cannot go lower". 
76TA:740. TA:741 GA,1:750. M,I,1:781. B:869. Dec,I:1445. 
77C5,IV:881. L:1002. D,I, 13:229. D,I,14:231-2. D,III,6:438. 

78Wedel (1920:87). In D,I,56, Machiavelli makes the observation that before great events occur 
in a city or a region, there are signs that presage them or men who predict them. He suggests that 
"nothing important ever happens in a city or region" that is free of such influences. On the causes 

of these celestial signs Machiavelli pleads ignorance and offers the contemporary explanation: "Yet 
it could be that since, as some philosophers hold, the air about us is full of intelligences - and 
these through their natural abilities foreseeing future things and having compassion on men - these 
spirits warn men with such signs, so they can prepare for resistance. At any rate, however it is, so 

the truth seems to be; and always after such events strange and new things happen to countries." 
- D,I,56:311-2. 
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in, the medical science of his day. At times, Machiavelli casts his political analysis in 

the mold of a medical diagnosis of the body politic in search of remedies to political 

ills. 79 Machiavelli also shows himself to be aware of specific medical practices" and 

humoral theory in particular, 81 going so far as to apply the notion of balancing 

humours to his analysis of factionalism in politics. 

Only with an awareness of the science of his day, can we appreciate Fortuna as 

an element of the Heavens; or the two together as the context of human action; or 

how Fortuna can show in every revolution of the sun how much she can do"."  

79L:917. HF,IV,28:1222. HF,V,8: 1242. HF,V,11. HF,VII,29:1373. Dec,I: 1453. Dec,II:1461. 
P,3:14. P,10:44. D,I,39:278. D,I,44. D,I,46:29. D,I,62. D,II,11. D,III,1:419. D,III,27:489. 
D,III,49:528. See also Wolin (1960:214); and Gilbert ( 1938:271f). 
"Thus, for example, the application and effectiveness of medecine was thought to depend on the 

times and planetary influences - M,II,6:791. or that corporeal corruption demands renewal - 

D,III,1:419. 
81D,I,7:214 - on the need to vent "malignant humours". D,III,1:398 in Lerner's (1950) trans-

lation - "Thus, the doctors say in speaking of the human body that every day some ill humours 
gather which must be cured". See also D,II,5:341. D,I,57:313 and L:989 - in which Machiavelli 
describes the return to calmness as a cooling of the mind or spirit which is a version of the humoral 
theory that "Anger is not simply increase but boiling of the heat [the quality of one type of humour] 
in the heart" - Siegel (1971:207). 

82D,II,30:412. To take a seemingly trivial example, a familiarity with astrological medicine and 
humoral pathology would prevent the misunderstanding of Machiavelli's description of the death of 
Castruccio in Castruccio. Castruccio, weary and sweat—soaked from battle stood "exposed to a wind 
that generally at midday rises from up Arno and is almost always unhealthful" only to subsequently 
fall ill and die - CC:552. Machiavelli explains Castruccio's mortal illness by saying that Fortuna 
took his life. Pitkin ( 1984:163) dismisses this explanation as an example of Machiavelli ascribing to 
Fortuna specific events which are "perfectly ordinary, not mysterious or inexplicable". She describes 
the death as due to a cause which "Machiavelli surely regarded as rationally comprehensible". While 
this may be true, it is to be stressed that the 'rational explanation' to us: that Castruccio was wet 
and exhausted, and hence susceptible to a chill, may not have been the 'rational explanation' to 
Machiavelli. Specifically, one gets a different impression of the death, and importantly one that 
does not entail a demystification of Fortuna, if it is known that changes in the air (brought about 
by changes of season, by the rising and setting of particular stars and planets, by the prevailing 
winds, and by altitude) was one of the six 'non—natural' factors affecting human health according 
to later (medieval) Galenic medical theory. - Siraisi ( 1981:184). 
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1.4 Virt'à and Success 

So, according to Machiavelli's conception of the world, everything on earth is 

causally connected to the movements in the heavens. Since Fortuna, as an en-

tity in the heavens, is the active agent of change in human affairs, success in a 

given enterprise requires adapting the methods of that enterprise to her fluctua-

tions. It is a central notion for Machiavelli and one that he expresses repeatedly 

and in different idiom. Man's success vis—a—vis Fortuna depends on his making 

the most of the circumstances that "the revolutions of the heavens, the conditions 

of the times and of men bring before" him.83 Machiavelli typically describes this 

process either specifically, as recognizing and seizing opportunity when it arises, or 

as a general way of being, ready to adapt to the nature of the 'times'. 

In the first case, Fortuna is said to give 'opportunity', or at least 'occasion' 

for successful action to arise.84 But since, Fortuna is also thought to vary the 

'times', the times themselves can be thought to affect the flow of events and thereby 

the frequency and distribution of opportunity.85 Similarly, Machiavelli sometimes 

uses Fortuna and 'heavens' interchangeably so that the 'heavens' are occasionally 

identified as the source of favourable occasions.86 Finally, Machiavelli occasionally 

mentions 'Nature' and Fortuna together so that Nature becomes responsible for 

giving or withholding the possibility for action. 87 

83L:938. 
84D,II,29:407. Dec,I,ded:1444. TF:747. AW,VII:726. GA:750. L:964. L:927. See also Cioffari 

(1973:236). 
85M,I,1:781. An Italian Proverb reads: Di cosa nasce cosa, e ii Tempo la governa. For an 

extended if unwarranted emphasis on 'time' see Orr (1972). 
86D,I,29:407. TF:747. D,I,1O:223. 
8TAW,VII:726. 
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The specific instantiation of virtu' is to seize the occasion. Generalized, this 

practice requires the ability to adapt one's method (modo del procedere) to the 

'times' in order to obtain success (or good fortune).88 This was not a counsel to 

wait for the benefits of time although on occasion even Machiavelli found himself 

having to do so.89 Instead, it represented Machiavelli's reasoned advice based on 

a conception of the world in which the heavens causally act upon the corruptible 

sublunar matter of earth. Celestial configurations are responsible for the nature 

of the times and consequently for what methods will be successful.9° Machiavelli 

recommends much the same thing for man in his relationship with Fortuna, namely 

adaptation to her changes.9' However, in the case of Fortuna, 'adaptation' only 

rarely entails seeking harmony or leaving matters in Fortuna 's control. It is more 

characteristically a question of preparing for, defending against and thereby be-

coming impervious to her changes, a point which we will consider later. 92 

1.5 The Rigidity of Temperament 

Perhaps the most famous of Machiavelli's discussions of virtu' and Fortuna occurs 

in chapter 25 of The Prince. It may be convenient then to organize Machiavelli's 

88D,III,8:450 - "Those who ... are out of harmony with the times, generally live in misfortune 
and their actions have a bad outcome; it is the opposite with those who are in harmony with the 
times." See also D,III,9:452-3. L:897. P,15:57-58. AW,VII:726. P,25:90-91. M,II,6:791. 

89L:998 L:927. L:964. 

"To put it bluntly, "in a crazy time the crazy come out well" - L:1001-2. 
"In his Tercets on Fortune, Fortuna emerges as an extremely active goddess with not one 

but many turning wheels of fortune. Metaphorically then, the project of the successful man is 
to constantly leap from one wheel to another so that he is always rising or near the top. See 

also Dec,I,ded:1444. WM:1443. TF:748. On this imagery see Pitkin ( 1984:146); and Flanagan 
(1972:141-2). 

92TF:747. D,II,29:408. P,25:90. D,II,30:412. VV: 162. 
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comments on virtu' and Fortuna around the arguments of this chapter.93 To reit-

erate, human action will only be successful if the actor is sufficiently adaptable so 

that the methods he employs fit the opportunities and the times. However, and it 

is a problem of the utmost gravity for Machiavelli, at the particular level, few men 

possess such resiliency because their temperament and hence choice of methods are 

already delimited. Once again one confronts the science of Machiavelli's day. In 

this case, it is the view that the perfect, incorruptible heavens shape, influence and 

predispose the nature, character and disposition of men along individual lines. 

The distinction between 'Nature' and ' Fortuna' ought not be drawn too sharply 

because Machiavelli is not precise in his usage. Nevertheless, his usage is sufficiently 

consistent to identify Fortuna with the variable and external and Nature with what 

is fixed, unalterable and given to man. Hence the pig's lament: "to how many ills 

Nature subjects you at starting! and afterwards Fortuna. 94 

Machiavelli writes: 

I believe that as Nature has given each man an individual face, so she 
has given him an individual disposition and an individual imagination. 
From this it results that each man conducts himself according to his 
disposition and his imagination.... Thus, because times and affairs in 
general and individually change often, and men do not change their 
imaginings and their procedures, it happens that a man at one time 
has good fortune and at another time bad.95 

Machiavelli goes on to dispute the old maxim that 'the wise man can rule the 

stars' with the reply that "there never are such wise men, since men in the first 

93P,25:89-92. 
94GA,8:772. See also D,I, 11:226. D,I,39:278. D,I,58:315. D,III,43:521. IIF,III, 13:1160. 

HF,V,34:1281-82. HF,IV,16:1204. P,19:71,71n. AW,I:568. GA,8:772. D,II,pref:323 - "man 

has from Nature the power and wish to desire everything and from Fortuna the power to attain 
but little;". 

95L:897. 
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place are shortsighted and in the second place cannot command their natures, it 

follows that Fortune varies and commands men and holds them under her yoke" •96 

Man, as an organism in the sublunar world, has his temperament predisposed and 

delimited by the heavens or Nature. He "cannot change his character nor give up 

the disposition that Heaven endows ... [him] with" because "this is denied by the 

occult force that rules" him.97 The movement of the heavens causally influence 

the specific balance or mixture of humours each man will have, and hence the 

temperament of his mind. Thus the image of the man of virt?l leaping from wheel 

to wheel in Fortuna's palace is hamstrung by his own limited disposition. 

Nevertheless, as a general enterprise, Machiavelli does believe it possible for 

man to forestall the power of Fortuna in human affairs. He notes that many feel 

that human action is so affected by Fortuna that human prudence is impotent and 

man is at the mercy of the world's variations. Moreover, he concedes that the great 

variation in the events of the world and their unpredictability incline one to such a 

view and that even he has succumb on occasion. "Nonetheless" he writes "in order 

not to annul our free will, I judge it true that Fortuna may be mistress of one half 

our actions but that even she leaves the other half, or almost, under our control" 

In the remainder of chapter 25, Machiavelli likens Fortuna first to a flooding river 

and then to a woman. In both cases the point of the analogy is to encourage 

96L:897. 
97TF:747. See also D,III,21:478. L:929. AG:117. D,III,9:452. 
98P,25:90. Two points should be noted. First, the tentative character of this argument: 'may 

be', 'even she', 'leaves', 'almost'; together with Machiavelli's presumption in literally willing (or 
wishing) that man has free will: he judges it true (poere esser vero - that it could be true) to 
save human autonomy. Pitkin ( 1984:149). Second, the view of The Prince that Fortuna dictates half 

of outcomes is implicitly deleted in the Discourses, where virti.i alone dictates significant outcomes 
- D,II,1:327. See also Hulliung (1983:159). 
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bold and decisive action as opposed to apathetic withdrawal. The chapter ends as 

follows: "I conclude then (with Fortuna varying and men remaining stubborn in 

their ways) that men are successful while they are in close harmony with Fortuna, 

and when they are out of harmony they are unsuccessful" . Yet this conclusion 

sounds more like an acquiescence on the part of Machiavelli to one set, perhaps the 

dominant set, of scientific assumptions of the day, especially when it is compared 

to what he writes immediately after, offering a second view of the relationship, and 

counseling not 'adaptation' and 'harmony' but 'mastery' and figuratively 'rape': 

As for me, I believe this: it is better to be impetuous than cautious, 
because Fortuna is a woman and it is necessary, in order to keep her 
under, to cuff and maul her. She more often lets herself be overcome by 
men using such methods than by those who proceed coldly; therefore 
always, like a woman, she is a friend of young men, because they are 
less cautious, more spirited, and with more boldness master her.10° 

It is suggested then, that Machiavelli is reacting to the (in his view mistaken 

and dangerous) orthodoxy of his day. His call to action and activism must be 

issued floridly precisely because his contemporaries believed in 'enjoying the benefit 

of time'.'°' Similarly, that action often involves the recognition of, and choice 

99P,25:92. 
100P,25:92. Pitkin ( 1984), in her Fortune is a Woman, claims that Machiavelli "is far removed 

from the medieval conception of Foruna" and gives as a principal illustration, that "Machiavelli 
appears to be the first to use that metaphor [Fortuna] in a way of suggesting the sexual conquest 
of Fortuna,". Yet in a footnote (and again three pages later, 147) one finds her recognizing that 
"the theme of Fortuna as a whore" [not sexual?] was also familiar in medieval literature, and that 

the sexual connotations of seizing 'occasion' by the hair (a device Machiavelli employs) was an 
older theme. See Patch ( 1974:57); and Evelyn—White (1931:175). To which one can add Pontano's 
strikingly similar account of the successful (or fortunate) man mastering Fortuna. 
101TF:739. See also Hulliung (1983:59); and Gilbert ( 1965:33-34). However, it is not entirely 

correct for Pitkin ( 1984:146) to argue that "the stress on activism and human choice in Machiavelli's 

vision is really new". New compared to whom? Machiavelli's view on activism had been held long 
before him. The stoic philosopher, Chrysippus, for example, thought that "man is only a half slave 
of fate" - Arnim (1964:284). Similarly, amidst Machiavelli's contemporaries, there were exponents 
of activism, such as Ficino, who Pitkin herself cites. 
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between, harsh alternatives that allow of no compromise counters the 'cliche' in 

Florentine ruling circles on opting for 'the middle way'.'°2 Finally, if this call to 

action involves bold, impetuous and even violent and inhumane measures, it is at 

least in part to shock men out of the complacency to which their (Christianity-

dominated) educazione had reduced them.103 

To reiterate, Machiavelli's unceasing counsel to his readers is action over inac-

tion; hoping, planning and performing over resigning.'°4 In a characteristic state-

ment Machiavelli explains "I believe, have believed, and will always believe that it 

is true, as Boccaccio said, that it is better to act and repent than not to act and 

repent".105 It is certainly a counsel against procrastination, even to the point of en-

couraging 'impetuousity' and 'rashness' .106 However, this should be qualified, for, 

rhetorical flourishes aside, Machiavelli is not making the simpleminded suggestion 

that man should rush headlong into situations as if inertia will carry him through, 

but rather that he should use his faculties of mind to make effective decisions and 

then act upon them.107 

102 That there was such a 'cliche' is suggested by Gilbert (1957:201); and Hulliung ( 1983:59, 240). 
It does not follow, as Hulliung complains, that Strauss (1958:238) was being -unhistorical in claiming 
that Machiavelli's avoidance of moderation was a rejection of Aristotle's doctrine of the mean. It 
could very well be the case that the Florentine cliche became such precisely because its source was 
Aristotle (and even that Machiavelli was aware of this). 
103Compare D,I,26 against D,III,27:490. 
'°4TF:747. GA,13:757. GA,5:763. GA,5:764. M,I,1:780. M,IV,1:805. D,II,29:408. D,II,23:391. 

L:899. L:937-8. L:998. HF,III,13:1160. HF,fl,3:1084. D,III,27:490. 
'°5L:941. See also CS,II:879. EP:174. 
100D,II,15:361. P,3:16 P,8:38. P,9:42. P,25:92. HF,III,9:1151. HF,VII,13:1354. CC:555. 

GA,5:764. TF:746. TF:749. 
'"Thus, for example, the times may call for slow movement and caution as in D,III,9:452. In the 

art of war, it is generally better to receive a charge and then attack, rather than attack first with 

fury, D,III,45:524-5. 
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1.6 The Recovery of Free Action 

Now, it must be pointed out, that Machiavelli's stress upon purposive human action 

remains incomprehensible and his suggestions moot, unless he believed it possible 

for man to overcome Fortuna and succeed.'°8 But in order to succeed man must 

be able to step out of the limitations his nature imposes upon him in order to react 

to Fortuna's changes and thwart her. 

It is possibly correct to note with Hulliung that Machiavelli is "bemoaning 

the rigidity of human personality" but to assert that "the fundamental notion in 

Machiavelli's theory of human action is not the flexibility of human nature but its 

rigidity", as Seigel does, may be overstating the matter.109 In fact, Fortuna can not 

be omnipotent and wholly unpredictable (which, Machiavelli notes "many" say she 

is)11° nor Nature (or the heavens) wholly determining of human personality and 

judgement. If they were, then Machiavelli's constant emphasis upon purposive 

human action together with the prudent choice of means becomes inconsistent. 

Machiavelli frequently encourages men to use history, to learn from the great 

deeds of the ancients and to imitate them.111 But is it not the case that the enter-

prise of imitating the varied deeds of others presupposes precisely the psychological 

agility that a predetermined disposition denies? Thus, the entire enterprise of im-

itating the great deeds of ancient and contemporary men - an enterprise that 

108AS Anglo (1969:224) argues, "were Fortune not susceptible to bold human activity, the whole 
point of The Prince would be lost, for it is Machiavelli's contention that here and now, an Italian 

leader could be effective". The example of Borgia notwithstanding. 
10911u11iung ( 1983:224). Seigel ( 1973:481). 
110TF:745. 

'11D,I,pre:190-1. D,II,4:339. D,II,18. D,II,33. D,II,pre:324. D,III,1O:454. D,III,27:490. P,6:24. 
P,14:56-7. I-IF,V,1:1233. AW,ded:567. AW,I:571. 
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at least in part justifies Machiavelli for writing his texts and using a 'historical 

method' - becomes just so many tilts at a windmill. Perhaps then, Machiavelli 

does not close the door on human choice quite as emphatically as it first appears. 

There are two directions in which human liberty might be extended. First, 

Machiavelli seems to accept the scientific notion of his day that individual temper-

ament is the product of a cosmically affected mixture of humours. However, even 

though the given individual is predisposed towards certain modes of proceeding, 

it may still be possible for him to maximize his given limited range of character. 

The man who can act in this way, and step out of the limitations which his nature 

impose upon him, in order to do so, possesses true virt?&.112 Through decisive ac-

tion of this sort, man could forestall Fortuna from otherwise occupying the holes 

left in human affairs by inaction and procrastination."' It may be then, that what 

Machiavelli has in mind, is the maximization of whatever this given limited range of 

disposition is, so that man seeks to adapt himself "as far as he can".114 Since man 

knows that when he is lazy and apathetic Fortuna will rule by default, (i.e., that 

fatalism is self—fulfilling) he should attempt to be as energetic, able and 'manly' 

as he can. The idea that a fixed human nature could nonetheless possess a range 

"'For example, this "able [vir1ioso] man" could display the humane nature of Scipio or the cruel 
nature of Hannibal as circumstances warranted, or to put the matter another way, he could "with. 
extraordinary ability [virt] atone for any excess" in one method or another, as in D,III,21:478. 
"3AW,II:264 - Fortuna rules in the absence of vigor or vir1. P,25:90 - "She shows her power 

where strength and wisdom do not prepare to resist her". D,II,30:412 - "Where men have little 
ability, Fortuna shows her power much". 
"4TF:748. In this regard, Pitkin ( 1984:156) suggests that "Machiavelli's main intent is a variable 

proportion with a fixed minimum". See also Mayer (1987:30-31) who contends on the one hand 
that "Machiavelli's philosophy presents the individual as participating actively in the determination 
of his own destiny within the confines of a closed system" but on the other that "for Machiavelli, 
however, there is no flexibility in the nature of the individual, nor is there a will sufficiently free 
to allow him to modify his nature", noting that Machiavelli nonetheless "concludes that man can 
influence his own destiny by physical prowess as well as by force of intellect". 



39 

would not have been alien to the science of Machiavelli's day. Galen himself wrote 

"what is the wonder if everyone extends [the definition of] health to an adequate 

range; just as in harps it is likely that the sound is perfect and harmonious; yet 

when the harps come into use, they have a considerable range" Galen's notion 

of 'health' is synonomous with 'natural disposition' because both are the result of 

the proper mixture of humours in the body. So, just as the harp, though fixed in 

nature has a range of sound, a man's character (though it cannot become entirely 

like that of another) can adopt a range and variety of modes of proceeding. 

Second, some of Machiavelli's statements on the rigidity of human disposition 

suggest the need to distinguish the effects of 'Nature' from those of 'habit' or, 

what we might call, 'conditioning experience'. Machiavelli writes that "The mind 

of man, ever intent on what is natural to it, grants no protection against either 

habit or nature".11° To be more explicit, "we are unable to change [our ways] 

for two reasons: one, that we cannot counteract that to which Nature inclines 

us; the other, that when with one way of doing a man has prospered greatly, he 

cannot be persuaded that he can profit by doing otherwise" ." ' In the former case, 

Machiavelli is referring to the effects of the heavens upon the human temperament, 

but in the latter he seems to be acknowledging the effect of learned habit and 

experience. Thus, mail's  actions may fall out of harmony with the times through 

"natural inclination" or "a bad choice". On occasion, Machiavelli goes so far as 

to attribute the rigidity of behavior almost wholly to habit."' 

"5Ga1en ( 1821:23). 
"6GA,1:752. 
"7D,III,9:453. See also P,25:91. 
"8D,III,8:450. 
119L:920 - Machiavelli writes of his own life that after forty—three years of honesty and goodness 
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Rigidity fixed in habit is of a very different order of significance to human 

action than rigidity born of a fixed, physical nature. Habit, is open to external 

manipulation. It can be changed forcibly and consciously in ways that the astro-

logically affected mixture of humours cannot. Habit is a product of environment, 

experience, and rearing, and while Fortuna may still play a role, as for example in 

determining what experiences man faces and what methods he learns,120 the scope 

of human choice and action widens considerably. Not only can men change the 

habits of others - parents affect their children, teachers their students, political 

leaders their subjects - but man can, so to speak, kick his own habits and change 

himself. Thus, while the scope of individual personality is 'written in the stars' 

Machiavelli seems to allow for it to be edited, if not erased and rewritten, through 

childhood, upbringing, religion, and military training, and by the rational organi-

zation of the civic order, and its laws and ordini.'21 In A Discourse on Remodeling 

the Government of Florence, Machiavelli writes: 

nor should anyone believe that men easily return to a way of life that 
is old and habitual, because in truth they do so when the old way of 
living is more pleasing than the new one, but when it pleases less, they 
do not return to the old way unless forced to, and they live in it only 

he is unable to change his ways. See also D,I,18:242-3. 
'20L9oo CC:533. 
'21 D,I,pr. D,I,1:194. D,I,11:225. D,I,17. D,I,18. D,I,21. D,I,35. D,I,39:278. D,I,41. D,I,55. 

D,II,5:340. D,III,8. D,III,16. D,III,31. D,III,33. D,III,36:511. D,III,43. D,III,46:525. AW,I— 

III,VI—VII. Especially AW,II:608 and AW,VI:694. TA:737 - discipline makes up for courage or 
spirit lacking by nature. D,I,3:201-2 - laws, custom, and necessity make men good. Education can 

for example let man know the world better so that he is better prepared for the changes of Fortuna - 
D,III,31:500. See also D,III,46:525. D,III,27:490. Strauss (1958:202, 253). For Wood (1972:45-46), 
Machiavelli is emphasizing the scope for human freedom rather than manipulation and control. 
Prezzolini (1967:52) regards the rigidity of personality together with the possibility for 'social 
conditioning' as one of the "inner and fundamental contradictions of Machiavelli's thought". Pace 

Pitkin ( 1984:158) for whom "birth, upbringing, and experience" are equally aspects of "destiny" 
and hence without scope for autonomous human action. 
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as long as that force lasts. 122 

Thus although 'habit' does entail 'automatic' action (without constant mediation 

through conscious mind) it is action that becomes and remains a habit only because 

it is successful and pleasing. When it ceases to be so, men will choose other courses 

of action. 

1.7 Virtu' and Making 

It is upon this conscious, prudent, willed action and not its antithesis, rigidity and 

apathy, that Machiavelli places emphasis. It is action preceded by the recognition 

of what the times require, and accompanied by the strength of mind to push the 

bounds of a limited temperament and deliver it. And it is at this point that the 

notion of virtil comes surging to the fore. More specifically, in The Prince, chapter 

6, one finds Machiavelli's description of the great founders and their virt. They 

possessed, in the first place, "surpassing abilities" [la eccelenza vih loro] (insight, 

imagination, intelligence etc), which allowed them to recognize opportunity; and 

secondly, the "strength of will" [ la virtt) dello animo loro] to use the opportunity 

appropriately.'23 It will be argued here, that virt-A in its role in opposing and 

delimiting Fortuna embodies a certain frame of mind or thought and entails a 

certain kind of action, namely technique, brought into being as making, or simply, 

art.'24 In focussing on virtu' and Fortuna, the notion of 'adapting' to the times 

105. 

'23P,6:25-26. 
'24There is no reason to assume that the association of virlAl with making or artistic activity is 

unique to Machiavelli. As llulliung ( 1983:184) notes "Other authors of the Renaissance were also 
concerned to make life an imitation of art, foremost among them Castiglione, whose Book of the 
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in order to be in 'harmony' with them - an exercise that involves coordinating 

oneself with the known world - becomes less relevant. Instead, to put it somewhat 

broadly, virti entails "the vision of technical mastery that might reduce the vagaries 

of chance in human affairs".'25 

According to Machiavelli's anthropology, the human mental abilities are em-

ployed to facilitate the 'will' and satisfy desire. On the other hand, Fortuna by her 

actions fills the world of human action with contingency and uncertainty and in 

doing so frustrates human decision—making and desire—satisfaction.'26 VirtA acts 

in time for the things of the world, it seeks to restrain the 'immanent' (rather than 

'transcendant') Fortuna and thereby secure the 'gifts of fortune' (power, wealth, 

glory, etc.) realizable on earth, materially. 121 Since Fortuna interferes with the 

fulfillment of human desires, it follows that the mind is applied to the task of 

delimiting the scope of Fortuna (i.e., of uncertainty and unpredictability) by cre-

ating and developing conditions in which the satisfaction of these desires is more 

assured.'28 In this way, the variations caused by Fortuna, the thick and thin of life, 

are reduced to just so much debris through which the human disembodied 'will' 

trudges unaffected.'29 Machiavelli stresses this repeatedly, namely that prudence 

Courtier has been aptly termed an attempt to make the self a work of art". See also Prezzolini 
(1967:78). See also P,21:84. D,I,10:220. 
125Pitkin ( 1984:150). See also Singleton ( 1953:177). 
126P,25:90. D,I,6:209. P,21:84. AW,IV:648. Cl,V,5:862. L:998. HF,IV,33:1242. L:959. 

D,III,36:512. See also Wolin (1960:213); Wood (1972:46); Prezzolini (1967:61-2); Gilbert (1964:51); 
and Pocock ( 1975:156). 

'"Flanagan (1972:141-6) in particular points this out. See also Skinner (1981:30); and Pitkin 
(1984:144). 
128L:959 - "all wise men, when it is possible for them not to gamble all their property, are glad 

not to do so, and considering the worst that can come of it, they consider where in the evil [harm] 
before them the smallest evil appears. Because the things of Fortuna are all doubtful, they join 
willingly that Fortuna who, doing the worst she can, will bring the least harsh end". 
129Kraft ( 1951:119) makes this point, arguing that if the "hard core of passions and desire, the 
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and strength of spirit can overcome the influence of Fortuna on the external affairs 

of the world.'30 Which is not to say that most men do. On the contrary, most men 

fail to exercise foresight and let themselves be mastered by Fortuna. 131 

Virtu' acts against Fortuna to make the world a little more predictable. Through 

virt-a or prudence man makes himself 'safe' and ensures against 'accidents'.'32 In 

the broadest of philosophical terms, it entails "the image of extraordinary personal 

creativity imprinting itself on circumstance as on a tabula rasa, so that the contin-

gent world becomes the inert matter on which virtu' imposes form" This may 

become clearer if we return to chapter 25 of The Prince and what Machiavelli sug-

gests regarding purposive human action. Fortuna is likened to a river that floods 

when it rains heavily. 134 Man cannot stop the rain from falling, nor the river from 

swelling into a flood. He cannot even foretell when the weather will give rise to 

such a calamity. Nevertheless, he can build dykes and embankments (the products 

of his prudence and strength); he can create a place for himself in the world where 

will, is perfectly constant" (i.e., insatiable and everpresent) then "experience is inconsequential". 

'3011F,III,13:1161. D,II,29:407. D,fl,30:412. D,II,37:513. D,I,19:245. P,14:57. D,II,1:327. 

D,ll,30:412. D,III,30:496. D,III,31:501. 
'31DEC,II,1461 - "So blinded are you by your present greed which over your eyes holds a thick 

veil that things remote you cannot see. From this it comes that heaven, shifting from this to 
that, shifts your states more often than the heat and the ice are changed, because if you turned 

your prudence to learning the ill and finding its remedy, such great power from heaven would be 
taken". See also L:920. L:896-7. HF,IV,30:1226. See also Tarlton (1968) on the 'exorcism' of 

Fortuna. Nor does this observation wholly disregard the fact that Fortuna (as an 'uncontrollable 
force') cannot, at all times, be completely controlled, or that there will be cases in which- Fortuna 

proves superior to the grandest exercise of human prudence and ability. Consider the examples of 

Borgia - P,6,7 and Castruccio - CC:534 whose demise was due to Fortuna despite their virtil. 

See also D,II,29:406-8. L:927. TF:745-9. CC:552-3. See also Anglo (1969:234); Kontos (1972:96); 
Flanagan ( 1972:136,141); and Cioffari (1947). All emphasize the uncontrollable and finally stronger 

power of Fortuna. Cf. Tarlton (1968:342). 
132D,III,6:438. D,I,32:264. D,III,37:513. 
133 As Pocock (1975:174, s.a. 156-7) puts it. See also Flanagan (1972:141); Wiser (1983:140); 

Singleton ( 1953:178); and Merleau-Ponty (1964:217). 
"'The simile is repeated in TF:748 and again as embodied in the invasion of Italy by the Germans 

in L:920. 
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the variations and uncertainties wrought by Fortuna have no effect. The simile 

thus suggests a certain mode of procedure: prudent planning, engineering skill, the 

erection of structures and so on. It also entails a certain frame of mind, with def-

inite expectations about knowledge and results, and a certain kind of knowledge: 

prudence, calculation, technical skill and engineering certainty coupled with the 

view that the world and other men are material to be shaped according to human 

will. Tarlton gives a similar explanation: 

Human art creates a new set of circumstances in which fotune must 
operate, thereby partially controlling its effects. Fortune is like an 
illness, a fever; protection against it is achieved through the careful 
application of the medical skill. Fortune is likened to 'bad weather'; 
protection is acquired through the art of building. One lays proper 
foundations and erects a secure building. 135 

The man who exercises virtu', who has created a sphere of action that excludes (or 

severely limits) Fortuna, becomes impervious to her variations. He becomes one of 

the "great men" who, in Machiavelli's words, "are always in every sort of fortune 

just the same; if that varies, now raising them, now putting them down, they do 

not vary, but always keep their courage firm and so closely united with their way 

of life that we easily see that Fortune does not have power over a single one of 

them" 136 

The paragon example of the man of virtu', and here lies Machiavelli's great 

originality for some of his readers, is the political founder or first legislator. 137 

'35Tarlton (1968:344). See also Pitkin ( 1984:150). 

136D,III,31:498. Such men who have become the true homo faber are rare. They possess (or act 
upon the advice of) the "original power" of the first (and most "exceedingly good" of three) type(s) 
of brain which "comprehends for itself". P,22:85. See also D,III,31:501. 
137Maritain ( 1955:298) - "nowhere is it possible to find a more purely artistic conception of 

politics." Gilbert ( 1938:285) - On "the true originality of Machiavelli, all may be summed up in 

his conviction that government is an independent art in an imperfect world". Kraft (1951:120) - 
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The political founder is homo faber at his grandest and most ambitious.'38 What 

Machiavelli as a student of politics sought was an 'art' or 'technique' of political 

action and not a 'science'.'39 Virtu' (and likewise political action) rebels against the 

uncertainty in the world through creative action. It does not proceed as modern 

science does, by attempting systematically to identify and explain deviant cases 

so that they cease to be deviant. For Machiavelli's cosmology, such an enterprise 

would require knowing the ways of the capricious Fortuna. Whereas the modern 

scientific man can, at least in principle, come to know and render predictable 

what was until then unpredictable, the man of Machiavelli's world can only escape 

Fortuna by creating a stage that excludes her. Thus, Machiavelli's characteristic 

advice is not to try and know when the river will flood but rather to build against 

that eventuality regardless. 

To put the matter somewhat differently, "if Fortuna is an indispensable element 

in political life, it is absurd to hope for a science of politics" nor for the use of results 

in the evaluation of human activity. 140 Kontos is, no doubt, correct to emphasize 

Machiavelli's concern with the knowledge requisite to prudential action (i.e., the 

mode of success) rather than success per se, because Fortuna may dishevel the best 

"Now it is the creation of the role of the sculptor—prince, the legislative superman, that constitutes 
Machiavelli's originality". Smith (1985:93-94,n81) - Machiavelli "the first great theorist of political 
fabrication". Friedrich (1957:18) - virii though a widely used concept in his day, has a peculiar 
sense for Machiavelli, because of his pre—occupation with the state as a work of art. 

'38 Machiavelli does not go so far as to say that man becomes like God in this capacity, but he 
does say that he becomes second only to the Gods in glory and praise. RF:114. 
'39MacIntyre (1984:93,105); Cassirer ( 1953:194); Germino (1972:74); Mazzeo ( 1970:48); and 

Moravia (1964:101). 
140As Cassirer (1953:194) points out. See also Kontos (1972:96); Germino (1972:74); Maclntyre 

(1984:93, 105); and Gilbert ( 1964:44). Mazzeo (1970:48) contends that a systematic, universal 
approach to experience as a knowable whole is not possible with Fortuna in it. Cf. Burnham 
(1943:49). 
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laid plans. 14' Nonetheless, the final and only incontrovertible test of this knowledge 

is success in action. The true indication of greatness is conscious success rather 

than accidental success. 14' Hence, Machiavelli's concern with yenta effettuale and 

his observation that, by and large, but especially in politics, knowledge and action 

are judged by the results, effects and appearances.143 

1.8 Politics as Art 

If virtu' as art, is a plausible interpretation of Machiavelli's meaning then one would 

expect to find him describing politics accordingly, i.e., as art (ante dello stato). One 

would expect politics to be depicted literally as 'statecraft' in which the design of 

the state is crafted by a craftsman (the founder) out of some matter (the people and 

material conditions of the territory). Reading Machiavelli's texts, this is precisely 

what one finds. 

The philosophical concepts of form and matter appear often in Machiavelli's 

argument and with striking consistency when applied to politics.'44 On the most 

admirable of princes (Moses, Cyrus, Romulus and Theseus), whose achievements 

were due to their own virtz and not to Fortuna, Machiavelli has the following to 

say: 

'41 Kontos ( 1972:88). See also Strauss (1958:253). 
'42D,III,13:358. Hence, the point of learning from history, is so that the man of vintil can, with 

knowledge and by choice, imitate successful actions which others did in the past through chance or 

by necessity. 
'43D,III,35:508,509. P,18:67. HF,VIII,22:1413. L:895. D,I,9:218. Cf. HF,IV,7:1193. 
'44Pocock ( 1975:168) puts it this way: "It is the function of the legislator to impose the form of 

polieia - the constitution [ordimz] - upon the matter of polieuma, the citizen body; and it is the 
function of virti to impose form upon Fortuna!'. See also Hulliung (1983:44-45); Friedrich (1957:19-
20); Sabine (1969:344); Prezzolini (1967:39); Kraft (1951:120); Singleton ( 1953:177); Burckhardt 
(1929, VI:104,n); and Strauss (1958:253). 
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they had from Fortune nothing more than opportunity, which gave them 

matter into which they could introduce whatever form they chose; and 
without opportunity, their strength of will [la virtu' dello animo loro] 
would have been wasted, and without such strength, the opportunity 
would have been useless. 145 

This theme reappears at the beginning of chapter 26, of The Prince, with Machi-

avelli arguing that the present condition of Italy and "the matter to be found here 

assures to a prudent and able ruler a chance to introduce a form that will bring 

himself glory and her people general happiness" . 1  46 

The prince himself, under several guises, is equated to an 'artist' possessing the 

form or 'originating cause' of the state. Thus, the ruler is likened to an architect; 147 

the statesman to a sculptor; 148 and similarly, a prince—general to a sculptor. 149 Be-

tween the founder and the state (and with it its citizens), or "the builder and... 

what he builds" the relationship is such that "the latter is more or less astonish-

ing according as he is more or less able who has been its cause".150 Elsewhere, 

Machiavelli goes so far as to say that the prince is to blame for how the state and 

its people are, and for how they mature, implying that the people are some un-

differentiated mass, headless without its prince. Indeed, Machiavelli often depicts 

the founder as the active agent in politics and the people the passive matter to be 

formed.'51 

The founder as artist is limited only by the constitutional characteristics or 

'45P,6:25. See also Smith (1985:69); Pocock (1975:158); and Strauss (1958:60,70). 
146P,26:92-3,94. See also RF:114. 
147P,7:29. See also D,I,1:193. 
'48D,I,11:225. 

'49AW, VII: 724. 
'50D,I,1:193. See also AW,VII:722 

'51D,III,29:493-4. AW,VII:718. AW,VII:729. D,I,21:247. 
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essential attributes of the matter he will be shaping, just as, for example, the 

physical nature of clay necessitates certain restrictions on grandiose and unsup-

portable statues. Machiavelli repeatedly points out that the form to be imposed 

must be suited to the matter at hand.' 52 It is essential therefore that the political 

founder have some knowledge of human nature generally and the special conditions 

and dispositions of the people who make up his state in particular. 

People qua substance—for--the—making—of—a—state come in one of two forms, 

according to Machiavelli. The first and 'primeval' condition is one of anomie in 

which the people are unshaped, untaught, habitless yet willing to obey. This was 

the condition in which Moses, Cyrus and Theseus found the people they led.'53 

The alternative condition, is that the people already belong to a state with all its 

attendant institutions, laws, customs, priveleges etc. The most suitable condition 

in which the founder could find his material is the former, the worst, the latter es-

pecially if their past history has made them difficult to work with. In Machiavelli's 

words: 

without doubt anyone who at present wishes to build a state will find 
it easier among mountaineers, where there is no culture, than among 
those who are used to living in cities, where culture is corrupt. And a 
sculptor will more easilly get a beautiful statue out of a rough piece of 
marble than from one badly blocked out by someone else. 154 

Depending on the nature of the people in question, it is possible to distinguish 

two sorts of political innovators: the true founder/legislator who forms men that 

'52D,I,18:242. D,III,8:449,450,451. D,III,22:480. RF:105 - Indeed it is the theoretical assumption 

of RF that the ruler must take into account the nature of the people because "there cannot be a 
greater deception than to believe that upon such differently shaped matter one can stamp the same 

form". See also Sabine (1969:344-45); Friedrich ( 1957:19); Hulliung (1983:44-45); and Strauss 
(1958:253). 
'53P,6:25-6. 

'54D,I, 11:225. See also AW,VII:724. 
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were previously stateless, and the 'new prince' who 'remodels' an existing state 

and people. Thus, for example, "Moses, Cyrus, Romulus, Theseus, and their like" 

would be regarded as classical founders in the strictest sense, whereas Lycurgus 

and Solon might be termed reforming 'new princes'.'55 

Machiavelli also identifies two alternate strategies through which to achieve 

political renovation. The aim of the first strategy is "constitutional government" 

("whether of the type of a republic or of a kingdom") and hence, the prince must be 

concerned to ensure that his new form is "to everybody's satisfaction" p156 which is 

to say, that while the prince, in the final analysis, may have to treat the people like 

inert matter, he must be wary of their consciousness and animation. To obtain their 

conformity, Machiavelli advises the prince to cloak the new in the old, "because, 

since new things [the new form] upset the minds of men, you ought to strive to have 

these upsetting changes retain as much of the old as is possible" .' The end of the 

second strategy, Machiavelli identifies as the installation of "an absolute power", 

i.e., "tyranny". The prince following this route seeks "to make everything in that 

state anew".'" He does not concern himself with appearances except perhaps 

to make it abundantly clear to everyone by leaving "nothing in that province 

untouched", that he is the sole locus of power. 159 

'55See Pocock ( 1975:168, 175-6). In a similar fashion, one might also distinguish "political sculp-

ture" as the truly creative act of founding a new state from "political mastery" in which an "aes-
thetic impulse" finds satisfaction in the "calculating manipulation of political factors" for the main-
tenance of the state, as Wolin ( 1960:219-220) does. 
156D,I,25:252-3. The actual level of involvement of the people in the political making will vary 

from case to case. For example, in some cases, the prince may not be able to rise except upon the 
helpful shoulders of the citizens. 
157D,I,25:253. See also D,I,25:252 - The new prince must observe "the necessity of retaining the 

shadow at least of the old methods". 
'58D,I,26:253 

'59D,I,26:254. 
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Machiavelli describes the two strategies differently. The former is the "good 

way of lawful government" p160 and appropriate to the prince who "has in him-

self human and ordinary qualities""' and who "hopes to be considered merciful 

and good" •162 In contrast, the second strategy is the "evil" way to maintain gov-

ernment. Its "methods are very cruel, and enemies to all goverment not merely 

Christian but human" •163 The man of virtu' who adopted such a mode of proceed-

ing would have to be "some barbarian prince, a destroyer of cities and a waster 

of all the civilizations of men, as are the Oriental princes". " ' The prince taking 

this course must in effect thoroughly destroy everything only to build it anew. A 

people belonging to a state is like clay which was previously formed and has since 

begun to harden: if it is to be reused and reformed it must first be pulverised until 

it is sufficiently malleable. The new prince adopting this strategy must therefore, 

physically and psychologically cause a scattering of the people, so that they experi-

ence that primal fear of being in a delegitimized world: statelessness, homelessness 

and helplessness. 165 In Machiavelli's words, the new prince who aspires to tyrant 

must 

set up in the cities new administrations with new names, new pow-
ers, new men, to make the rich poor, the poor rich.....Besides this, 
he should build new cities, overthrow those already built, change the 
inhabitants from one place to another; and in short he should leave 

'60D,I,26:254. 
'°'D,II,2:333. 

107. 
163D,I,26:254. See also RF:107 - "difficult" and "inhumane" 
164D,II,2:333 See also D,I,10:220-1. 

'°5D,I,1:192. D,I,2:197. D,III,1:419-22. D,III,8. D,III,11. See also Mansfield (1972:110-1) on 
the act of 'leaving'. This, for Strauss (1958:167), is the essence of the meaning of 'renovation' and 
the 'return to first principles'. See also Smith ( 1985:122); and Skinner (1981:58-9). Cf. Shumer 
(1979:5-34). 
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nothing in that province untouched.166 

That such measures would be extremely brutal and unjust hardly needs to be 

added.167 

Finally, virtu' acts to create and stabilize conditions of certainty and security 

with which to blanket the uncertainty and unpredictability brought into the human 

condition by Fortuna. For Machiavelli, man lacks any real 'place' in the world; 

he is born "without protection"; he has no affinity with what other Renaissance 

thinkers called the 'great chain of being'.168 Since man in nature is, if you will, a 

pathetic animal born "without protection", he must make himself 'safe'.169 This 

drive for security and certainty manifests itself in politics as an attempt to create 

order and regulated patterns of behavior out of disorder, factionalism, anarchy 

and statelessness. In the absence of, what Pocock calls, "structures of habitual 

legitimacy" man as an acting being is vulnerable to Fortuna and contingency. 170 

168D,1,26:253-4. 
1137 What is true of politics is also true of the principal of princely practices, namely war. Like 

the political leader, the, good and successful general must have "inventiveness" - AW,VII:721; 
and know not only how to command his people, the soldiers, but how to form them into a tight, 
disciplined army - AW,VII:722-3. Moreover, as Pocock (1975:199) points out the 'The Art of 
War', while almost inevitable as the English translation of Machiavelli's text on L 'are della guerra, 
misses something of the richness of the original. He suggests that the title held a double meaning: 
signifying both the 'art' of war in the sense of the creative skill of generalship, and the 'profession' 
of war in the sense in which the principal skilled occupations of Florence were organized into greater' 
and lesser arii or guilds. See also Hulliung (1983:21). 
'68GA:772. See also AW:566. An affinity which, Ficino, Pico, or Poggio, for example, took for 

granted notes Berlin ( 1979:37). 
169GA:772. See also AW:566. D,I,1. 
'70Pocock ( 1975:165). See also Laski ( 1930:245); Friedrich ( 1957:19); and Sabine ( 1961:345). 

Gilbert (1957:302, 305-6) points out that ragione for political analysis did not entail the denial 
of the existence and significance of non—rational factors in political life, it was however, for the 
Florentines, the chief weapon for limiting the non—rational and arbitrary forces of the world. For 
Wood (1972:46) "The man and people of virtil act in a purposeful fashion in order to shape their 
environment according to their intentions, and in so far as they can do so they are able to determine 
their own existence". 
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The political state is then designed to be an environment where everything is 

ordered and fixed and for which irrefutable knowledge of the 'correct' arrangement 

of things and human affairs can be given. In Machiavelli's words, the state is 

organized as a realm of human action in which "everybody knows what he needs 

to do and in whom he can trust".17" It should be noted that since man is not 

naturally ordered, since he is not qua man given a common conception of the 

good, his creation of a state and civilization within which to have order amounts 

to a "revolt against nature" •172 

1.9 Conclusion 

In summary, it has been argued here that at important stages, Machiavelli's ar-

gument remains unintelligible or misrepresented except as the observations of a 

practical man writing on politics, who took the natural and medical sciences of 

his day (together with its conception of the nature of the world) for granted. This 

conception of an astrologically integrated world, in which the heavenly bodies ex-

ert causal, occult influences upon all terrestrial, sublunar matter, has profound 

consequences for the possibilities of purposive action in Machiavelli's argument. 

His argument expresses a tremendous sense of insecurity regarding man's place in 

the world. The fickle and flouting Fortuna, sets the world in flux and with her 

capricious ways, further imbues this flux with untoward uncertainties, threatening 

171RF:115. 
172 Strauss (1958:297). See also Germino (1972:63) who argues that "he [man] is brought into the 

world at odds with himself and incapable without external support of fashioning his deliverance. 
Being born 'without protection' he is in need of a shell of security," namely, the well ordered state. 
See also Mayer (1987:31) for whom "Machiavelli therefore sees the design of the political structure 
as ideally protecting man from the potential ill-effects of his own nature". 
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the best laid plans. The task that Machiavelli sets before the man of virtu' there-

fore, is the technical 'mastery' and exclusion of Fortuna. The man of virtit builds 

against her in order to exclude her whims from his life and thereby leave himself 

in partial control. The clearest example of such a man, and the case upon which 

Machiavelli concentrates, is the political founder. Machiavelli conceives of politics 

(and especially the process of founding) in thoroughly artistic terms. The founder 

is likened to an artist who impresses a form he has devised upon the shapeless 

matter of the people. The result, from the point of view of the founder, is a work 

of art, a product of his own creative virti. For Machiavelli, political action issues 

in an object, the state that is external to, and disengaged from, any considerations 

about the internal perfection of the actor. 



Chapter 2 

Hobbes 

Oakeshott is no doubt correct that "It is safe to say that every interpretation of 

Hobbes's moral theory leaves something that Hobbes wrote imperfectly accounted 

for".' In the interpretation given here I make no claims to have overcome this 

difficulty. On the contrary, this is an unabashedly selective treatment of Hobbes' 

texts. Nonetheless, on the essential issues of this paper, it is hoped that Hobbes 

has not been seriously misconstrued. 

While there are untold differences between the arguments of Machiavelli and 

Hobbes, it is to be emphasized that in aligning them according to the idiom of 

'making', the considerable range of similarities between the two are rendered more 

conspicuous. In advancing certain claims regarding Machiavelli's argument, it was 

necessary to draw out what was not always clearly stated in the texts themselves 

by stringing together passing remarks and epigrammatic observations and at cer-

tain stages turning to Machiavelli's context for clarification. Hobbes is altogether 

more systematic, thorough and meticulous. He self—consciously opens the steps 

of his argument for viewing. Thus, where Machiavelli was abstruse, hesitating or 

negligent - particularly in the areas of anthropology and epistemology - Hobbes 

is diligent. 

Hobbes' self—appointed tasks in the study of politics were to reduce society to its 

smallest unit of analysis: man; to factor man into his most fundamental, irreducible 

10akeshott ( 1975:113). 

54 
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components: passions; and to trace passions to their basic motivating sources: fear 

of violent death and desire for power after power. From these essential elements 

of the political universe and with the unifying explanatory phenomenon, motion, 

Hobbes reconstructed what he took to be the necessary features and limitations of 

political community. Free of, what he took to be, historical and cultural debris, and 

the absurdities of vulgar speech, Hobbes described society as merely an aggregation 

of atomistic individuals each moved by his own passions, destined continually to 

collide unless buffered by the contrivance of a sovereign. Hobbes' resolution and 

composition are performed with Euclidean precison, from definiton to definition, 

proposition to proposition, and proof to proof. 

It will be argued here, that Hobbes' political theory, beginning with the state of 

nature and culminating in his argument for a sovereign and commonwealth, can be 

understood as concordant with, if not a consequence of, more general theoretical 

anthropological and epistemological aspects of his thought. More specifically, the 

natural condition of man is one of subjectivity and uncertainty. Man's experiential 

or phenomenological apprehension of the world is both radically individualistic 

and fallible. In the absence of certainty, men are prone to disagree and from 

disagreement comes conflict and war. To avoid such a state of affairs, man responds, 

through reason and speech, with creative acts of will. Thus, the establishment of 

society and sovereign (and the subsequent possibility for authoritative judgements) 

are a specific, though highly significant, instance of man creating a meaningful niche 

for himself in the world. 
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2.1 Human Nature 

Macpherson was correct in noting that Hobbes staked his claim on his reading of 

human nature.' For Hobbes, "the principles of the politics consist in the knowledge 

of the motions of the mind, and the knowledge of these motions from the knowledge 

of sense and imagination" .' It is with his description of man as a mechanism 

in motion that Hobbes introduces Leviathan: "life is but a motion of Limbs, the 

beginning whereof is in some principal part within" .' He goes on to liken the heart, 

nerves and joints to a spring, strings and wheels, respectively, giving motion to the 

body. The motions of men (and animals) are of two sorts: vital and voluntary. The 

former are the non—voluntary, biological aspects of life that require no choice and 

therefore did not concern Hobbes, and need not concern us. The latter motions on 

the other hand, called 'endeavours' can be varied "in such manner as is first fancied 

in our minds," and are the subject of our attention.5 Endeavours in turn, are of 

2Macpherson (1968:28). 
3EW,I:74. All references to Hobbes works are from The English Works of Thomas Hobbes 

of Malmesbury, ed. William Molesworth (London: John Bohn, 1839-45) 11 vols. (henceforth 
"EW,volume:page"); except Leviathan, ed. C.B. Macpherson (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1969); or 
as otherwise indicated. Macpherson's Leviathan is used because it has the virtues of being more 
widely available, and retaining the original English of the Head edition. In opening the Elements 
of Law, Hobbes wrote that one must have "knowledge of what is human nature" in order to know 
"the true and perspicuous explication of the elements of laws, natural and politic" - EW,IV:1. 

4Lev:81. See EW,I:69,72-3. EW,VII:83. See also Oakeshott ( 1967:xxx,nl); and Karskens ( 1982). 
Cf. Walton ( 1974) that Hobbes was not a mechanist. Mace (1967:639-41) argues that these opening 
statements are to characterize the state as an artificial person, rather than give a physiological 
account of man. See Robertson (1910); Strauss (1952); and Moulakis (1974) for the view that 
Hobbes political theory was formed before he settled on his conception of science and method 
(materialism and motion). Against the 'Strauss—Robertson' thesis several interpreters have sought 
to read Hobbes' corpus as a systematic whole: Goldsmith (1966); Watkins (1973); and Laird ( 1934). 

5Lev:118. Hobbes vascillates somewhat on the location of the source of human motion. He 
notes at one point that "the Imagination is the first internall beginning of all Voluntary Motion" 
- Lev:118. But if the original of all thoughts "are begotten upon the organs of sense" and the 
"cause of Sense, is the External! Body, or Object" - Lev:85; or "the motion, of externall things 
upon [them]" - Lev:86; then the source of human action would seem to be externally determined. 
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two sorts: either towards the external (moving) object that elicited the motion in 

men as 'appetite' or 'desire' (or 'love'), or away from it in 'aversion' (or 'hate').' 

This is crucial to Hobbes' anthropology because "life it selfe is but Motion, and 

can never be without Desire, nor without Feare, no more then without Sense".7 

For Hobbes, life is a matter of motion and e—motion, so that "to have no Desire, 

is to be Dead."' Moreover, "the language of Desire, and Aversion, is Imperative; 

as Do this, Forbeare that" .' That man desires what he sees to be good and shuns 

what appears to be evil (including the chief evil, death) Hobbes attributes to "a 

certain impulsion of nature, no less than that whereby a stone moves downward." ° 

Thus passions (including that for self—preservation, conceived of as the first passion 

and precondition for the fulfillment of other passions) would seem to derive their 

imperative force from 'instinct', or the constituent elements of man (rather than 

from reason, or anything else). 

'Deliberation' is the reckoned summation of man's desires, aversions, hopes and 

fears and produces either an act of will or the determination that the thing to be 

done is impossible or undesirable.11 The act of will is in fulfillment of the last 

See also Of Liberty and Necessity - EW,IV:274 where Hobbes notes that the cause of a man's 
'will' "is not the will itself, but something else not in his disposing." For a reading of Hobbes as a 

determinist see Jones (n.d.). Similarly, see Watkins (1969:96) who argues that the crucial concept 
of 'endeavour' is lacking in inherent power of movement. For the contrary .view, that the vital 
motions are in an important sense 'autonomous' or 'self—motions' see Karskens (1982:52-4). Reik 
(1977:125-8). Oakeshott (1975:79-80). For the presence of both determinist and non—determinist 

elements, see Boas ( 1957:175). 
6Lev:119, 121. EW,I:407-8. EW,IV:31. 
7Lev:130. 

8Lev:139, cf.160. 
°Lev:128. 
10EW,II:8. See Mace (1967) for an attempt to disengage passions from the preservation of vitality. 

'1Lev:127. EW,I:408. EW,IV:68. EW,IV:90. EW,IV:273. 
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appetite in deliberating.'2 For Hobbes, it is a matter of the constitutive motions, 

or instincts, of man, to seek pleasure and avoid pain, and not a consequence of 

'choice' as others have speculated. 

Hobbes thus lodges the criteria for the determination of 'good' and 'evil' with 

man's appetitive nature: "of the voluntary acts of every man, the object is some 

Good to himselfe" (or avoidance of some evil, which is essentially a negative good).'3 

Men, "from nature, that is, from their first birth, as they are merely sensible 

creatures, they have this disposition that immediately as much as in them lies they 

desire and do whatsoever is best pleasing to them."" Given Hobbes' anthropology 

of 'psychological egoism', the whole range of human actions and emotions are to 

be reduced to their source in either desire or aversion.15 For example, a man's 

seemingly open and virtuous act of altruism or charity would, by Hobbes' account, 

be factored down to the pleasure obtained from fulfilling his desire to do good to 

another. Man qua rational man cannot be said to do a benevolent action such as 

sacrificing his private good for the sake of another.16 The objects of an individual's 

'2Lev:128. EW,I:8,409. EW,II:21,23. EW,IV:68. EW,IV:90. EW,IV:273,275. 

13Lev:192. See also EW,II:196. EW,IV:32-3. 
14EW,II:Pref,xvi. Jessup (1948) makes the argument that Hobbes' mechanist metaphysics has 

no logical relation to his theory of value. That it is at times inconsistent and elsewhere connected 

by rough analogies at best. 
'5Lev:121-126. Bernard Gert (1969:117) has attempted to argue that Hobbes did not hold a 

psychological egoist view of man, and that his political theory not only does not require it, but 
is actually inconsistent with it. Gert de—emphasizes Hobbes' comparison of man to a mechanism 
in motion after good to himself. He stresses instead, the role of 'introspection', and an allegedly 
neutral conception of desire ('tautological egoism') that allows man to do actions because they are 

benevolent or morally right. But while Gert denies Hobbes an egoistic psychology, he concedes 

that his political theory "requires... that all men be concerned with their own self—interest". See 
also Kemp (1982) who points to a development in Hobbes' thought away from psychological egoism 
on the basis of a study of changes in two notions: pity and charity. Compare T.L. Lott's ( 1974) 
rejoinder to Gert, in which he argues that Hobbes' mechanism can consistently be described as a 
theory of the causal origins of the desires that determine action. 

'6Lev:123. See also Jones (n.d.:95-96). This characterization of human action in terms of the 
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desire, those things he is drawn towards, he calls 'good'. Conversely, the objects 

of his aversion and hatred he calls 'evil'.17 

If passions drive the human mechanism, to what are these passions directed? 

Hobbes posits as "a generall inclination of all mankind, a perpetuall and restlesse 

desire of Power after power, that ceaseth only in Death." Conceived of negatively, 

it entails the absence of impediments to motion, and therefore assumes liberty.'8 

Power (whether natural—internal or acquired—instrumental) be it riches, knowledge 

or honour) is to be positively understood as simply the possession of present means 

to obtain future apparent goods, i.e., the sustained satisfaction of the passions. 19 

Given this anthropology, Hobbes is drawn to associate human happiness with 

remaining in motion, motion with passion, passion with vitality, and vitality with 

self—preservation. He equates 'felicity' with 'continual prospering' consisting of 

"Continuall .succe$3e in obtaining those things which a man from time to time 

desireth" ,20 or again, "a continuafl progrese of the desire, from one object to an-

other; the attaining of the former, being still but the way to the latter"." Thus, 

man desires not only the immediate objects of desire, but the longterm (perpetual) 

assurance that future desires will be attained. 

In arguing as he does, Hobbes is conscious of dismissing the finis ultimus or 

summum bonum set out in the texts of the classical moral philosophers. There is 

rational maximization of personal utility is especially popular in the contemporary 'rational actor' 
and 'public choice' schools. See for example, the seminal work of Olson (1982:19-20; 1965:160-1, 
164). 

17Lev:120. EW,II:47,196. EW,IV:32. 

'8Lev:161. See also Lev:261. 
'9Lev:150,155,156. Cf. EW,IV:37-8. 
20Lev:129. 
21 Lev:160. EW,IV:33. 
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nothing that can be identified as a natural, positive good for man qua man except 

physical survival or physical being. 22 There is no natural order within which to 

situate man nor any qualitatively good life. 

2.2 Qualities of the Intellect 

Hobbes divides thought, or the qualities or virtues of the intellect (generally known 

as 'good wit') into two sorts: 'natural' and 'acquired', and associates each with a 

specific sort of mental activity: prudence and reason respectively. 

Prudence (or 'foresight') is natural because it is obtained from use, and with-

out the aid of method, culture or instruction. 23 A man uses prudence when he 

makes presumptions or conjectures about events in the future that will follow from 

events that have already occurred on the basis of what he has previously seen 

occur between similar antecedent and consequent events in the past .2' As such, 

prudence depends almost wholly upon 'experience' or 'memory' .25 Moreover, pru-

dence is inarticulate and methodless, and common to man and beast, as a product 

of the direct phenomenal experience of reality innate to living bodies. The chain 

of cause and effect is not recalled in the mind unless the antecedent condition is 

re—experienced directly. Thus, the modern notion of 'conditioning' would seem to 

be a close counterpart.26 

"Although it maybe possible to describe 'motion' as a 'normative moment' in Hobbes' argument. 

See for example, Karskens (1982:51-5) who suggests that motion as a metaphysical principle is not 

only the un.um et verum, but also bonum for Hobbes. 
23 Lev: 134. 

24Lev:97-98. EW,I:3. EW,IV:18. EW,IV:210. 
25 Lev: 89,97,117,134,138. EW,IV: 17-8. 
26Lev:97-98. See Danford (1978:22) who argues in this way. See also Watkins ( 1969:97). 
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The second sort of intellectual virtue is 'reason'. 'Reason', for Hobbes, is not 

born with man (as sense or memory are) nor collected in experience only (as pru-

dence is). Instead, it must be acquired by instruction, method and industry.27 

Hobbes explains that 'reason' consists, "first in apt imposing Names; and Secondly 

by getting a good and orderly Method in proceeding from the Elements, which 

are names, to Assertions made by Connexion of one of them to another; and so to 

Syllogismes, which are the Connexions of one Assertion to another."" It should 

be stressed that the Hobbesian conception of the intellect, save for reason, applies 

equally to man and beast. Sense, understanding, prudence and deliberation are 

all employed commonly by man and animal alike. 29 What distinguishes man from 

beast, is that "most noble and profitable invention of all other", that "Light of 

humane minds": 'speech'.3° The importance Hobbes attaches to speech (and the 

attendant care he takes in his own use of language) can not be emphasized too 

greatly. For Hobbes, "...besides Sense, and thoughts, and the Trayne of thoughts, 

the mind of man has no other Motion; though by the help of Speech, and Method, 

the same Facultyes may be improved to such a height, as to distinguish men from 

all other living Creatures."" Understanding per se, is not peculiar to man, but 

speech is. Therefore, that degree of sophistication in understanding made pos-

27Lev:115,138; EW,I:54,64. EW,II:Pref. But compare against Elements of Law where he argues 
that "Reason is no less of the nature of man than passion, and is the same in all men", by virtue 

of its common function of seeking what each man calls good - EW,IV:87; or against De Give 
true reason, since it is no less a part of human nature, than any other faculty or affection of the 
mind, is also termed natural" - EW,II:16. 

28Lev:115. Cf. EW,I:1. 

29Lev: 134,93,97-8,127, respectively. 
30Lev:100,116. EW,I:56. 
31Lev:99. For "the invention of names hath been necessary for the drawing of men out of igno-

rance" - EW,IV:25. 
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sible by speech only, is peculiar to man. 12 Hobbes grounds reason in speech so 

that "Children are not endued with Reason at all, till they have attained the use 

of Speech"." Moreover, only in the presence of speech can science and wisdom 

blossom (or flounder).34 

It is then, man's use of language (naming) in conjunction with reason that 

primarily distinguishes him from other animals. 

For though men and beasts do differ in many things very much, yet they 
differ not in the nature of their deliberation. A man can reckon by words 
of general signification, make propositions, and syllogisms, and compute 
in numbers, magnitudes, proportions, and other things computable; 
which ... a beast that hath not language cannot do, nor a man that 
have language, if he misplaces the words, that are his counters.35 

The use and end of reason is to trace out consequences of actions or words from one 

to the next, and the method it employs to fulfil this function is essentially simple 

arithmetic. Reason is man's calculative or 'reckoning' faculty. Hobbes explains 

that 

When a man Reasoneth, hee does nothing else but conceive a summe 
totall, from Addition of parcels; or conceive a Remainder, from Sub-
traction of one summe from another: which (if it be done by Words,) 
is conceiving of the consequence of the names of all parts, to the name 
of the whole. 36 

This assumes that all the basic attributes of reality can be manipulated mathe-

matically: "For magnitude, body, motion, time, and degrees of quantity, action, 

32 Lev:93-94,109. 

33Lev:116. 
34Lev:106, 138. 

35EW,V:95. 
36Lev:110, cf.111. See also EW,IV:24. EW,II:iii—iv. EW,I:3-5. EW,III:25, 29-30, 35, 71, 367-

8, 664. For the equating of logic or reasoning with what amounts to elementary accounting, see 
Sacksteder (1981). 
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conception, proportion, speech and names (in which all kinds of philosophy consist) 

are capable of addition and subtraction."" 

Now, it is to be emphasized that the intellect is given an ancillary role, in the 

shadow of the passions, in Hobbes' casting and direction of the human drama. One 

need only recall the oft—quoted passage: "For the Thoughts, are to the Desires, as 

Scouts, and Spies, to range abroad, and find the way to the things Desired: All 

Stedinesse of the minds motion, and all quicknesse of the same, proceeding from 

thence."" The mind, through prudence and reason, is assigned the task of max-

imizing the longterm fulfillment of the passions by tracing out the concatenation 

of actions and events and using this knowledge to evaluate future actions.39 So it 

is that "he who bath by Experience [prudence], or Reason, the greatest and surest 

prospect of Consequences, Deliberates best himself."" 

Since desires are the root of motion, life and will, criticism of them and/or 

of their rational remolding, are out of the question. What is crucial to action, 

according to Hobbes, is not 'free rational will' but simply the will that results 

from deliberation (the last appetite).41 Reason is a technique, a tool or slave of 

the passions. Hobbes explains that "all men agree in the will to be directed and 

governed in the way to that which they desire to attain, namely, their own good, 

37EW,I:5. 
38Lev:139. 
""From Desire, ariseth the Thought of some means we have seen produce the like of that which 

we ayme at; and from the thought of that, the thought of means to that mean: and so continually, 

till we come to some beginning within our own power" - Lev:95-6. 

40Lev:129. 
4'He explains "and it seemeth to me that a rational will, if it be not meant of a will after 

deliberation, whether he that deliberateth reasoneth aright or not, signifieth nothing. A rational 
man is rightly said; but a rational will, in other sense than I have mentioned, is insignificant" - 

EW,V:234. Thus pace Mace ( 1967:642) voluntary motion is at least as well rooted in physiological 

as psychological bases. 
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which is the work of reason. 114' Reason can no more challenge the movement of 

the appetites and aversions than a slave can question his master. The most that 

reason can do is to deflect the passions onto their most profitable course so that 

ill—advised short—term goods with long—term woes attached are avoided in place 

of greater long—term good. Passions are the primal response of a living body 

to the sensations it receives of things in the external world. As such, they are 

oriented wholly towards present goods. For the vital apprehension of future goods 

man must rely on reason, and certain faculties of the mind such as imagination. 43 

Thus, acting in accordance with reason may be contrary to the natural passions, 

that carry men to partiality, pride, revenge, and the satisfaction of immediate 

desires in the short run; so that "when their interest requires it" men will set 

themselves against reason. 44 However, since all actions generate a long chain of 

consequences, some good and some evil, man is advised to let his passions be 

mediated by reason, which will seek out the greater apparent good in the longer 

run. 4' However, Hobbes also notes that the passions of hate, lust, ambition and 

covetousness "are infirmities, so annexed to the nature both of man, and all other 

living creatures, as that their effects cannot be hindred but by extraordinary use of 

Reason, or a constant severity of punishing them. 114' He goes on to point out that 

42EW,IV:87. Cf. EW,II:47. 

43EW,II:48. 
44Lev:129,166,223. EW,IV:Ep Ded. EW,II:48. In a particularly telling passage of Leviathan, 

Hobbes writes "For, (I believe) the most sober men, when they walk alone without care and 
employment of the mind, would be unwilling the vanity and Extravagance of their thoughts at that 

time should be publiquely seen: which is a confession, that Passions unguided, are for the most 
part meere Madnesse" - Lev:142. 

45See Maclntyre ( 1966:139); and Hinnant (1977:60-1). Moore (1971:43-62) carefully draws a 

distinction between using the criterion of self—interest to choose among general rules of conduct, 
and among particular actions. 

46Lev:342. 
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the passions of ambition and covetousness are perpetually incumbent and pressing 

"whereas Reason is not perpetually present, to resist them. 1147 

Through the systematic exercise of reason, man accumulates 'science'. Hobbes 

patterns his conception of science after geometry. Geometry, according to Hobbes, 

was "the onely Science that it hath pleased God hitherto to bestow on mankind."" 

It was the paradigmatic science for Hobbes because it provides certainties, and more 

importantly, useful certainties.49 Hobbes develops his science of politics specifically 

from two sources: Euclid and Galileo. From Euclid he borrowed the use of a 

series of established problems and theorems from which all subsequent reckoning 

could proceed, and the notion that complex mathematical structures could be 

formed out of simpler elements (for example, a square out of an exact number 

of lines and angles). Hobbes was also extremely impressed with Galileo's success 

in resolving complex phenomena (such as the trajectory of a cannon—ball) into 

simpler, mathematically derived causal motions or forces. From Galileo, Hobbes 

adopted not only this ' resolutive—compositive' method,5° but also the primary 

47Lev:342. See also Lev:322. EW,II:45,48. Indeed, Hobbes observes "and the most part of men, 
though they have the use of Reasoning a little way, as in numbring to some degree; yet it serves 
them to little use in common life" - Lev:116. Men rely more on prudence, memory, inclinations, 
fortune, and the errors of others. Paradoxically, then, what distinguishes man from beast is rarely 

active. See also Wilson ( 1979:40). 
48Lev:105. 
41 "For whatsoever assistance doth accrue to the life of Man, whether from the observation of 

the heavens or from the description of the earth, from the notation of times, or from the remotest 
experiments of navigation, finally whatsoever things they are in which this present age doth differ 
from the rude simpleness of antiquity, we must acknowledge to be a debt which we owe merely to 

geometry" - EW,II:Ep Ded iv. 
501n De Corpore, Hobbes writes of, "the work of ratiocination; which consists ... in composition, 

and division or resolution. There is therefore no method, by which we find out the causes of 
things, but is either composiive or resolutive, or partly compositive, and partly resolutive. And 
the resolution is commonly called analytical method, as the Composition is called synthetics" - 

EW,I:66. 
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significance of 'motion' as the notion with which to structure human understanding 

of reality.51 'Science' (or 'philosophy') is the knowledge not only of facts, but of 

consequences or causes, i.e. the dependence of one fact upon others. 52 Hobbes 

continues by further dividing science (or the 'signs of science') into uncertain and 

certain. Uncertain, are those pieces of science relevant to only some particular cases 

and established on probabilistic grounds. A parallel could be drawn between this 

'prudence' and the Popperian conception of science as 'hypothetical—deductive', 

i.e., consisting of tentative and provisional hypotheses that do not achieve absolute 

certainty. From experience we know that night follows day and can claim that it 

will continue to do so. But each day is a new one with the possibility that this 

claim may be falsified.53 

On the other hand, infallible and certain is that scientific knowledge that can 

be perspicuously demonstrated. Hobbes believed he was in possession of an indis-

putable method and that with it he had transformed the study of politics into a 

science in this second sense. Thus he could boldly write of the "infallible rules and 

true science of equity and justice"; 54 of the rules of sovereigns and subjects as "a 

science ... built upon sure and clear principles" ; 55 and of how "to reduce [politics] 

to the rules and infallibility of reason"." 

51 Danford (1978:32). Macpherson (1968:26). Galileo is so significant to Hobbes' writings that 

Balz ( 1918:128) could write "The true intellectual progenitor of Hobbes is Galileo". But Wernham 
(1960) argues that for Hobbes, the 'resolutive—compositive' method had a normative function it did 

not have for Galileo. 
52Lev:115,138. EW,I:68,82,86. EW,VII:210. EW,I:3. 
53Lev:117. See Popper (1961:131). For an elaboration of the view that Hobbes anticipated the 

orthodox modern conception of scientific explanation as hypothetical yet based upon the senses see 
Grene (1969). Grene suggests that Hobbes' nominalism presaged contemporary existentialism, and 

his attitude towards metaphysics, the anti—metaphysical position of logical positivism. 

54Behemoth in Hobbes ( 1889:70). 
55 Behemoth in Hobbes ( 1889:159). 

56EW,IV:Ep Ded. See also EW,VI:212-3. Hobbes also left no doubt that he believed his use of 
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Motion is for Hobbes the basic datum of reality: "the gate of natural philosophy 

universal, ... is the knowledge of the nature of motion." 17 Galileo had developed his 

new theory of planetary motion and Harvey had discovered the motion of blood. 

It was left to Hobbes to characterize thought, as motions in the mind. He claimed 

that a man can have no thought of anything not subject to sense where 'sensation' 

is the motion within man caused by the action or pressure of external objects upon 

the organ proper to each sense. Sensation is transferred either directly, or "by 

the mediation of Nerves, and other strings, and membranes of the body, continued 

inwards to the Brain, and heart, causeth there a resistance, or counter—pressure, 

or endeavour of the heart,"" Moreover, since "motion produceth nothing but 

motion"; and the motions of external bodies produce sensations; and sensations 

are the matter of thoughts; it follows that thoughts themselves must be a species 

of motion.59 

Thus, on the basis of his mechanist and materialist assumptions, Hobbes argues 

that all thought proceeds from sense—experience of the world, either directly or 

through remembrance and imagination, so that an a priori science is impossible. 

In Leviathan Hobbes explains "(for there is no conception in a man's mind, which 

hath not at first, totally, or by parts, been begotten upon the organs of Sense.) 

method for the study of man and the conclusions thereby derived, were fundamentally new. In the 
epistle dedicatory to Elements of law he notes: "Natural Philosophy is therefore but young; but 
Civil Philosophy yet much younger, as being no older (I say it provoked, and that my detractors 

may know how little they have wrought upon me) then my own book De Give" - EW,I:ix. 
"De Corpore, EW,I:Ep Ded,viii. So much so, that Gerhard (1946:587) refers to Hobbes as a 

'motionalist' rather than 'materialist' and regards Hobbes use of motion as akin to the use of a 

metaphysical principle. See also Watkins ( 1969:85-88). 
58Lev:85. See also 49, 86,121. 
59Lev:86. Even dreams, when the intellect can no longer be said to respond to external motions, 

Hobbes attributes to "the agitation of the inward parts of mans body" connected to the brain, to 

keep it in motion - Lev:90-91. 
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The rest are derived from that originall."6° Thus, although Hobbes speaks of the 

possibility of certainties in science, he also indicates a number of problems inherent 

in man's attempt to know the world. 

2.3 Uncertainty and Subjectivity 

There are three distinct yet related sorts of hindrances to man's true apprehension 

of reality. First and foremost, sensation is only the vibration internal to man 

caused by the motion of an external object upon the senses. The sensation is 

not, therefore, coeval with the object, rather it is an effect of the object. The 

qualities of an object that a man perceives such as its colour, belong in his mind 

and not to the object itself.61 Thus, sensations, as the natural bridge between the 

mind and the matter of the world, are open to uncertainty and prone to defect. 

Hence, Hobbes repeatedly describes the sensations reverberating in the mind as 

'phantasm', 'seeming', 'fancy' etc. 62 

Second, knowledge that arises from sense—observation of the world, i.e. experi-

ential (or prudential) knowledge relies upon memory. Memory is, in turn, only the 

decaying sensation of an external object upon the senses, like the ripples from a 

rock dropped upon a sheet of still water. But unlike ripples which decay with the 

resistance of the water, the imprint of the sensation does not fade but is obscured 

by the impressions of later objects. It follows that the conjectures of prudence 

cannot claim the status of certainty. According to Hobbes, "experience concludeth 

60Lev:85. EW,III:1. See also Karskens ( 1982:476-7). 

61Lev:86. EW,IV:4-6. See also Watkins ( 1979:140-2). 
"Duly noted by Watkins ( 1969:97); Wilson ( 1979); and Krook (1956:11). That matter in motion 

is unable to account for the existence of qualitative phantasms, see Bertman ( 1973). 
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nothing universally"." Prudence is always a matter of estimating on probabilistic 

grounds without complete assurances. Man is neither God nor Laplacean demon: 

he is unable to observe all circumstances, his experience is inherently limited and 

particular, and his memory prone to decay. 64 

The third reason why the human mind remains unsure of its apprehension of 

reality stems from the fact that mind is ever employed within the context of the 

individual's relationship to reality. This relationship is, for Hobbes, radically in-

dividualistic or subjective. Reason and prudence ride a private train of thoughts, 

regulated by personal desire and design, and pulled this way and that by passions.65 

When a man with a design in mind, considers a multitude of things, observing how 

and which best obtain his design, he is said to be in a prudent state of mind. 

Prudence depends on experience, and experience is more or less equal in men of 

the same age (although the specific circumstances that occupy their collected ex-

perience may differ greatly). What are crucially different between men for Hobbes 

are their fancies and judgements, i.e., the signification they give to the appear-

ances they have of the external world, which constitute the designs that guide 

their actions. 66 

That the essential character of the human condition is subjective, is nowhere 

more dramatically evident than in the way man attaches the continuum of value 

to the world on the basis of his passions. It is Hobbes' conclusion, stated in the 

°3EW,IV:18. 
64Lev:97,98,117,131. EW,III:197-8. EW,V:328-9. For a brief discussion of the Laplacean demon, 

consult G.H. von Wright (1974:116-9). 

65Lev: 111,112,95. A more or less unavoidable consequence of what Dilthey aptly termed 'atom-
istic materialism' observes Gooch (1970:29). 

66Lev:138. 
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Leviathan, that "these words of Good, Evill, and Contemptible, are ever used with 

relation to the person that useth them: There being nothing simply and absolutely 

so; nor any common Rule of Good and Evil, to be taken from the nature of the 

objects themselves."" 

Hobbes does not altogether deny that men share a 'human nature'. On the 

contrary he argues that men display a similitude of passions so that one can 

know what it is to think, opine, reason, hope and fear for all men simply through 

introspection.68 There are however, few passions innate to man; Hobbes names the 

appetites for food, exoneration and excretion as examples. The rest proceed from 

man's experience and taste arising from his constitution, both of which are different 

and subject to change in all men. Hobbes explains that "because the constitution 

of a mans Body, is in continuall mutation; it is impossible that all the same things 

should alwayes cause in him the same Appetites, and Aversions: much lesse can 

all men consent, in the Desire of almost any one and the same Object."" This 

limited uniformity in the nature of passions does not entail a similitude concerning 

67Lev:120. EW,IV:26. EW,IV:32 - "Every man, for his own part, calleth that which pleasefh, 

and is delightful to himself, good; and that evil which displeaseth him: insomuch that while every 
man differef h from anotherin constitution, they differ also from one another concerning the common 
distinction of good and evil. Nor is there any such thing as absolute goodness, considered without 
relation." EW,V:192. In A Short Tract on First Principles, (Sect3, Conc.,3.7) there is an unstated 
parallel between sense data and moral values. Both are characterized as existing in the mind rather 

than as qualities of the object. Appendix to Elements of Law in Hobbes (1889). See Hinnant 

(1977:163 n8). 
18 Some interpreters have elevated introspection to a central position as Hobbes' epistemological 

method for discovering truths about man. See especially Bertman (1975) who distinguishes obser-

vation which results in prudence from introspection giving scientific knowledge. See also Strauss 
(1952:29); Watkins (1969:103); and Hinnant (1977:99). 

69Lev:120. From Hobbes' materialist characterization of man arises his account of the way pas-
sions function in all men, and how they define good. That they may differ in the objects to which 

they attach this definition does not entail, as McNeily ( 1968:119-21) argues, that materialism is a 
dispensable hypothesis. See also Bertman (1975:62-65); and Watkins (1969:101). 
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the objects of the passions, i.e. the actual things in the external world around 

which man's thoughts, desires, aversions, hopes and fears are organized.7° This 

relationship between man and reality is a dense consequence of individual consti-

tution and idiosyncracies of education and culture absorbed by each man. 7' The 

determining symptom of man's radical individuality is that "all men be not alike 

affected with the same thing, nor the same man at all times .1'7' The impressions 

left by reality upon individual men will differ in the way that the ripples made by 

a rock upon water, alcohol, and mercury will differ. Moreover, with the passage of 

time, a man's physiology changes causing his substantive relationship with reality 

to change, just as the effect of a rock thrown upon water changes when the water 

has become ice or gas. 73 There is, in short, no natural uniformity to man's affective 

relationship with the world. Thus, good and evil are rendered as entirely subjective 

judgements peculiar to the individual and not amenable to, nor constitutive of, an 

experience of the nature of things common to all men. 

To reiterate, Hobbes' materialist and mechanist assumptions lead him to ground 

the origins of all thought in the senses. However, he goes on to discount empiricism 

and sense—experience as radically defective and uncertain, in favour of rationalism 

and a particular conception of scientific knowledge that is certain and infallible. 

That this causes difficulties for Hobbes' epistemology has been pointed out by 

70Lev:82-83. 
71 "For though the nature of that we conceive, be the same; yet the diversity of our reception of it, 

in respect of different constitutions of body, and prejudices of opinion, gives everything a tincture 

of our different passions" - Lev: 109. 
72Lev: 109. 
"See, in this regard, Johnson (1982:39-41); and Wilson (1979:37-38). Hobbes in short destroys 

the possibility of an empirical natural science by destroying the common external world. See also 

Wolin (1960:254). 
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many of his readers.74 Hobbes' struggles with this problem are evident in shifts in 

his characterization of reason, science and philosophy. In Elements of Law Hobbes 

defines 'right reason' as reasoning "from principles that are found indubitable by 

experience, all deceptions of sense and equivocation of words avoided"; and 'science' 

as "evidence of truth, from some beginning or principle of sense." 75 Yet he notes 

elsewhere that "Although Sense and Memory of things, which are common to man 

and all living creatures, be Knowledge, yet because they are given us immediately 

by nature, and not gotten by ratiocination, they are not philosophy. 117' By the 

time of Leviathan, Hobbes finds the deceptions of sense unacceptable so that he 

there attempts to decisively seperate natural wit grounded in sense-experience 

(prudence) from acquired wit (reason, naming, and method) .77 

Thus Hobbes' system of thought (and frequent claims to have obtained in-

fallible truths) requires that reason, through rigorous method and the liberating, 

generalizing influence of speech, transcend both the fundamental fallibility of man's 

apprehension of reality (i.e. sensation, memory, and experience), and the radical 

individuality of this apprehension. Unless reason is able to do so, Hobbes in claim-

743essop ( 1948) finds it inconsistent that all thought comes from sense and yet Hobbes discounts 

empiricism and induction in favour of rationalism. Copleston ( 1959) while less critical, finds that 
Hobbes' nominalism implies that science and causal explanations must remain hypothetical and 

conditional (not eternal and immutable). For James (1949:15) reason is exalted at the expense of 
imagination. Weinberger ( 1975) points to a disjunction between the definitions of a proper method 
and introspective common—sense. Gerhard (1946) describes Hobbes as a 'sensist' who derives all 
knowledge from experience and yet a 'nominal rationalist' who postulates a non—sensory realm 

of matter in motion. Danford (1978:26) argues that Hobbes fails to connect the truth of words 
with reality. Brandt ( 1928:225-30) regards Hobbes' resort to 'evidence' as a contradiction of his 

nominalism and science. See also Watkins (1969:91); Hinnant (1977:52-53); Madden (1960:107-
8); Robertson ( 1910:91-92). Engel ( 1962:328) draws a good distinction between a physiological 
(causal) and philosophical (representational) theory of sensory experience. 

T5EW,IV:24. EW,IV:28. 
76EW,I:3. 
77 Compare Lev:682 against EW,II:Ep. ded., xx, 213-14; EW,IV:8-9, 24, 27-28; and EW,VI:66. 
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ing to possess scientific truths is as guilty as those he chastised for arriving at 

"nothing certain in natural philosophy but every mans experiments to himself. 1171 

This, in many respects, is Hobbes' central political problem for the absence of 

certainty is not merely an epistemological problem. It has profound and dramatic 

consequences for social and political life. Indeed, those who passed before him 

hawking what they called 'philosophy', Hobbes dismisses as downright subversive 

for offering only false and uncertain doctrines "full within of fraud and filth" deter-

mined "according to their own fancies" .7' For Hobbes, subversion was manifest in 

controversy and disagreement, whereas "true knowledge begetteth not doubt nor 

controversy, but knowledge."8° 

Men distinguish themselves in their capacity for speech. Speech facilitates 

opining, and importantly, opining about pleasure and pain, good and evil. Now, 

opinions are inherently subjective and different. Differences of opinion in matters of 

good and evil lead to a "contestation of honour and preferment" ;"' to disagreements 

so that "those persons, who by some are looked on as best are by others esteemed to 

be the worst of all men"; and finally to "diverse opinions concerning him who hath 

the supreme power" ."  Since, nearly all political controversies arise over differences 

of opinion concerning the identification of good and bad, just and unjust, it is 

imperative to Hobbes' politics that men be able to settle on permanent, certain 

78EW,I:Ep Ded, iv. 
79EW,I:ix-x. EW,II:Ep Ded, iv. 
80EW,IV:1. See also Ball ( 1985:753). 

81EW,II:66-67. See also Lev,13:184-185. Lev,17:225. 
82EW,II:94. Lev:365 - When men assume under civil government "Thai every private man is 

Judge of Good and Evill actions" they become "disposed to debate with themselves, and dispute 
the commands of the Common-wealth; and afterwards to obey, or disobey them, as in their private 

judgements they shall think fit. Whereby the Common-wealth is distracted and Weakened". 
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definitions. 83 

2.4 Knowing and Making 

If as an epistemological principle it is held that there is no knowable objective 

order of things, i.e., nothing 'given' or pre-existent or prior to, the conceptions 

in the human mind and the signs of human discourse, except discrete, uncertain 

sense-particulars, then order, significance, and intelligibility are to be created by 

the mind. Since the world appears to the human mind as a collection of discon-

nected singulars, it is open to man to create an artificial connectedness by giving 

to the appearance of things a semblance of unity. 14 Now, Hobbes readily trans-

forms his conception of science as 'the study of causes' by associating 'cause' with 

'generation'.85 Thus, Hobbes attempts to overcome the difficulties that follow from 

disconnecting empiricism from rationalism and truth by instructing that the first 

principles of science be created and used to re-create the world in a fundamental 

way. Man as scientist or philosopher is asked to engage more in imagination than 

discovery: 

..if you will be a philosopher in good earnest, let your reason move 
upon the deep of your own cogitations and experience; those things 
that lie in confusion must be set asunder, distinguished, and every one 
stamped with its own name and order; that is to say, your method must 
resemble that of creation. 86 

83EW,II,77,316. 
841n this vein, Wolin ( 1960) notes that for Hobbes and Machiavelli (as well as Luther and Calvin) 

before him, "chaos was the material of creativity, not the cause for resignation". See also Krook 
(1956:8,12). 

85Bronowski and Maslish (1960:193-215) argue that Hobbes' originality consisted in precisely 

this identification of causality with generation. See also Child (1953:274-5). 

86EW,I:111. 
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He should begin by destroying, i.e., with an act of privation: an act of "feigning the 

world to be annihilated" ."  Then, he is asked to copy the act of creation, without 

necessarily recreating or imitating the actual content of what was. In other words, 

art need not imitate nature. 

From the opening lines of Leviathan, we are alerted to the distinction between 

the natural: what we find; and the artificial: what we make.88 Since, man finds very 

little in an objective way, he is required to 'make' most everything. Thus, Hobbes' 

science begins with what may be described as "originative artistic activities" or acts 

of "our own creative reason" ."  It is a principle of knowing based upon the assumed 

relationship between making and hence understanding, rather than, for example, 

between being able to predict and hence verify understanding. Since science is 

the study of causes and causes are found in their generation, this epistemological 

principle confers a priority to the sciences of the self—made. Hobbes himself points 

out the superiority of the principle of 'knowing as making'. In De Homine, he 

explains, that 

Science is allowed to men through the former kind [i.e. truth of propo-

sitions rather than facts] of a priori demonstration only of those things 
whose generation depends on the will of men themselves... Since the 
causes of the properties that individual figures have belong to them be-

cause we ourselves draw the lines; and since the generation of the figures 
depends on our will; nothing more is required to know the phenomenon 
peculiar to any figure whatsoever, than that we consider everything 
that follows from the construction that we ourselves make in the figure 

to be described.90 

87EW,I:91. 
88Lev:81. 
89See Sacksteder (1984:38); and Engel (1962:330). See Sacksteder (1979) for an emphasis on the 

active, rather than passive (or mechanical) aspects of Hobbes' treatment of mental phenomena. See 
also Kuypers (1974:62,76-77); Ball ( 1985:750); Reik (1977:62-63); and Raphael (1966:204). 

90De Honiine, chl0., On speech and sciences. 
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It is then through fundamentally creative acts of will that man can obtain cer-

tainties in mathematics that are not available to him through sense—experience. 

Hobbes concludes that "therefore, because of this fact (that is, that we ourselves 

create the figures), it happens that geometry hath been and is demonstrable"." 

Moreover, and most importantly, Hobbes sees no reason to restrict this argument 

to the theoretical planes of mathematics. On the contrary, he readily extends it to 

the realm of human action: 

Finally, politics and ethics (that is, the sciences of just and unjust, of 
equity and inequity) can be demonstrated a priori; because we ourselves 
make the principles - that is, the causes of justice (namely, laws and 
covenants) - whereby it is known what justice and equity, and their 
opposites injustice and inequity, are. 92 

Similarly in Six Lessons to the Professors of the Mathematic, Hobbes writes of "the 

power of the artist himself, who, in his demonstration, does no more but deduce 

the consequences of his own operation." He goes on to argue that "Geometry 

therefore is demonstrable, for the lines and figures from which we reason are drawn 

and described by ourselves; and civil philosophy is demonstrable, because we make 

the commonwealth ourselves." 93 

Man rises above beast when he behaves as homo faber, i.e., he exercises his 

capacity to make artifacted goods (most conspicuously the commonwealth with 

"De Homine, duO. See also EW,I:6, 70-3, 140, 388, 531. EW,VII:184. 
"Ibid. The interpretive principle of geometry and politics alike, knowing as making, works 

precisely because it is divorced from nature. Nonetheless Engel (1962:332) is correct in suggesting 
that for Hobbes there existed "an exact correlation between the free activity of mind in its generation 
of reasons and consequerts and the generation of causes and effecis by nature." 

93EW,VII:183-4. It does not seem correct to downplay this argument as "an informal account 
of the way he [Hobbes] used his method in civil philosophy" as Watkins (1969:92) does because 
the argument contains Hobbes' justification for viewing geometry as the paradigmatic science. In 
this regard, see especially Child (1953) who develops the relation between making and knowing in 
Hobbes from this passage. 
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its attendant civil laws). Indeed, man as creator becomes like God, according to 

Hobbes. In the opening passages of Dc Give, Hobbes suggests that "To speak 

impartially both sayings are very true: that man to man is a kind of God; and 

that man to man is an arrant wolf. The first is true if we compare citizens amongst 

themselves; and the second if we compare cities [or men in their natural state]" .94 

Man can become like God within his own spheres of action when his art imitates 

the art whereby God made and governs the world, nature, so that man knows what 

he makes. But in nature, left without his own devices, he is a pitiable animal - a 

wolf towards others. 

2.5 Language 

Man's ability to create the world anew proceeds through his use of language. Lan-

guage becomes the centre around which man turns both the real world and his 

own mind. As Ball puts it "with language we perform actions and create worlds 

by acting with, upon, and through our language."" The Hobbesian linguistic turn 

allows man to be something more than a material object. As a speaking subject, 

he can leave nature and becomes a self—defining creature in possession of 'truth'. 

Not surpisingly, we find the Hobbesian texts devoted to purging political language, 

and cleaning out the Augean stables of vocabulary. 96 

94EW,II:ii. Cf. Lev:81. See also Bertman (1975:71); Kuypers (1974:70); and Wolin (1960:241-2). 

"Ball ( 1985:741). See also Polin (1953:5,7,12-13, 24,25,99) who provides a good discussion of 

speech as the defining characteristic of man, and argues that the Hobbesian man fundamentally 
creates himself by creating speech. 

96Reik ( 1977:133-164). That Hobbes' linguistic theory is strikingly modern, see Verburg (1970). 

That it anticipated 'modern ideas' about semantics, see Martin (1969). 
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Truth and falsity are qualities pertaining to speech and the relationship of 

names to one another, not to reality directly. Truth is so intimately intertwined 

with words for Hobbes that "True, truth, and true proposition are equivalent to 

one another. 1117 The truth of words is then, a form of propositional knowledge, 

and like propositional knowledge its correctness is logical or analytical, rather than 

ontological.98 Propositional truth is composed from speech. Speech consists in 

"Names or Appellations, and their Connexion" imposed upon the substances of 

reality.99 The first use of speech lies in the right definition of names. True knowl-

edge must proceed, then, as it has in geometry, from carefully rooted definitions 

(axioms) by rigorous method to conclusions.100 Again, without speech, man's 

apprehension of reality must remain sycophantically attached to the particular, 

the contextually specific, the historically contingent. Through the use of names 

as signs delimiting reality man is given license to roam the theoretical plane; to 

be lead by his curiosity and the pleasure he receives from generating knowledge 

freely.'°' Language allows generalizing, so that theorems can be written, calcula-

tions can be known from coequivalents, and all decisions need not be made anew 

each time: 

97EW,I:35. Cf. Lev:105. 

°8 Mintz ( 1962:24). See also Wolin (1960:250-1). It has the character of an 'if—then' statement 
where the if—statement contains the definition that emerges in the subsequent 'then' clause. Hobbes 
explains: "truth adheres not to things, but to speech only, for some truths are eternal: for it will 
be eternally true, if man, then living creature, but that any man or living creature, should exist 

eternally, is not necessary" - EW,I:38. 
°9Lev:100. EW,I:29-30. 
'00Lev:105. EW,I:36. EW,IV:28. See also Goldsmith (1966:7); Stephen ( 1904:89-90); and Danford 

(1978:28-9). 

Flew (1951) it was Hobbes' key assumption that language was not only a tool of commu-

nication but the very stuff of thought itself. That man's curiosity is unleashed, goes hand in hand, 

with speech allowing man to derive general theorems, both of which, distinguish man from beast. 
See also Lev:96,13,124. 
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And thus the consequence found in one particular, comes to be registred 
and remembred, as an Universall rule; and discharges our mentall reck-
oning, of time and place; and delivers us from all labour of mind, saving 
the first; and makes that which was found true here, and now, to be 
true in all times and places. 102 

But one should not forget Hobbes' nominalism. For Hobbes, a name employed 

as an universal to denote a generic class of objects, while useful, entails an artificial 

ordering of reality by reason. No matter how apt the imposition of a universal, 

abstract name may be, it is an act of imposition upon unique things based on 

their similitude. Hobbes argues, "there being nothing in the world Universall but 

Names; for the things named are every one of them Individuals and Singular." 103 

What Hobbes does, is to replace the Aristotelian correspondence between words 

and things with a correspondence between words and ideas so that his epistemology 

centres on the task of defining universal terms. Hobbes argues that "we cannot 

from experience conclude, that anything is to be called just or unjust, true or false, 

or any proposition universal whatsoever, except it be from remembrance of the use 

of names imposed arbitrarily by men."04 

'°2Lev:104, cf. 112-3. EW,I:79. Hinnant (1977) emphasizes the role speech plays in facilitating 
memory rather than in allowing generalizations, but his point appears to be the same, nonetheless. 

'°3Lev:102, cf. 103,114. EW,I:20, 56, 80, 106. EW,IV:22. At best, they are a "sort of pluralized 
version of proper names" as Watkins ( 1973:140) describes them. See also Hinnant (1977:104); Mints 
(1962:esp.ch2); Watkins (1973:104-7, 147-50, 99); Wilson ( 1979:39); Krook ( 1956); Tornebohn 
(1961); Goldsmith (1966:63-64); Sacksteder (1981:463-4); Armstrong ( 1970); and Heinrichs (1973). 
As Gerhard ( 1946:583) puts it, names "hang suspended between universality and individuality with 
a tormenting indetermination." 
'04EW,IV:18. 
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2.6 Leaving Common—sense 

For Hobbes the origins of language are rooted in conventions and arbitrary choices. 

"Speech is not the cause of speech" and language is not a closed system.105 If one 

traces the use and interpretation of language back to its origins, one finds 'conven-

tional meanings'. Thus, Hobbes reduces the way man learns and uses language to 

experience in the customary use of words. It is from remembrance of how others 

attach names to objects in the external world that man learns language and settles 

on definitions. Only with these definitions can man begin to obtain the certainties 

of science.106 Hobbes repeatedly states that "words ... have their signification by 

agreement, and constitution of men." 107 Similarly, in De Corpore, "names have 

their constitution not from the species of things but from the will and consent 

of men.""' Hobbes continues, "now primary propositions are nothing but defini-

tions, or parts of definitions, being truths constituted arbitrarily by the inventors 

of speech, and therefore not to be demonstrated." 109 

105EW,I:43. 
'°°EW,IV:27. A minor objection could be made, that since Hobbes renders memory and experience 

fallible and uncertain, it is not possible for him to allow language (which relies on memory and 
experience) to achieve truths about the world without crossing an inconsistency of his own making. 
Madden (1960:310 n34) for example raises this argument. 
'°7Lev:405. See also Versfeld ( 1949); Danford ( 1978:28); Boas (1957); Sacksteder (1981:481); 

Wilson (1979:40); Wolin (1960:246); and Oakeshott (1975:84). Madden (1960) however, points 
to the presence of both conventional meanings and the possibility of 'scientific' language allowing 
objective claims. See also Marcelo ( 1976) who challenges the conventionalist interpretation of 
Hobbes' theory of language. He emphasizes Hobbes' analogy of language to money, in which words 
are to be valued when their definitions obtain truth, not as money which is valued by fools on the 
authority of others. 
'°8EW,I:56. 
109EW,I:36-37. A final example, from Elements of Philosophy: "the first truths were arbitrarily 

made by those that first of all imposed names upon things, or received them from the imposi-
tion of others." Although the first words may be arbitrarily assigned, subsequent ones will have 
to be logically compatible with their predecessors. They must be able to interlock in a mutu-
ally non—contradictory fashion and display the simple logics of "rational sequence, contexture and 
completion" points out Sacksteder ( 1984:33-4). See also Watkins (1969:98). 



81 

For Hobbes, the fact that conventional truths are rooted in vulgar speech ren-

ders them flawed, unsystematic, and useless to science.11° Consequently, Hobbes 

turns from the common—sense in everyday language to the construction and defini-

tion of his own first words. He discards the possibility that the opinions contained 

in common speech are articulations of pre—reflective 'tastes' of what it is to be 

human and in what genuine human good might consist, in order to argue for the 

employment of products of his own fictive imagination.11' Motion was, for Hobbes, 

the first of first principles. Everything was to be understood as caused by motion. 112 

But the recognition of 'motion' as first principle is neither self—evident nor always 

sense—apparent. In Leviathan, Hobbes gives a telling argument in defending his 

view that thought is a species of motion: "... although unstudied men, doe not 

conceive any motion at all to be there, where the thing moved is invisible; or the 

space it is moved in, is (for the shortnesse of it) insensible; yet that cloth not hinder, 

but that such motions are.""' Hobbes is then aware that 'matter in motion' as 

the definitive notion by which to structure man's understanding of reality is not 

110This was the significant error of classical political philosophers, for in the absence of an in-
disputable method, they could do little more than reiterate the diverse opinions held by the vul-
gar. They were unable to ascend from these opinions to truth. See EW,II:i-vii. EW,I:1-2,8-1O. 
EW,IV:1. 
"See Danford (1978:16-42); and Arnhart (1981:185-188). In this regard, see Weinberger 

(1975:1338) who notes that "with respect to the foundations of a methodological political science, 
there is no account of the relationship between the definitions of proper method and the maxims of 
introspective commonsense" (1341) so that Hobbes must turn to "a new methodological rhetoric" 
(1344). 
112 the variety of all figures arises out of the variety of those motions by which they are made; 

and motion cannot be understood to have any other cause besides motion;" - EW,I:69-70. The 
central concept of 'motion' will suffice to indicate the arbitrariness of Hobbes' first truths (although 
one could add 'space', 'body' and several others). See in this regard, Engel ( 1962:330-2); Karskens 
(1982:47); and Brandt (1928:242-3). Weinberger ( 1975:1340) contends that "the discussion of 
speech and reason in the Leviathan provides no thematic account of proper and defective definitions 

[and that there is] a disproportion between the teaching of the Leviathan and its rhetorical or 
polemical content". 
"3Lev:118-9. 
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unambiguously apparent. Acceptance of the notion is actually a matter for study, 

an opinion to be received from books or an 'authority' such as Hobbes. 

If the first principles from which science and the human understanding of the 

world proceed are arbitrary and to a large extent indemonstrable, how does one 

man show the rightness of his definitions to another? He must, of necessity, first 

teach, i.e., convince the other, for if the other refuses the words "there needs no 

further controversy betwixt them it being all one as if he refused to be taught.""' 

In short, man must resort to the art of rhetoric, in order to have his first words, 

definitions, and meanings employed by others. Which is to say that in order for 

man to overcome what Hobbes sees to be the critical problem of politics - that 

there is no such thing as 'right reason' - the reason of some man, or group of men 

must be accepted and employed in the name of them all. 

While man can possess a technical reason, there is definitely no 'right' rea-

son constituted by nature (nothing resembling right reason in the rerum natura), 

where 'right' is meant to entail a certain appreciation of the substance of reality 

realisable by man qua man.115 Naturally speaking, no individual man's reason 

makes certainty, nor the reasoned agreement of any number of men. What Hobbes 

points to instead, is the fact that men are compelled to designate an arbitrator 

or judge (ultimately the 'sovereign'), to speak with the authority of 'true' reason; 

erect conventional, over—individual standards; and settle disagreements on contro-

versies peacably and prudentially. 116 Here, once again, the Hobbesian political 

"4EW,I:84. 
"5Lev:111. EW,IV:225. 

"6Lev:111. EW,IV:226. EW,II:16,note. Johnson ( 1982) uses this argument to challenge the view 
that for Hobbes man was naturally an antisocial and rapacious wolf. See also Hinnant (1977:101) 

for a similar point. That all thoughts have civil consequences so that a sovereign is needed to resolve 
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'sovereign' looms large. Thus, although Hobbes called for a linguistic purging for 

the sake of austerity so that only perpicuous words remained, and frequently dis-

avowed metaphors, analogies, allegories, and so on, his own language nevertheless 

betrays itself with both metaphor and rhetoric."' That speech (and especially 

speech about first principles) will be rhetorical, is almost inevitable given Hobbes' 

appreciation of language and man: "men give different names, to one and the same 

thing, from the difference of their passions" ; 118 "for seeing all names are. imposed 

to signifie our conceptions; and all our affections are but conceptions; when we con-

ceive the same things differently, we can hardly avoyd different naming of them.""' 

Thus, no matter what neutrality a man may pretend to in his reasoning, one can 

expect to find his nature, disposition and interest affecting the signification of the 

words he employs. Consequently Hobbes must, by his own account of what man 

is capable, fail to resolve his problem of political knowledge. 120 

Only after man has settled upon first principles can he through reason begin 

to write science. "All men by nature reason alike and well, when they have good 

principles", which is to say "that Reason itselfe is always Right Reason" J "  Hobbes 

explains: "By right reason in the natural state of man, I understand not, as many 

do, an infallible faculty, but the act of reasoning.... I call it true, that is, concluding 

disputes is a specific symptom of the general claim that knowledge is power. Boas ( 1957:176). Reik 
(1977:61). 

"7See Ball ( 1985:755-6); and Sacksteder (1984:34). Moreover, it follows that Hobbes' criticism of 
metaphysicians for not beginning with right definitions, is actually the more specific criticism that 

they did not begin with his definitions. See Weinberger ( 1975:1341). 
'18Lev:165. EW.IV:21,26. 
'19Lev:109. 

'20Lev:109; EW,IV:71, 74, 75. EW,I:29. 
'21Lev:115,111. 
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from true principles, rightly framed"."' Reason is 'right' as a technique, or method 

only. It proceeds arithmetically, adding and subtracting the words and actions of 

men, as the geometer does with figures, lines etc. 

In summary, on anthropological and epistemological grounds the human con-

dition is, for Hobbes, fundamentally subjective and lacking in truth or certainty. 

Without truth, men will disagree and from disagreement comes conflict. In order 

to obtain truth (and avoid conflict) man must therefore, disavow his nature, or 

natural condition (save the urge to persist) and settle on a political method for 

creating truth: the sovereign. 

2.7 The State of Nature 

What Hobbes has done in arriving at his picture of man as a species is to use his 

sharply—worded definitions to cut away the centuries of dense underbrush fertilized 

by the mistaken books of ancient moral philosophy. Having done so, he finds himself 

in a position to survey accurately the naked features of nature and of man, and of 

what these features mean for society. 123 

Hobbes places man in an imaginary, pre—political 'state of nature' (a kind of 

atomic experiment conducted at the hypothetical sociological level), and uses this 

'22EW,II:16,note. It is possible to distinguish at least three different notions of reason in Leviathan, 
as Wilson (1979:42-3) does. He distinguishes reason as ratio: a calculative faculty that moves from 

fixed definitions that are human and conventional; from reason as natural, and an efficient cause 
of matter in motion transmitted through sense—images; and from reason as supernaturally—assisted 

and unconventional. 

'231n what follows, I offer what may be called the 'traditional' account of Hobbesian obligation. 
See Sabine (1937); Bertman (1982); Copleston (1959:all, esp.35,38); Coady (1986:83-4); Nagel 
(1959); Jones (n.d.); and Ryan (1973). Brown (1969:61-3) gives a particularly thorough yet concise 

summary. It is not however the only theory of obligation that has been attributed to Hobbes. At 

least three others will be mentioned subsequently as they become relevant. 
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construction to argue that in the absence of an overarching power, men, antisocial, 

atomistic individuals that they are, will be at each others throats in a "warre, as if 

of every man, against every man". It is Hobbes' shocking conclusion that "in such 

condition, there is ... worst of all, continuall feare, and danger of violent death; 

And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short.""' All of which are 

the perfectly natural, if lamentable consequences, of man's nature and his 'natural 

right' "to use his own power, as he will himselfe, for the preservation of his own 

Nature; that is to say, of his own life; and consequently, of doing anything, which 

in his own Judgement, and Reason, hee shall conceive to be the aptest means 

thereunto.""' From which it also follows that "man has a Right to every thing; 

even to one anothers body" 126 Natural right is the practical articulation of what it 

is to be a man: moved by passions, and naturally so: i.e., without the encumbrance 

of artificial restraints on his constitutive motions. 

The state of nature is the most ill condition imaginable for the Hobbesian man. 

His hunt for power and the objects of his desires is frustrated and threatened when-

ever his path crosses that of another. Thankfully however, Hobbes also imagines a 

solution. Man can, if he follows certain passions (Hobbes suggests: fear of death, 

desire of the means necessary to a commodious life, and the hope by their industry 

'24Lev:186. See also EW,II:pref,11,64. 
125Lev:189, cf. 335,354. 
126Lev:190. Cf. EW,II:pref,9,11. Mintz (1962:32) understands the term 'right' to be use in a 

strictly descriptive sense, so that it is not a matter for moral justification, but of natural compulsion. 

Pace Strauss ( 1952:viii), who argues that Hobbes bases his politics and ethics on 'right' and "not on 
purely natural inclinations or appetites". It seems to be the case that Hobbes broke with the natural 

law tradition in setting natural right in man's innate compulsion to preserve his life, rather than 
in the Natural Laws. See in this regard, Macpherson (1973). Against Strauss' general contention 

that Hobbes initiated a modern theory of natural right, see Dallmayr (1966). Similarly, see Sabine 
(1938) who argues that Strauss makes too much of the distinction between natural law and natural 

right. 
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to obtain them)127 and enlists reason on their behalf, pull himself out of the state 

of nature by his bootstraps. 

2.8 The Laws of Nature 

According to Hobbes, reason, thus activated, comes to rest upon certain "conve-

nient Articles of Peace, upon which men may be drawn to agreement" .'28 Hobbes 

calls these articles of peace, the 'Laws of Nature'. A Law of Nature "is a Precept, 

or generall Rule, found out by Reason, by which a man is forbidden to do, that, 

which is destructive of his life, or taketh away the means of preserving the same, 

and to omit, that, by which he thinketh it may be least preserved." 29 Hobbes 

goes on to delineate nineteen seperate Laws of Nature, all principles discernable by 

reason, and all in one way or another, conducive to peace.13° Only the first three 

need concern us here. The first and most fundamental Law of Nature requires man 

to seek peace and follow it whenever possible, but if it cannot be maintained, to 

defend oneself by any means. According to the second Law, man must be willing 

to lay down his right to everything (save life) if all others are willing to do the 

same, in some sort of mutual covenant. The third Law, which complements the 

second, requires that man perform the covenants he makes. Hobbes associates the 

"Fountain and Originall of JUSTICE" with this third Law, for there can be no 

question of justice or injustice until men promise to give up some of their rights to 

127Lev:88, 161-3. 
128Lev: 188. 
'29Lev:181. Cf. Lev:513. EW,II:13,16,44,49,50,209. EW,IV:111. EW,II:16 - "... the law of 

mature, is the dictate of right reason, conversant about those things which are either to be done or 
omitted for the constant preservation of life and members, as much as in us lies". 

'30Lev:190-214. 
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everything. 131 

The Laws of Nature are the dictates of natural (as opposed to supernaturally 

assisted) reason. Man comes to know the Natural Law through the use of the 

faculty of reason possessed by all men (so that only children and madmen are to 

be excused for acts contrary to it). 132 However, although Hobbes himself speaks 

of the Natural Laws, as 'dictates of reason', this distorts the precise role he allots 

to reason, as we have seen. Reason and prudence, are merely the capacities of 

men to trace out the consequences of actions or other motions and are typically 

enlisted to calculate how to maximize the gratification of the passions. 133 Thus, 

properly speaking, reason does not dictate anything and Hobbes must turn to the 

passions if he is to attach any imperative significance to the Natural Laws. In the 

Preface to .De Give, Hobbes writes of the state of nature, that "all men ... do 

desire, even nature itself compelling them, to be freed from this misery.""' The 

private passions of man are the measure of good and evil but without the longterm 

good of peace man has little security in satisfying any of his immediate passions to 

obtain goods or avoid evils. 135 Thus, men may reasonably agree (no matter how 

'31 Lev:190-202. 
132Lev:345. One very influential theory of obligation identifies the Natural Laws with the word 

of God as commands. Thus the obligatory force of the Laws (or moral virtues) is of the order of a 
categorical moral imperative. See Taylor (1969); Hood (1964); and Warrender (1957) (1960) ( 1962) 
(1965) (1969). For arguments against this view, see Stewart ( 1959); Watkins ( 1969:87) (1973); 

Plamenatz (1957); Reik (1977:113-120); Gauthier ( 1969); Coady (1986); and Oakeshott (1957:103-
111). On Hobbes and religion, see also K.C. Brown ( 1962); Eisenach ( 1982); Glover (1965); Johnson 

(1974); Schneider (1974); Schwartz (1985); Sherlock (1982); and Springborg ( 1975). 
1331 use 'reason' and 'prudence' synonomously here because their functions are the same and on 

this point, Hobbes does not seem to differentiate between them. On the uncertainty of usage at 

this stage of Hobbes argument, see Wilson (1970:42). 
'34EW,II:Pref,xvii. 

'351n De Give, Hobbes claims to have arrived at "two maxims of human nature; the one existing 
from the concupiscible part, which desires to appropriate to itself the all of those things in which 
all others have a joint interest; the other proceeding from the rational, which teaches every man to 
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diverse their specific appetites may be) that peace is good. Hobbes drums reason 

into service to trace out the consequences of various actions to discover which ones 

are conducive to peace. It selects justice, gratitude, modesty, equity, mercy and 

the rest of the Laws of Nature, which as means to peace, should also be called 

good.'36 

2.9 Moral Virtue 

Moreover, acting in accordance with the Laws of Nature can be equated more 

or less with moral virtues. Hobbes puts it this way: "Reason declaring peace to 

be good, it follows by the same reason that all the necessary means to peace be 

good also, and therefore that modesty, equity, trust, humanity, mercy (which we 

have demonstrated to be necessary to peace), are good manners or habits, that 

is, virtues.""' Moral virtues are not natural to man in the way that his senses 

or passions are, nor relevant when he is alone. Instead, "they are qualities, that 

relate to men in society" •138 Society is artificially constituted by men, and the 

virtues are required for the purposes of this constitution. They direct men to enter 

into a social contract one with each other, to create and obey a sovereign power. 

fly a contra—natural dissolution, as the greatest mischief that can arrive to nature" - EW,II:Ep 
Ded. 
136Lev:216. See also Elements of Law, where Hobbes describes 'prudence' as the habit by which 
men abstain from all things that tend to our destruction with respect to virtues in general. 

EW,IV: 110. 

'37EW,II:48-9. EW,IV: 110-1 - "The habit of doing according to them and other laws of nature, 
that tend to our preservation, is that we call virtue; and the habit of doing the contrary, vice." See 
also Lev:216. EW,II:47-48. EW,IV:109-110. Lev:206-7,160. It would seem that Hobbes is com-
fortable equating 'virtues' with 'manners', without doing damage to the meaning of either. Pocock 
(1985:esp.ch.2) has pointed to precisely this historical redefinition of 'virtue'. He identifies 'man-
ners' as inter—personal social (and not political) capacities, that arose as western society entered 

an increasingly transactional universe. 
'38Lev:188. See also Lev:216,378. 
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Hobbes' argument is not that the moral virtues are intrinsically good but that 

once men recognize that peace is 'good' (as they must if they wish to continue 

their constitutive motions, obtain goods and avoid evils) they will find that what 

are known as the moral virtues are strategies that will obtain this condition. 

In passing, it should be noted that Hobbes' account of the natural right of 

self—preservation applies to the individual, whereas the Laws of Nature obtain 

peace or the preservation of men in general. On the surface, it may appear as 

though Hobbes is shifting the justification and hence consequences for human action 

from the private to the common or public realm.139 Against this impression, it 

is to be stressed that the Laws of Nature are known by individual, unassisted 

human reason and remain at all times consistent with the natural right. Thus 

'peace' (or reciprocal obligation' or the preservation of men universally) is better 

understood, as a secondary consequence of seeking general conditions conducive to 

man's individual preservation. 'Peace' is identified by self—interested rationality as 

an effective strategy (or pre—condition) for gratifying his private passions and is 

compelling only for this reason. The idiom of the moral life explored by Hobbes is, 

what Oakeshott calls, "the morality of individuality", as distinct from a morality 

of 'communal ties' or 'common good'.'4° 

'39Gert (1969:115-7) points to this. Warrender (1969:71-78) suggests that the argument does not 
stem from 'self—preservation' but rather from the need for 'action that preserves all men except 

where this contravenes self—preservation'. Thus, according to Warrender, it is not a matter of ordi-
nary individual self—interest but of a universality that can be distinguished from mere expediency. 

See also Taylor (1969:39). Kemp (1970) attempts to argue from this point that Hobbes' theory of 

obligation is not necessarily attached to an egoistic psychology (be it narrowly selfish or altruistic) 

but rather that it depends on the assumption that individual man cannot secure his good without 
securing the good of others as well. For the contrary view see Carrit ( 1935). 
1400akeshott (1975:75-8). EW,II,16 - "..the whole breach of the Laws of Nature consists in the 

false reasoning, or rather the folly of those men, who see not those duties they are necessarily to 
perform towards others in order to their own conservation". 
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2.10 Hobbesian Obligation 

Reason brackets what moral virtues and vices are, so that, for example, the justness 

of a man or his actions can be measured in terms of conformity or nonconformity 

to reason. 141 Moreover, because the Laws of Nature (or moral virtues) are reason-

able, Hobbes seems to feel that they generate the obligation of obedience in man 

qua reasonable psychological egoist. The imperative force of a virtue rests upon 

the reasoned or prudential calculation that it facilitates man's essential drive to 

continue his constitutive motions, the passions.142 It is 'natural' (as in 'Natural 

Law') because it is derived from human nature, and a 'law' only in the very limited 

sense of being a 'principle' of action. It is a hypothetical (or 'assertorial' rather 

than categorical) imperative of the order, 'if you wish to obtain goods x, y and z, 

then do such and such'. 143 

We may ask then, does Hobbes succeed in showing that the prudential reason 

for undertaking a promise, such as a mutual covenant (including the crucial so-

cial contract), is sufficient to oblige the subsequent performance of that promise? 

According to the second and third Natural Laws, neither 'justice' nor 'obligation' 

arise until man submits to limiting his liberty by renouncing or transferring right. 

Hobbes writes in Leviathan: 

And when a man hath in either manner abandoned, or granted away 

141Lev:206. See also De Give, EW,II,8,15 - that what is not contrary to reason, is done justly 

and with right. 
'42The Laws of Nature, bind desire. EW,IV:108. 
1431n this regard, see Goldsmith (1966:94); Hinnant (1977:81); Krook (1956); Robertson (1910); 

Stephen (1904); Raphael (1966:206-7); Passmore (1941); Olafson (1961); Reik (1977:97); Stewart 
(1959); and Watkins (1969:94) (1973). But see Swabey (1961) for the charge that Hobbes fails to 

establish a logical conection between the descriptive fact that all men seek to preserve themselves 

and the allegedly prescriptive law of self—preservation. Oakeshott ( 1975:90,n32,94) suggests that 
"In Hobbes's idiom it is meaningless to say that a man ought to desire anything". 
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his Right; then is he said to be OBLIGED, or BOUND, not to hinder 
those, to whom such Right is granted, or abandoned, from the benefit 
of it: and that he Ought, and it is his DUTY, not to make voyd that 

voluntary act of his own: and that such hindrance is INJUSTICE, and 
INJURY.'44 

But it cannot be overstressed that a man decides to enter a given contract only 

because it is to his advantage to do so. For "what else cloth man that deliberateth, 

but one while proceed toward action, another while retire from it, as the hope of 

greater good draws him, or the fear of greater evil drives him?" 45 Thus the bonds 

and 'obligation' from the transferral of right "have their strength not from their 

own Nature, (for nothing is more easilly broken than a man's word,) but from Feare 

of some evill consequence upon the rupture" (or the expectation of some good from 

its performance) .14' But it is difficult to conceive of this as a 'moral' obligation. 

In this context, we should note Hobbes' distinction between Laws of Nature 

obliging in foro inierno and in foro eterno. The Laws of Nature oblige in con-

science (internally) but, when it comes to performing them (externally), they oblige 

only when there is sufficient security to do so (i.e., "so far observed, as they sub-

'44Lev:191. Another theory of Hobbesian obligation associates the imperative force of an obliga-
tion with being bound by ones word, i.e., by the fact that one has transferred a right or freedom 
to act. See Barry ( 1968), although he does concede the presence of the traditional account in a 
secondary sense (which he attributes to a vestige from Hobbes' De Give period). Compare Beackon 
and Reeve ( 1976); and Raphael (1966). See also Parry (1967) who suggests that Hobbes like J.L. 
Austin argued that obligations may be entered into through verbal utterances or through actions. 
Against Parry, see Bell ( 1969). 
'45EW,V:80. 
t46Lev: 192. We can turn to the parallel discussion in De Give, where Hobbes explains that "to 

convey certain rights.., is so far forth only conducible to peace, as we shall perform ourselves what 
we contract with others shall be done or omitted... to stand to our covenants, or to keep faith, 
is a thing necessary for the obtaining of peace." EW,II:29-30. Pace Gert ( 1969:122), who argues 
that Hobbes is appealing to morality not self—interest when he discusses the obligation imposed by 
contracts. 
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ject us not to any incommodity" )-" ' In the absence of such security and where 

one cannot trust in the actions or intentions of others, moral virtue, i.e., acting in 

accordance with the Laws of Nature, would be unreasonable: "For he that should 

be modest, and tractable, and performe all he promises, in such time, and place, 

where no man els should do so, should but make himselfe a prey to others, and 

procure his own certain ruine." 148 So, the Laws of Nature are not all obligatory in 

conditions where they do not advance self—interest identified at the most fundamen-

tal level with self—conservation. Indeed, the omission of some virtues, if done for 

self—conservation, remains consistent with the first Law of Nature.'49 What obli-

gation does exist arises from man's natural tendency to pursue his desires (such as 

fear of death and wounds, desire for ease and sensual delight, desire of knowledge, 

and so on, in the case of the social contract) 150 and the fact that his reason has 

identified efficient strategies of doing so (such as mutual covenants). However it 

will not always be in the individual's best self—centred interest to keep a promise 

made. On a strict reading of Hobbes' treatment of reason, virtue and obligation, 

as soon as a promise ceases to be in that individual's interest, it ceases to oblige 

him. There is a clear statement of this in De Give: "It is of itself manifest that 

the actions of men proceed from the will, and the will from hope and fear, in so 

much as when they shall see a greater good or less evil likely to happen them by 

the breach of than observation of the laws, they will wittingly violate them.""' To 

147EW,IV:108. Cf. Lev:215. 
'48Lev:215. Cf. EW,II:46-7. EW,IV:108,114-5. 'Trust' and 'hope' are notions that conspicuously 

rarely arise in Hobbes' discussion of human nature. Reik ( 1977:94,213 n50). 
'49EW,II:45-6,45n. EW,IV:108,117. 

'50Lev:161-2. 

'51EW,II:63. 
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reiterate, then, the reason for making a promise (or entering a covenant) may not 

provide sufficient grounds for actually observing it. 

Hobbes concurs with the universal claim that "since all do grant, that is done by 

right, which is not done against reason, we ought to judge those actions only wrong, 

which are repugnant to right reason.""' However, the sincerity of this statement 

is belied by Hobbes' repeated dismissal of right reason. Hobbes' argument that 

justice is not contrary to reason is an illustrative case. He wishes to dispute the 

contention of the 'fool' that if man by reason seeks his own good (conservation 

and felicity) and doing an injustice would further this good, then either he must 

be unreasonably just or unjustly reasonable. Through such a view (he calls it the 

'fool's argument') Hobbes observes that people have come to describe "succesfull 

wickednesse" as virtue, especially "when it is for the getting of a kingdome." 53 

Hobbes attempts to argue that "This specious reasoning is neverthelesse false.""' 

He makes the claim that the individual who commits an immoral act such as lying 

or breaking a promise will alienate himself from others, who in turn will ostracize 

him from the commonwealth. He does not argue that moral vice is bad in itself (or 

moral virtue good in itself) but rather, that its consequences are bad, i.e. "against 

the reason of his preservation" and only therefore against reason.155 In Behemoth, 

in discussing the 'ethics of subjects' Hobbes writes: 

Likewise, to obey the laws, is the prudence of a subject; for without 

152EW,II:15. 
'53Lev:203. The fool's argument here, is strikingly similar to that made by Hobbes elsewhere 

as Hinnant ( 1977:117) notes. Machiavelli's argument would also fit neatly here. The use of the 
phrase 'successful wickedness' is itself curious. It could be argued that wickedness, like rebellion 
(on Hobbes' account) is subject to criticism while it is unsuccessful, but becomes de facto justified 
in its success. One could almost say, that in being successful, it ceases to be wickedness. 

'54Lev:204. 
'55Lev:205. 
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such obedience the commonwealth (which is every subject's safety and 
protection) cannot subsist. And though it be prudence also in private 
men, justly and moderately to enrich themselves, yet craftily to with-

hold from the public or defraud it of such part of their wealth, as is by 
law required, is no sign of prudence, but of want of knowledge of what 
is necessary for their own defence. 156 

Thus, he retains 'success' (self—preservation) as the criteria of moral virtue but 

disputes the status of 'successful wickedness' as a virtue on the grounds that it is 

rarely successful. 

Hobbes writes moreover, "He therefore that breaketh his Covenant, and conse-

quently declareth that be thinks he may with reason do so, cannot be received into 

any society, ... nor when he is received, be retayned in it." 157 By implication, if the 

individual could employ craft to perform the unjust act without making an open 

or controversial show of it, he could keep the (private) fruit of the injustice while 

continuing to enjoy the (public) good of peace and defence provided by society. 

Such behavior would be unjust but not contrary to reason, and so the subversive 

force of the fool's argument emerges unchecked.158 

To reiterate, whether or not a man fulfills his contract depends on whether or 

not it is in his own self—interest to do so. Justice, for example, is reasonable, only 

because craft fails to advance self—interest in the long run, according to Hobbes.-

Hobbes seems aware that the covenant in and of itself is not particularly 'obliga-

tory' (in any sense of that word), and that this leaves him with contracts constantly 

'56EW,VI:219. 

'57Lev:205, emphasis added. 
'58Lev:203. To put the matter slightly differently, the rational Hobbesian man is under no 'rational' 

obligation in those cases where the other actor has performed his part leaving him free to escape 
from his. See Zaitchik (1982) for an extended treatment of the fool's argument. For Oakeshott 

(1975:86,see also 126), Hobbesian reason remains "a valuable endowment but insufficient" to resolve 
the pulls from the passions. Consider also, what is currently called the 'free—rider' problem. 
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in danger of being aborted. His solution, as Gauthier has pointed out, is to cut the 

Gordian knot.159 Hobbes observes that "the bonds of words are too weak to bridle 

mens ambitions, avarice, anger, and other Passions, without the feare of some Coer-

cive Power" 16O He is very specific: "there must be some coercive power, to compell 

men equally to the performance of their Covenants, by the terrour of some pun-

ishment, greater than the benefit they expect by the breach of their Covenant.""' 

It is then not so much the act of covenanting, but the fear of consequences that 

ensures performance (assuming that men are rational). Thus, as Gauthier con-

cludes: "Hobbes fails to see that coercion effectively undercuts obligation in his 

political theory.""' Prudential considerations may lead man to promise to under-

take a covenant, but to oblige performance, the additional independant pressure of 

physical coercion, or other force, must be introduced to decisively tip the scales. In 

resorting to coercion (and its visible presence in the form of the sovereign), Hobbes 

is unequivocally identifying where he believes the obligatory force of the contract 

resides: with the passions.163 In order to appeal to man, the contract must appeal 

159Gauthier (1963:189). See also Jones (n.d.:114-5); Raphael (1962:208); and Carrit (1935). Ac-
cording to Plamenatz ( 1963) the Natural Laws will hardly ever effectively oblige in the state of 

nature. Ball (1985:759) notes that "Word and sword are 2 sides of the coin of civility without both 
there can not be lasting peace." Indeed, on a strict reading of Hobbes, in which 'obligation' and 
'liberty' are seen as opposites depending on the presence or lack of external impediments to motion, 

then the only obligation can be physical, argues Wilson ( 1979:47). 
'60Lev: 196. 
'°'Lev:202. 
162 Gauthier, 1963:189. For the contrary view see Jones (n.d.:101). Nor does it follow, as Lamprecht 

(1934) argues, that Hobbes was overstating his case in order to emphasize that morality is best 
understood within the given social context. 

""Some readers of Hobbes, taking up these points, have specified another theory of obligation 
which distinguishes between a private and a public morality; the former: natural and grounded 
in self—preservation, and the latter, artificial and created by the commands of the sovereign. This 
theory attributes obligation predominantly (although not without qualification) to the latter. In 
most cases, the two are linked formally, as for example, by a theory of representation. See Watkins 

(1969:102) that "Hobbes's nominalism and his conventionalist theory of truth lead to a command 
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to his passions, it must speak the language of the passions: fear (coercion) and 

advantage (peace). Thus, while Hobbes' use of coercion remains consistent with 

his conception of man as a bundle of passions possessed of an instrumental reason 

it does cast in doubt the supposed rationality of the Laws of Nature in and of 

themselves. 

2.11 Politics as Making 

So, men will remain in the state of nature until they "at least weary of irregular 

justling, and heaving one another, and desire with all their hearts, to conforme 

themselves into one firme and lasting edifice".'64 There are two facets to Hobbes' 

characterization of the formation of states. First, is the sense in which the common-

wealth is a thing in which man is both matter and maker. Second, that all men are 

responsible for this making or founding. Thus, Hobbes universalizes Machiavelli's 

hero—artist—founder to include all men alike driven by necessity and fear of the 

brutal alternative. 

Men individually converge to enter into a mutual covenant or 'social contract' 

one with another, that will simultaneously receive from each man his right to 

everything (except self—preservation) and create an artificial person, the sovereign, 

to employ "the strength and the means of them all, as he shall think expedient, for 

their Peace and Common Defence" ." ' The sum of the sovereign and all of the men 

assembled as subjects under the rubric of the contract(s), is the 'commonwealth' 

theory of justice." See also Oakeshott (1946); and Lamprecht (1949:xvlii—xiv). Of. Ackerman 
(1976); Coady ( 1985:84, 89-90); and Bertman ( 1975:62). 
164Lev:363. 

'°5Lev:228. Cf. Lev:337,343. 
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(or civitas), mortal God, or Leviathan. 

The capstone to Hobbes' political edifice and the solution to his epistemolog-

ical and anthropological difficulties is the 'sovereign'. The sovereign replaces the 

uncertainty of man's natural condition and with it the danger of keeping covenants 

(and practicing virtue generally) with a regulated domain for human action. The 

sovereign is charged with the function of procuring the safety of the people, which 

Hobbes understands to entail, in addition to preservation, "all other contentments 

of life, which every man by lawfull industry, without danger, or hurt to the Com-

monwealth, shall acquire to himself" •166 

The will of the sovereign whether in word, writing, or other signs, is expressed 

as a command called 'civil law'. The sovereign, is made the sole source of all civil 

law, but is himself exempt from it.'67 The importance to human well—being and 

natural fulfillment of living the virtuous life is replaced by this emphasis upon 

maintaining regularized patterns of behavior in conformity with the posited laws. 

2.12 Conclusion 

In conclusion, Hobbes' epistemological problem was to stipulate the means for 

man, with reason as ratio, to leave the realm of ignorance, cross the treacherously 

inconstant and deceptive stream of experiences of reality, and arrive unmolested 

on the other side, in truth. His solution was to lay a bridge constructed out of 

arbitrary first prinicples or 'truths', and then have man act upon it. Through such 

fundamentally creative acts of will, man could come to connect propositional truth 

'66Lev:376. 

'87Lev:312-3,316. 
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(the logical relation between words arbitrarily imposed upon reality) with reality. 

In political theory, Hobbes confronts a similar problem, and resolves it in a 

similar fashion. Man is matter in motion, a bundle of passions strung together 

with reason and nineteen Laws of Nature. His existence entails the continuation of 

his constitutive motions (which we may for shorthand call 'self—interest'). Given 

Hobbes' anthropology to associate the obligatory force of the Natural Laws (in 

foro externo ) with anything but self—interest (as other theories of obligation hold 

Hobbes does) is to render it impotent. Moreover, in his natural condition, man 

has nothing but his own mental faculties by which to assess his self—interest. Thus, 

the Natural Laws are maxims or counsels of individual human reason giving pri-

vate judgements concerning human actions, alternatives, and their efficacy. They 

are not universal, eternal, immutable truths (in the sense that they originate in 

Divine Reason or reflect the rational nature of the Cosmos) but practical and 

contingent strategies of prudence (culled from experience)."' Since they are vari-

able, contextual and subjective, they are also problematic as principles of social 

action. Although Hobbes sometimes attempts to indicate otherwise, the Natural 

Laws will not always oblige in foro externo as a matter of self—interest. When they 

do not, man is likely to forsake virtue for craft, fraud and violence. The natural 

condition of man is therefore, uncertain, antisocial, wracked by fear, and so on. 

The Hobbesian solution is for man to step out of the state of nature by creating 

commonwealth, sovereign, and law, and thereby the possibility for 'commodious 

living'. Life may remain solitary, poor, nasty, and brutish, but at the very least, it 

168 For Laird ( 1934:62), they are 'eternal' only in the sense of possessing "the timelessness of logical 
implications". See also Mints ( 1962:26,35), who describes it as "a fine sense of irony" for Hobbes 

to retain the traditional natural law language. 
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will last a little longer. The commonwealth (together with the sovereign) remove 

both the opportunity for, and the necessity of relying upon, private judgements in 

all essential matters. The artifacted state replaces existence in the state of nature, 

and the sovereign, the reliance solely on the Laws of Nature. The sovereign is 

specifically entrusted with the task of defining and delimiting the boundaries of 

the commonwealth, what is to count as good and bad, virtue and vice, legal and 

illegal. 

In addition, for his part, Hobbes creates a new rhetoric (with notions such 

as 'undivided sovereignty', and devices such as the horrific 'state of nature') in 

order to shape subsequent discourse and convince men of the vital necessity of the 

positive political regime. The regime in turn, maintains itself (through force if 

need be, but more often) through the control of political vocabulary, discourse and 

agendas, and the inculcation of safe notions upon the impressionable minds of its 

citizenry. These notions are largely self—fulfilling, for such is the nature of human 

action, that when acted upon ideas can begin to appear true. 



Chapter 3 

Aristotle 

Moral virtue, for Aristotle, involves the choice of the mean and the avoidance of 

either excess or defect.' The mean or intermediate is determined by the dictate of 

the 'right rule'.' In NE,II,6 Aristotle summarizes the arguments and observations 

he had made thus far in a dense definition: "Virtue, then, is a state of character 

concerned with choice, lying in a mean, i.e., the mean relative to us, this being 

determined by a rational principle, and by that rational principle by which the man 

of practical wisdom would determine it."' It should be noted that this account does 

not resolve the essential question of the origin of moral knowledge and virtuous 

behavior. It merely shifts the responsibility for determining the good upon the 

shoulders of the practically wise man. It remains to be shown then, what practical 

wisdom is in epistemological terms (and what the faculty of practical wisdom is 

in anthropological terms). The remainder of the text, until Book VI, explicates 

with examples the notion of moral virtue as a mean.' Aristotle himself, in opening 

NE,VI and partially summarizing Books [ to V, recognizes that knowing that 

'Works cited are The Nicomachean Ethics, trans. D.Ross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1980), henceforth "NE,Book,ch,Bekker numbers". The Politics of Aristotle. ed. and trans. 
E.Barker. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1958), henceforth "Pol, Book,Ch,Bekker numbers". 
All other quotations are from The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. R.McKeon (New York: Random 

House, 1941), henceforth: "Title,Book,ch,Bekker numbers". NE,II,3, 1104a11-2T. NE,II,6, 1106a26-
1107a27. NE,VI,11. 

2NE,VI,1,1138b15-30. NE,II,6,1107a1. NE,II,2, 1103b31. NE,Ill,5, 1114b29. 
NE,III,12,1119b13-18. 

3NE,II,6, 1106b36-1107a5. 
4NE,II,6,1106b18-28. NE,II,9,1109a20-23. For example, courage - NE,III,6,1115a6-9; liberal-

ity - NE,IV,1,1119b20-23; good temper - NE,IV,5,1125b26-30. 

100 
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virtue consists in choosing the mean according to the right rule leaves one "none 

the wiser". One must know in addition, and this is the purpose of NE,VI, "what 

is the right rule and what is the standard that fixes it." Because that question is 

of concern to us, we will take up and concentrate on this book, subsequently using 

our understanding of it to approach the rest of Aristotle's text with a sharper eye.5 

3.1 A Tentative Epistemology 

NE,VI,3 opens with Aristotle making a new 'beginning' in his analysis by suggest-

ing a tentative epistemology (come anthropology): "Let it be assumed that the 

states by virtue of which the soul possesses truth by way of affirmation or denial 

are five in number, i.e., art, scientific knowledge, practical wisdom, philosophic 

wisdom, intuitive reason."' Each will be considered in turn, for as Monan notes, it 

is from these assumed divisions and the excellences corresponding to each part that 

Aristotle finally commences his study of moral knowledge.' It should be stressed 

then before proceeding further that Aristotle is not concerned with discreet in-

stances of ethical action but rather with coming to terms with practical wisdom 

5NE,VI,1, 1138b15-35. See also Greenwood ( 1973:20) who justifies his detailed treatment of 
Book VI on this same point. It should be noted however, that while Book VI offers Aristotle's most 
unified study of the subject of moral knowledge, it is a hesitating and in many ways unfinished 
study. See also Monan (1968:64) and Allan ( 1952:192-3) for whom it is "fragmentary". Hardie 
(1968:212-3) warns against making too much of the text because of its "casual" nature. An apology 
must be made for the limited thematic scope of the present discussion and especially for neglecting 
eudaimomia, theöria, and akrasi1 each of which has developed a considerable momentum in the 
academic literature. 

6NE,VI,3, 1139b14-17. An odd order since it does not appear to correspond to Aristotle's 
hierarchy of knowledge nor to the order in which he subsequently treats them. Danford (1978:128-

132) suggests that Aristotle is proceeding from least self—sufficient to most self—sufficient rational 
faculties. See also Michelakis (1961:22-23). I follow what I take to be Aristotle's hierarchy of 

knowledge in rearranging the order of these chapters. Joachim (1951) does the same. 
7Monan (1968:65). 
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as an intellectual virtue. It is upon the view that "practical wisdom is a right rule 

about such matters [pertaining to moral action]" that Aristotle's ethical theory 

stands or falls.8 

Science or scientific knowledge (episteme) has as its object, things that have 

their attributes by 'necessity' in absolute terms. Since the objects are eternal 

(i.e., always and absolutely necessary or ungenerated and imperishable) science is 

likewise eternal. Moreover, science can be perspicuously demonstrated, which is 

to say that a man has scientific knowledge when be "believes in a certain way and 

the starting points are known to him" .' 

Science proceeds from undemonstrable first principles'0 and so, in NE,VI,6, 

Aristotle offers a breviloquent and formal account of the origin of these principles. 

These first principles belong to a certain kind of knowledge: intelligence or intuition 

(nous) coinciding again with a certain faculty of the soul, intuitive reason.11 Thus, 

Aristotle seems to have seen in the faculty of the soul the possibility for natural 

and immediate perception of truth.'2 

Next, Aristotle considers the category 'wisdom' (sop hid) which he describes 

as: "intuitive reason combined with scientific knowledge - scientific knowledge of 

8NE,VI,13,1144b21-28. See also NE,II,4,1105a21-1105b1. NE,II,9,1109a24-30. 
°NE,VI,3, 1139b32-35. See also Post An,71a1, 71b20. 
"Thus, "there cannot be demonstration of the fundamental principles of demonstration, nor 

consequently, scientific knowledge of scientific knowledge" - Post An,II,14,100b14. See also Post 
An,72b9-14. 

"Aristotle arrives at nous by eliminating the other four sorts of knowledge, an unconvincing 
deduction since the initial selection of only five sorts of knowledge was itself hypothetical. See 
Joachim (1951:198)-

12 NE,VI,6, 1140b3 1-1141a8. NE,VI,8, 1142a20-27. See also Post An,II, 19, 100b5-17. Post 

An,I,33,88b30-35. Post An,I,4,73a21-24. Meta, Z, 15,1039b20-1040a5. See also Michelakis 
(1961:26). For Joachim (1951:198) "we are born with a mind so constituted that it can explic-

itly and consciously grasp such truths". 
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the highest objects which has received as it were its proper completion."" The 

truly or philosophically wise man possesses this untruncated knowledge. He fuses 

epistemic knowledge with the proper use of the first principles from which epistëmë 

is demonstrated. Again, this sort of knowledge is of the eternal, not variable aspects 

of the world, and consequently "of the things that are highest by nature" 

In contradistinction to the realm of the eternal and its objects of necessity is 

the realm of the variable, the objects of which are of two sorts: things made and 

things done. Corresponding to these two kinds of objects are two kinds of human 

agency: making and doing (poiesis and praxis); and two kinds or knowledge: art 

and practical wisdom, respectively. Aristotle emphasizes the mutual exclusivity of 

this division: that they proceed from a different reasoned state of capacity and 

"are not included one in the other" 

3.2 Poiësis and Praxis 

In a perfunctory discussion, Aristotle informs us that "Art [or technical skill, 

technë] is identical with a state of capacity to make, involving a true course of 

reasoning" ."  Generally speaking, 'art' includes both technical 'skills' and 'fine 

arts' in as much as it is the application of productive knowledge (or 'know—how') 

'3NE,VI,7, 1141a15-20. 
14NE,VI,7, 1141b2-4. 

'5NE,VI,4, 1140a5-1O. Although a broad penumbra of cases may actually exist. See Anagnos-
topoulos ( 1960:123); and Monan (1968). Ackrill (1980:94) gives the good example of the man who 
pays his debt by mending a fence. In such a case, the same act is both action (debt—payment) and 
production (fence—making). 
'6NE,VI,4, 1140a8-12. Its opposite is aechnia: a productive state supported by false reasoning 

and a perversion of the productive capacity corresponding to vice. There are, unfortunately, only 
two extant Aristotelian treatises devoted wholly to production: Rhetoric and Poetics. 



104 

upon matter external to the artist in order to make a product that will be useful 

or beautiful.'7 For Aristotle, 

all art is concerned with corning into being, i.e., with contriving and 
considering how something may come into being which is capable of 

either being or not being, and whose origin is in the maker and not in 

the thing made; for art is concerned neither with things that are, or 
come into being, by necessity, nor with things that do so in accordance 

with nature (since these have their origin in themselves)." 

Thus, one can distinguish art from nature (phusis). Phusis possesses an immanent 

development or growth, in which the causa formalis, causa finalis, causa efficiens 

and causa materialis are all present to participate. Whereas, "from art proceed 

the things of which the form is in the soul of the artist" and not in the nature of 

the matter.19 The artist is the causa efficiens who fashions the object. He is also 

the source of the causa formalis in virtue of the fact that it is he who possesses 

17Eterovitch (1980:116) explains that "through artistry man is able to embellish his surroundings 
and refine, enhance and enrich his life. This enhancement of life is the subject of art in its broad 
Aristotelian sense. It involves all skills, applied science or technology, fine arts, music, dance, and 
literature". 
'8NE,VI,4, 1140a10-20. See also Phys,II,1,192b26-28 - "with all other artificial products.' None 

of them has in itself the source of its own production". Phys,II,2, 194b6-9 - "In the products of 

art, however, we make the material with a view to the function, whereas in the products of nature 

the matter is there all along." See also Phys,fl,1,193b12-17 - "We also speak of a thing's nature 
as being exhibited in the process of growth by which its nature is attained. The 'nature' in this 
sense is not like 'doctoring', which leads not to the art of doctoring but to health. Doctoring must 
start from the art, not lead to it. But it is not in this way that nature (in the one sense) is related 
to nature (in the other)". So, unlike nature, the doctoring-art produces something external to it, 

namely health. See also Meta,VII,6, 1032a12—b31. Meta,VI, 1, 1025b22. 
19Meta,VII,7,1032a32-1032b1. On the four causes, see Phys,II,2,194b16-195a3. See also De Gen 

An,I,22,730b11-19 - "no material part comes from the carpenter to the material, i.e. the wood 
in which he works, nor does any part of the carpenter's art exist within what he makes, but the 

shape and the form are imparted from him to the material by means of the motion he sets up. 
It is his hands that move his tools, his tools that move the material; it is his knowledge of his 
art, and his soul, in which is the form, that move his hands". De Part An,I,1,640a30-33 - "The 
products of art, ..., require the pre-existence of an efficient cause homeogenous with themselves, 

such as the statuary's art, which must necessarily precede the statue; for this cannot possibly be 
produced spontaneously. Art indeed consists in the conception of the result to be produced before 
its realization in the material". 
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the external idea of the thing to made out of the matter.2° 

Distinguishable from 'making' (poiësis) is 'doing' (praxis) or ethical action gov-

erned by practical wisdom (or prudence, phronesis). It is a distinction of consid-

erable importance to Aristotle's moral theory. 21 Indeed, at the very beginning of 

the NE, having introduced his teleological conception of human action (that the 

good is that end at which all things aim) Aristotle immediately alerts us "but a 

certain difference is found among ends, some are activities, others are products 

apart from the activities that produce them".22 For moral action to be moral it 

must be chosen and acted out by man for itself. Indeed, Aristotle goes so far as to 

identify virtuous activity by this self—containment of its own end. Making, on the 

other hand, involves the creation of a product or arrival at an end which is external 

to the activity of making. In Aristotle's words "while making has an end other 

than itself, action cannot; for good action itself is the end"."  Aristotle makes use 

of this distinction in explaining the conditions necessary for the performance of an 

20Meta,VII,7, 1032a33-35. See also 
Meta, 1014b16-1015a19. Meta, VII,7,1032a22. Phys,II,3,194b30-32. Meta,VII,8,1034a22 - "the 
house is produced from a house, qua produced by reason; for the art of building is one form of the 
house". See also Joachim (1951:203). Thus, as Gilson (1988:51) puts it "A house is an infinity of 

hypothetical necessities caused by the freedom of the architect who imposes on them his idea of 
the house as their common final cause". Greenwood (1973:43) notes that Aristotle apparently does 
not consider the possibility of nature and art in joint operation, for example, a crop of corn. 
"And was stressed in turn by Aquinas as agere and facere. Singleton (1953:171). On the 

importance of this distinction see also Monan ( 1968); Danford (1978:133); Michelakis (1961:55); 

Greenwood ( 1973:41-49); Eterovich ( 1980:xviii—xxi); and Edel ( 1982:290). 

22NE,I, 1, 1094a4-6. 
23NE,VI,5,1140b4-6. See also NE,VI,2,1139b2-5. NE,II,3,1105a23. Thus, to regard moral virtue 

as a means to any end other than the enhancement of virtue is somewhat problematic. Contempla-
tion cannot enter the picture except insofar as it is concerned with the eternal in moral good realized 

specifically in the context of action. See also Gauthier and Jolif ( 1958:29); Gauthier ( 1958:39,102); 
Gauthier (1967:19-20); Monan (1968:63-64n3); and Greenwood (1973:58). And yet, Aristotle does 
hesitatingly write in the final Book of the NE that "this activity [contemplation] alone would seem 

to be loved for its own sake; for nothing arises from it apart from the contemplating, while from 
practical activities we gain more or less apart from the action" - NE,X,7,1177b1-4. 
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action to be regarded as an act of virtue: 

Again, the case of the arts and that of the virtues are not similar; for 
the products of the arts have their goodness in themselves, so that it is 
enough that they should have a certain character, but if the acts that 
are in accordance with the virtues have themselves a certain character 
it does not follow that they are done justly or temperately. The agent 
also must be in a certain condition when he does them: in the first 
place he must have knowledge, secondly he must choose the acts, and 
choose them for their own sakes, and thirdly his action must proceed 
from a firm and unchangeable character. 24 

In the case of the arts, the activity is performed for the sake of the rightness or 

goodness of the product, which is external to, and a consequence of, the artistic 

activity. In contrast, with virtuous action, the emphasis shifts to the acting agent 

and criteria internal to the performance of the moral action. Doing, i.e., moral 

action, and its determining faculty, practical wisdom revolve around the moral 

rectitude of the passions. Art requires nothing of the artist save the desire to make 

and the ability to do so. 25 

The differences between poiësis and praxis have important implications for 

our understanding of the means—end relationship. 2' For making, the means—end 

24NE,II,4,1105a17—b5. See also NE,II,6. 
25lndeed, to judge from many figures in the history of western painting, one can be a great 

artist and morally bankrupt simultaneously. Aquinas makes precisely this point of makers and 

artists in general as Singleton ( 1953:173) notes. Purely epistemic and technical knowledge are not 
immediately swayed by the lived experiences of pleasure and pain, "For it is not any and every 
judgement that pleasant and painful objects destroy and pervert, e.g. the judgement that the 

triangle has or has not its angles equal to two right angles but only judgements about what is to 
be done" - NE,VI,5,1140b13-15. 

26Difi'erences echoed it would seem in Aristotle's metaphysics. See Meta,IX,6,1048b17-34. De 
Anima,417a16. In Meta,IX,6, we find a distinction between 'movement' (kinesis) and 'activity' 
or 'actuality' (energeia). A kinetic process is a transition to an end beyond the process, whereas 
in eneryeia the activity itself is intrinsically valuable and realizes its telos in a self—contained 
actualization. The former, as Joachim (1951:207) puts it, is a transition to completeness, the latter 

a manifestation of completeness. See also Milo (1966:40). Cf. Engberg-Pedersen (1984:333-34) for 
whom the praxis—poiësis distinction cuts across that of energeia—kinësis. 
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relation is of the form that typically comes to mind: two independently existing 

realities, that of means (for example, the actions of house—building) and that of 

the end (the house built) connected through some sort of mechanical causality. 

In contrast, for doing, and specifically moral activity, the sense of two separate 

realities is replaced with the notion of viewing the same reality simultaneously in 

two ways. Dewey seems to be hitting on this same point when he argues that 

virtues "are in no sense ends of action. In being ends of deliberation they are 

redirecting pivots in action."" In the case of virtue for Aristotle, both the means 

and end are found to lie internal to the practice of moral activity. In the same way 

that health as an inner state allows for activities which we know to constitute the 

same state of health, so virtue embodies and actualizes virtue. 

This later analysis: the distinction between poiësis and praxis together with 

their respective versions of the means—end relation, requires one to give a closer 

and more sensitive reading to descriptions of virtue earlier in the NE (especially 

111,1-5) where virtue is regarded as a means to an end distinct from it. There we 

find Aristotle noting that "wish relates rather to the end, choice to the means"" 

17 Dewey ( 1967:47-8) disagrees with "current theories" which "too often imply, things lying be-

yond activity". See also Monan (1968:62)who explains that "Though moral action is its own end, 
it is viewed as an end precisely in so far as it contains a value. And it is concerned as a means just 
in so far as this action is the concrete realization of that value". Joachim (1951:188) argues "we 
must distinguish between ends external to their means and ends whose means are at the same time 
constituents of the end - i.e. immanently teleological structures". See also Milo (1966:39-42); and 

Anscombe (1958:78). Greenwood (1973:47-8) distinguishes 'component',and 'external' means. See 
Anagnostopoulos (1980) for the attributive nature of Aristotle's 'good'. See Wiggins ( 1980:221) 

against the distinctions of 'means—end' and 'rule—case' deliberations. 
28NE,III,2,1111b22-1112a1. See also NE,III,3,1112b33-35 - "deliberation is about the things to 

be done by the agent himself, and actions are for the sake of things other than themselves. For the 
end cannot be a subject of deliberation, but only the means". NE,III,1,1111a5-6. NE,III,1,1111a18-

19. Thus Jaeger and Burnet see phronësis to have no role in the identification of human ends, 
restricting this activity to wish, the desiring element of the soul. Cooper (1975:11-23) in contrast, 
argues that both ends and means are subject to deliberation. See also Monan ( 1968:71). Siegler 
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and that "actions are for the sake of things other than themselves."" Reading this 

earlier, exploratory discussion with the later analysis in mind then, suggests the 

need to include means and ends within both moral virtue and the scope of practical 

wisdom. 30 

Now, whereas the excellence of a tee hnë consists in the making of a product 

which meets the external standards of the art - say, of house building, the pro-

duction of an effectively functioning house - there is no comparable excellence to 

the activity of practical wisdom. Prudential activity is itself excellence or virtue, 

and therefore practical wisdom is not open to being well or badly used.3' Finally 

then, in the rationally (i.e., morally well—) organized life, those activities which 

can be well or badly done should be ruled by that which indicates the good in 

action. Therefore, productive activities should be subordinated to moral conduct. 

Aristotle insists that "the intellect which aims at an end and is practical... rules 

(1967:41) in his discussion of the ergon argument wrongly equates 'the activity of reason' with 

'reasoning well about means' or simply 'acting on reasons' thereby making the erroneous conclusion 
that "a man might reason well about evil aims, thereby using well his peculiar ability and not to 

be morally praiseworthy". 
29NE,III,3,1112b33-35. Engberg-Pedersen (1984:192) observes that it was "a basic device of 

Aristotle's" in the NE "to make use of the immediately more intelligible model of technical reasoning 

in order to elucidate moral reasoning, which is not 'poietic'." Owens ( 1977:625) suggests that "the 
basic contrast was with the theoretical. Examples from 'technical thinking' could therefore be used 

without qualm to illustrate moral reasoning, on the ground that both had their first principles in 
the doer." 

30Passages to consult are NE,III,4, 1113a23—b3. NE,III,5, 1114a30—b21. NE,VI,7, 1141b14-
16. NE,VI,12,1144a6-9. NE,VI, 13,1145a4-6. NE,VI,13,1144b30-32. NE,X,8,1178a16-19. 
NE,VI,9, 1142b32-37 - "excellence in deliberation will be correctness with regard to what conduces 

to the end which practical reason apprehends truly". NE,I,1,1094a22—blO. NE,VI,8,1141b22-25. 
NE,VI,12,1152b1-2. See also Edel ( 1982:277-79,294-96); Hardie (1968:255-57); Ackrill ( 1974); 
Cooper ( 1975:10-22); Allan (1965); Danford ( 1978:135); and Michelakis ( 1961:38-39,59-60). Kos-
man ( 1980) on the nature of the connection between deliberate choice and feeling. Sorabji ( 1980). 

Miller (1984:502n5) for a summary of this controversy. Cf. Jaeger (1962:83-88,239ff241n3,436ff) 

for whom practical wisdom has no involvement in the determination of ends. It should be noted, 
that it may be the case that practical wisdom is excluded from selection of ends in the EE and Dc 
Anima. See also Fortenbaugh (1969:esp.169-73) for this argument. 

31NE,VI,5,1140b22-23. 
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the productive intellect as well, since everyone who makes makes for an end, and 

that which is made is not an end in an unqualified sense (but only an end in a 

particular relation, and the end of a particular operation) - only that which is 

done is that"." Moreover, according to Aristotle, 'art should imitate nature', 33 

which is to say that while the form and purpose of the thing to be made is given 

by the man who makes this form and purpose should harmonize with the world 

of nature. Art should not be a brutal if creative extraction of materials and use 

from nature. Rather it should proceed in conformity with practical reason and 

with respect for nature. 

3.3 The Practical Syllogism 

Aristotle identifies practical wisdom as "a true and reasoned state of capacity to 

act with regard to the things that are good or bad for men" This conception of 

practical wisdom is indispensable to his account of moral virtue. So much so in fact 

that he notes, in concluding NE,VI,13, "for with the presence of the one quality, 

practical wisdom, will be given all the virtues" To make sense of the large role 

of practical wisdom in human action (and the place of nous within this role), it 

is necessary to have some appreciation for Aristotle's 'practical syllogism'.36 In 

32NE,VI,2, 1139a30-b5. See also Meta, 98 1a30-982a20. 
"See, for example: Phys,II,2,194a21-23. De Met,IV,3,381b6. De Mundo,V,396b11-15. 
34NE,VI,5, 1140b4-6. 
35NE,VI,13,1145a1. 
360n the practical syllogism see NE,VI,12,1144a31-36. NE,VII,3,1147a25-30. See also De Motu 

Animalium,7,701a23-25. De Anima,III, ll,434a16-2 1. For discussions of varying intensity and 
opinion, see Thomson (1976:359); Joachim (1951:208-11); Demos (1961:158); Greenwood (1973:50-
52); Eterovich ( 1980:124-127); Monan (1968:71-73); Maclntyre (1968:71-72); Maclntyre (1988:129-
135); and Sorabji ( 1980:208-9). It should be kept in mind that while this form may appear to be 

a "futile mechanistic theory" as Anscombe (1958:64) describes it at one point, the actual mental 
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animals, the relationship between desire and the objects of desire is a more or 

less mechanical series of physiological responses to stimuli. Man differs from the 

animals in as much as he has by nature, not only appetites but the rational ability 

to deliberate. Deliberation entails the exercise of judgement in proceeding through 

the practical syllogism. 

The practical syllogism has the following form: [1] a major premiss giving a 

judgement of value such as 'all dry food is wholesome', or simply an imperative 

such as 'all dry food ought to be eaten';37 together with [2] a minor premiss, 

evinced at the factual level of the particular, such as 'X is dry food'; leading to [3] 

a conclusion that is not merely an imperative statement but an action such as 'the 

subject eats the food'. As the counterpart to the deduction of theoretical reasoning, 

the conclusion of practical reasoning issues in an active position because "what 

affirmation and negation are in thinking, pursuit and avoidance are in desire". This 

conclusion is, then, the rational element of choice finding fruition in the world.38 

process will be a good deal more complicated and multi—tiered. See also Wiggins (1980:233-

4,239n8) who defends this complexity against the desire for simplicity. Cf. Hardie (1968:228-232, 
240-257) who attempts to muddy the "prestige" of the syllogism. Cooper ( 1975:46) contends that 
the syllogism can be "clearly set apart from the process of deliberation and the decision to which 

it leads". 
37Keeping in mind of course, Aristotle's reservations on treating ethical principles as univer-

sally valid. In this regard, see: NE,I,3,1094b11-12. NE,I,3,1094b20-25. NE,11,2,1104a1-13. 
NE,VI,12,1144a31-33. Post An,11,1194b8-23. At the very least, i.e., the most general level, this 

first premiss would embody a conception of the good life as a whole claims Sorabji ( 1980:208). 
38NE,VII,3,1147a24-31. NE,VI, 12,1144a31-36. NE,VII,4, 1147b2-10. NE,VII,3,1147a25-31. 

NE,1112b13. NE,1152a14. De Anima,431a16. De Motu An,700b33-701a12 - "From the two 
premises the action is produced": "it is good for a man to take a walk, this is a man, so he 
walks immediately"; "desire says I must drink, this is a drink, and he immediately drinks". 
NE,VI,2,1139a20-1. See also Hardie ( 1968:228); Joachim (1951:210); Monan (1968:76-77); and 

Michelakis (1961:16). Milo ( 1966:47-50) argues that it is the nature of the conclusion rather than 

the form of the syllogism itself - paralleling scientific demonstration - that is important. He 
argues, following Anscombe (1958:59-60) that the conclusion is a belief not an action. For Miller 

(1984:504) "the conclusion of the practical syllogism can be understood as a content, viz., a pre-
scription to perform a particular action, rather than as the particular action itself". See also Kenny 
(1979:142-3) that it ends in a decision to act not the act itself. Cf. Cooper (1975:48n). For Broadie 
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Following Monan, there are three sorts of operations involved in the activity 

of practical wisdom: induction, 'discernment' (theorem) and the intuition of nous. 

That "variable facts are the starting points for the apprehension of the end, since 

the universals are reached from the particulars" is an observation that occurs re-

peatedly in the NE.39 It is important to stress that this moral knowledge inductively 

derived from experience is more than simply the collection and collation of sensory 

images of past happenings. It is through sense—perception of the particular and 

concrete that man grasps, however infirmly, at the intelligible, unchanging charac-

ter of being.4° Digressing to his Parva Naturalia, we find that the senses "bring 

in the tidings of many distinctive qualities of things, from which the knowledge of 

truth, speculative and practical, is generated in the soul" ."  

Nous allows a perception of the 'nature' of a given situation in the same way that 

it can perceive that a given figure composed of lines and angles is a triangle. 42 In 

the case of action, it involves knowing and recognizing the meaning or implications 

contained within a given specific constellation of circumstances as a moral situation; 

(1974:78) one must understand Aristotle's 'metaphysics of action' so that "To say that the conclu-

sion follows from the premisses is to say that the action imposes a structure on the principles and 
beliefs about means ends relations and about the situation at hand as this is seen by the agent". 

39NE,VI,11, 1143b3-5. See also NE,VI,3, 1139b26-31. NE,I,7,1098b3. 
40That insight is an epistemic faculty delivered through induction, see NE,VI,3,1139b28-29. 

NE,VI,6,1141a7-8. Post An,I,18,81b2. Post An,II,19,100b3-5,12. That induction is rooted in 
experience and experience in sense—perception retained as memory, see Post An,II, 19, 100a3-9. 
Post An,I,18,81b5-9. Post An,II,19,100a14—b15. Meta,A,1,981a5-9. Post An,II, 19,100a3-8. Thus, 

Michelakis (1961:71) summarizes it this way: "Experience involves thought, and perception is not 
sensation, but is moreover the unity of the perceived object. What is the object of the memory has 

previously been the object of perception as a unity. So experience arises from repeated memory of 
this unity and what comes from experience is universal". Joachim (1951:199) describes it as "the 
advance from sense—impressions to a single body of experience in which noits is able to grasp the 
disentangled or abstracted universals". 

41Parva Nat,437a1-3. See also De Anima,432a3-7. See also Tracy (1969:262). Michelakis 

(1961:4). Flashar (1977) variegates the differences between Aristotle and Plato somewhat here. 
Cooper ( 1975:34-41, 183-86). 

42NE,VI,8,1142a27-31. NE,VI,11,1143b5-6. 



112 

a recognition born from having lived in and learned from other situations.43 This 

is one of the most important of Aristotelian insights into the nature of human 

activity (be it praxis or poiesis) and the significance of experience that "the things 

we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing them, e.g., men become 

builders by building and lyreplayers by playing the lyre; so too we become just by 

doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts."" 

This observation will be elaborated upon below in the course of discussing moral 

development and habit. 

In order to understand the 'process' by which the inductive 'method' is applied 

according to Aristotle, one must speak of a 'discernment' (theorem). Thus, the car-

dinal sign of practical wisdom operative in the world for Aristotle, the phror&imos, 

is identified by his ability to discern what is properly good and evil for man. 45 

Finally then, for the critical act of discernment Aristotle settles on a kind of 

intellectual intuition of nous. Nous, as we have already seen, is the faculty that 

grasps the undemonstrable first principles of science. 41 It must now be added that 

a kind of intuitive intellection functions to discern the good of action. The similar-

ities between the two services of nous revolve around the unmediated character of 

their insight. However, unlike the predominately contemplative and intellectualis-

43NE,I,3, 1095a2. To use a non—moral example, it is the soldier of considerable experience who 

can distinguish true danger from the 'empty alarms' of war. NE,III,8,1116b5ff. NE,X,9,1180b18fi. 

NE,X,9,1181a20. See also Monan (1968:77). Miller ( 1984:517) writes "In conclusion, the type of 
perception which Aristotle emphasizes in practical and moral contexts possesses these features: it 

involves an act or acts of sense—perception by the agent in the field of action, but it also involves 
perceiving objects as furthering the agent's ends, and such perception presupposes a backlog of 

experiences which enables the agent to 'size up' the new situation". For Wiggins ( 1980:234) it is 
to identify the most salient features of the context of action. 

44NE,II, 1,1103a32—bl. See also NE,II,2, 1104a27—b3. 
45NE,VI,5, 1140b8-20. NE,VI,7, 1141a26-27. NE,VII,3, 1146b35-36. 

46NE,VI,6, 1141a7. NE,VI, 11,1143b1. Post An,II,19,100b3-5. Post An,I, 13,78a34. 
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tic operation of nous, the intellectual intuition operative in the practical syllogism 

is, and Monan puts it well, "rooted firmly in cognitive experience of particular 

situations, and it is directed uniquely to the formation of further particular judge-

merits on action to be done or avoided" . " Intuition plays a crucial double role 

in the syllogism through which practical wisdom operates.48 The good or best in 

virtuous action conforms to the right rule or proportion orthos logos. Thus, first, 

intuitive reason grasps the major premiss and the end it embodies. It perceives the 

end by identifying what is best to be of such and such nature.49 Second, it identifies 

the particular thing which (as the minor premiss of the practical syllogism informs 

us) must be done to realize the discerned end.5° 

47 Monan (1968:74). Aristotle is not entirely clear on this role for intuitive reason. Hardie 

(1968:227) for example, writes "I suggest that it is the fact that Aristotle has found other uses 
for nous that makes it difficult for him to use it here for the faculty which apprehends the right 
mark". Sorabji (1980:215) suggests "that the word nous is applied to the perception of such facts 
but that this perception sometimes comes not from practical wisdom but from mere experience. It is 

only when the perception is influenced by our knowledge of the good that it is called a judgement of 
practical wisdom". See also Engberg-Pedersen (1984:205-7); Joachim ( 1951:212); Edel (1982:291); 

and Milo (1966:62). See also Michelakis (1961:23-24n8,77) who regards these acts of perception as 
'phronësis—perception' distinguishable from both 'sense—perception' and the 'intuitive perception 
of nous'. Olmsted ( 1948:54) calls it the "moral sense". 

48NE,VI,8,1142a25-8. Meta, Z,10,1036a2-6. NE,VI,11,1143a32—b8. See Michelakis ( 1961:26-29) 
for a synopsis of some of the more important interpretations to which the latter passage has been 
subjected. 

49According to Monan (1968:77) the operational origins of practical wisdom in the NE are not 

knowledge of 'nature and truth', nor of the 'first things themselves', nor even of the 'nature' 
of man. While the Aristotelian teleology does imply that the cosmos has a pattern of value, 
Monan argues that Aristotle does not attach practical wisdom to this pattern, but rather leaves 

it as a 'realizandum': a value which does not exist that is yet to be realized. To argue thus, as 
Monan (1968:77) realizes, is to leave open the possibility that, in important respects, "phronësis's 

perception of value... is autonomously imaginative". 
50NE,III,3,1 112b33-1113a2. NE,III,10,1118a18-21. NE,VI, 11,1143a35—b6. NE,VI,11,1143b11-

14. NE,VI,8,1142a25-30. NE,VII,3,1147a26. The minor premiss itself is either a matter of simple 

sense—perception or sense—perception together with nous. It is not altogether clear which. In 
Meta,VII, 10, 1036a1-10, Aristotle gives the impression that it is "known by the aid of intuitive 

thinking or perception". See also Michelakis (1961:78). Miller ( 1984:512) distinguishes two inter-
pretations of this factor: deliberation—completing and deliberation—implementing. 
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3.4 The Good and Habit 

The self—sufficiency of the good is what we find in the NE (however inadequately 

expressed it maybe) as the 'beautiful' or 'noble' (kalon).5' Hence, "the appetitive 

element in a temperate man should harmonize with the rational principle; for the 

noble is the mark at which both aim" ." Similarly, for example, courage is the 

virtue that "chooses or endures things because it is noble to do so, or because it is 

base not do so". 

In as much as the practical syllogism is rooted in intuition and concludes in 

action, "the 'object' of intuitive, imperative knowledge should contain within itself 

the ground that justifies the act as imperative", as Monan correctly notes. In other 

words, the obligatory nature of a moral judgement is attributed to the immediate 

insight into the good and noble achieved by intuition. 14 Thus, the recognition of 

the 'good' or the 'rule' of practical reason is supposed to be both ontologically 

51See Monan (1968:102); Burnyeat (1980:77-78); and Cooper (1975:78-9). Gauthier ( 1967:18) 
suggests that: "there are virtuous 'things', that is, objective ways of acting defined and prescribed 
by reason, of which the very rationality makes up the 'beauty' that is, the value; and it is this 
objective value which is imparted to our acts by means of intention". However, one must be careful 

to distinguish the 'noble' from any notion of moral 'value' in the modern sense. Thus as Owens 
(1977:624) contra Cooper ( 1977) points out "For him [Aristotle], what a human action pursues is 
always a good that consists in a real particular thing .... These are all pursued under the aspect of 
the kalon that each of them exhibits and that is intrinsic to them all". 

52NE,III,12, 1119b16-17. 
53NE,III,7,1116a10-12. See also NE,III,7,1115b11-24. NE,III,9,1117b7-9. NE,IV, 1,1121b3-5. 

NE,IV, 1,1120a23-24. NE,TV,2, 1122b6-7. MM,1190a28f. EE,III,1,1229a4. EE,111, 1, 1230a27-29. 
EEVIII,3,1248b16fF. Rhet,I,9,1366a33-37. 

54 Monan (1968:85). The two extreme interpretations of the meaning of 'ought' for Aristotle are 

illustrated by Gauthier (1958:48) (1967) on the one hand, and Brochard (1926) on the other. For 

the former, man has a duty and right to be happy so that the right rule is imperative or law. 
Gauthier (1967:21) goes so far as to argue that "Aristotle placed a distinct idea of moral 'duty' 

(obligation) at the very center of his ethics". For the possibility of connecting moral good to duty 

see NE,IV,2,1120b4. NE,IV,2,1121a1. NE,IV,3,1121b4-5. For Brochard, there is no notion of duty 
or obligation in Aristotle. See also Edel ( 1982:284-5) who describes this as a conflict between 
"religious morality and secular humanistic morality". 
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compelling and psychologically commanding to the appetites. 55 

The practical syllogism becomes psychologically and not merely logically com-

pelling by being more than empty talk, by having its major premiss experienced, 

believed and desired, i.e., accepted in 'habituated appetition', to use Owens' term. 

Man as a moral organism must already desire, or more generally be disposed, to 

act in accordance with the major premiss. Thus, unlike theoretical demonstration 

where reason and logic compel one to affirm the conclusion, the active conclusion of 

the practical syllogism presupposes like desire.56 As Owens carefully notes, the in-

tuition through which both the moral end and the first moral principles are known 

"is not the intuition of something already existent, as is the case with theoretical 

intuition, but rather the intuition of the conformity of a proposed action with one's 

habituation. What is seen as truth here is the conformity to right appetition" .' 

To take a slightly different line, practical reason is not merely knowledge "about 

what sorts of thing conduce to the good life in general" nor of "the best for man", 

but "a true and reasoned state of capacity to act with regard to the things that 

are, good and bad for man"." It would seem then that the man who has moral 

55NE,VI,1,1138b20 - the right rule issues "dictates". See also NE,IV,5,1125b25; 
NE,III,12,1119b17 - the "rational principle directs"; NE,III,6,1114b29 - "prescribes"; 

NE,VI,13,1145a9 - practical reason "issues orders" and NE,VI,10,1143a8 - "commands". See 

also EE,III,1,1229a7-11. EE,III,5,1233a22. EE,III,5, 1232a36. 
56Cf. Anscombe (1977:69) who finds that Aristotle sought for "a compulsiveness about the 

universal premiss, a 'must' about it; that is, it seems he wanted a universal premiss acceptance 
of which implies intellectual acknowledgement of it as a guide to action". See also Milo (1966:50) 
who suggests that "there is also good reason to suspect that Aristotle never clearly distinguished 
between logical and psychological necessity, between the logical and the psychological 'must'." 

Similarly Joachim ( 1951:209) points to Aristotle's 'confusion'. 
57 Owens (1977:628-9). See also NE,VI,2, 1139a22-34. NE,I,4, 1095b4-13. See also Engberg-

Pedersen (1984:34-6). 
58NE,VI,5, 1140a25-30. See also NE,VI,7, 1141b10-15. NE,VI,5, 1140b5-10. Again, the difference 

between knowing and exercising knowledge seems to coincide with the difference between poten-
tiality and actuality. In Physics,VIII,4,255b1-5 we find: "for one who possesses knowledge of a 
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knowledge but does not act on it must be externally impeded or otherwise internally 

thwarted. In the case of moral knowledge and moral action especially, Aristotle 

gives examples of impediments, including passion, incontinence, sleep, madness 

and drunkenness. Thus, 

the fact that men use the language that follows from knowledge proves 
nothing; for even men under the influence of these passions utter scien-
tific proofs and verses of Empedocles, and those who have just begun 
to learn a science can string together its phrases, but do not yet know 
it; for it has to become part of themselves, and that takes time; so that 
we must suppose that the use of language by men in an incontinent 
state means no more than its utterance by actors on the stage. 59 

Virtuous action - drawing passion under the authoritative rule of reason - 

depends on becoming habituated over time. This habituation is a cognitive process 

in which man 'internalizes' - makes part of himself - knowledge of good. It is a 

process in which man might from time to time succumb in the opposite direction 

becoming blinded to his own moral knowledge. 

3.5 Experience and Common—sense 

Now, to the extent that intuitive perceptions arise from reflection upon the expe-

rience of individual, particular situations, the testified experience of others (be it 

expressed in common—sense or authoritative statements), while not as immediately 

science but is not actually exercising it knows the science potentially in a sense, though not in 
the same sense as he knew it potentially before he learnt it. And when he is in this condition, if 
something does not prevent him, he actively exercises his knowledge: otherwise he would be in the 

contradictory state of not knowing". See also De Anima,II,1,412a10-12,18-128. 
59NE,VII,3, 1147a18-23. See also PoI,VII, 13, 1331b30-1332a1. NE,VI,3, 1139b26-3 1. This is 

as true of scientific demonstration as it is of the practical syllogism. NE,VI,8,1142a14-19. On 
the employment of induction as a method of coming to know, see also, Prior An,II,23,68b10-
14. Post An,II,19,100b3-18. Post An,I,2,71b3-72a5 Meta,A,1,981a1-20. NE,I,4,1095b2-4. 
NE,II,2,1104a13-14. But compare Topics,I,8,103b3. 
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evocative as direct, personal experience, ought to provide an access to the truth. It 

is a reassuring indication of the seriousness and consistency of an argument to see 

its author act in conformity with it. In this case, it is to be noted that while Aristo-

tle does not attempt to bolster his views on moral knowledge by stating his personal 

intuitive perceptions, he does constantly refer to language as a pre-philosophic and 

unrefiected expression of common intuitive perceptions.6° This is not the language 

of any technical science (constructed to facilitate specific purposes) but of everyday 

speech and the impressions which this speech embodies.61 Aristotle assumes that, 

in the natural and spontaneous development of 'value-laden' language, ontological 

observations on Being and the meaning of human action are making their pres-

ence felt. Words themselves, are properly thought of as 'value-language' because 

they imply evaluation, i.e., they enunciate a position or view of the speaker with 

respect to the thing spoken of.62 This position is based upon an understanding of 

the perceived being of the thing in question rather than upon emotive responses 

to it. Given his views on common-sense, if we wish for assistance in clarifying 

our moral knowledge, or in identifying the proper course of action to be taken, 

60But compare Hardie (1968:39) that "for the most part Aristotle argues from premisses which 
state his own view or views which he has made his own". 

61Gi1son (1988:4) observes "It is not surprising that philosophy should return at times to the 
data of common-sense because, readily subject to the illusions of the sensible, common sense is, in 
order of the intelligible, philosophy in the unworked state". Although one might object, as Demos 
(1961:161) does first, that 'ordinary' language is "vague" and second, that the so-called 'ordinary' 
language of moral imperatives, is actually "the talk of the saints" and "as technical as the talk of 
the scientists". 
°2Tejera ( 1984:64) suggests that "Deliberative speech, ..., will be about the achieving or the 

means of achieving some good, or the avoidance of some harm. Hence the ulterior aim of all 
persuasion and dissuasion, ie. of all deliberative speaking (whether rhetorical, dialectical, or logical) 
is happiness". As Monan notes "it consists in a reflective return to the phenomenon of experiential 
value-judgement itself, which is mediated to the reflective mind through the agency of language". 
See also Verbeke ( 1961:107); and Hardie (1977:38). 
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Aristotle suggests that, "we ought to attend to the undemonstrated sayings and 

opinions of experienced and older people or of the people of practical wisdom not 

less than to demonstrations; for because experience has given them an eye they see 

aright" 63 

Aristotle is not a toady to conventional and historically particular speech but he 

does assume that there is a truth—content to be discerned in the common meanings 

and understandings of language. 6' The observations contained in language serve 

Aristotle as a means of connecting what might otherwise be wholly theoretical and 

analytical considerations of ethics to reality. Thus, he takes pains where possible, 

either to proceed inductively from assumptions embodied in this everyday language, 

or, where his investigations are theoretical and general (and not inductive) to ensure 

that his conclusions conform with common wisdom. 61 To wit, in his attempt to 

delineate the features of virtues, he makes repeated reference to what 'we call' 

things, to how 'we apply the word', to 'what the word entails or implies', and so 

on. 66 

63NE,VI,11,1143b10-14. See also Danford (1978:26) who sees in this tendency a similarity to the 
description of 'reflective equilibrium' found in Rawls (1971:20-22,48-51,120,432). 

64NE,V,2,1173a1. De Int,I,1,16a3-7 - "Spoken words are the symbols of mental experience and 

written words are the symbols of spoken words. Just as all men have not the same writing, so all men 
have not the same speech sounds, but the mental experiences, which they directly symbolize, are 
the same for all, as also are those things of which our experiences are the images". See also LeBlond 
(1939:326n.1); Verbeke (1961:118); Walsh and Shapiro (1967:4); and Greenwood (1973:147-8). But 

cf. Irwin ( 1980:50-1). 
65Monan (1968:98, s.a.103) describes the use of language somewhat differently as first, a set of 

data to be rationalized; and second, as a pointer and guide; noting an attendant circularity of 
argument. See also Danford ( 1978:126-127). It is true that Aristotle writes that first principles are 
obtained in different ways "some by induction, some by perception, some by a certain habituation, 
and others too in other ways" - NE,I,7,1098b2-4. The emphasis for our purposes is on the method 
Aristotle himself employs coupled with the assumption that all the methods share an affinity with 

the same parent: lived—in, perceived experience. See also Michelakis ( 1961:18) for a short summary 
of discussions this important passage has received. 

°°NE,II,5, 1105b30-32. NE,III,6,1115a20. NE,III,10,1117b32. NE,III,10,1118a7-8. 
NE,IV,2, 1122a24. NE,II,6,1107a9-13. NE,I,7,1097a30. NE,I,7, 1097b15. 
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Aristotle's method is not the passive absorption of conventional wisdom. Rather, 

it involves philosophical, dialectical reflection upon language and common—sense in 

order to separate the wheaty truth from idiosyncratic chaff.67 Simple experience is 

unreflective, or as Michelakis puts it "empirical work without intelligence" ."  Thus, 

Aristotle applies intelligence in order to filter discrepancies out of statements of ex-

perience contained in opinions (be they the thoughts of philosophers or the common 

people) and provide a theoretical explanation for what remains. This residuum of 

perceptions generally experienced, after filtering and theorizing, is taken to be true, 

i.e. a settled and perspicuous rather than reductive understanding. Aristotle, in 

NE,VII,1 puts it this way: 

we must, as in all other cases, set the apparent facts before us and, after 
first discussing the difficulties, go on to prove, if possible, the truth 
of all the common opinions ..., or failing this, of the greater number 
and the most authoritative; for if we both resolve the difficulties and 
leave the common opinion undisturbed, we shall have proved the case 
sufficiently.69 

671n this regard, see Danford ( 1978:146); Michelakis (1961:5); Arnhart (1981:17-21); Ross 
(1953:189); Greenwood (1973:30-33, 127-144); Eterovich (1980:xxii—xxiii); and Evans ( 1977:5-6). 

For Burnet ( 1900:v, s.a.Xvii) the NE is "dialectical throughout". Cf. Hardie (1968:38-40). Indeed, 
Aristotle assigns this role of arriving at first principles (including the activity of intuitive percep-
tion within practical reason), to the dialectical method generally: "dialectic is a process of criticism 

wherein lies the path to the principles of all inquiries". Again, "it is through opinions generally held 
on the particular points that these [principles appropriate to a given particular science] have to be 

discussed, and this task belongs properly, or most appropriately, to dialectic" - Topics, 101a34—b4. 
Topics, 100a18—b22. 

68Michelakis (1961:74). See also NE,VI,11, 1143b11-14. NE,VII,1,1145b2-7. NE,VII,2, 1146b6-8. 
On reasoning from the common—sense political awareness of men, see Arnhart (1981:esp.183-188). 

69NE,VII,1,1145b2-7. See also Topics,I,104b20-107b26. NE,I,8,1098b27-29. Cf. NE,1095a28-
30. EE,A,6,1216b28-35. On the central question of the NE: what is happiness? Aristotle makes 

the following observation: "But we must consider happiness in the light not only of our conclusion 
and our premisses, but also of what is commonly said about it; for with a true view all the data 
harmonize, but with a false one the facts seem to clash" - NE,I,8,1098b6-12. See also Danford 

(1978:151-3). Greenwood (1973:127-144) devotes an essay to 'Dialectic Method in the Sixth Book' 
and the desire to obtain a more consciously "formal accuracy of language" (1973:146). See also 

Soimsen (1968:65) who takes issue with this: "Surely as long as dialectic was engaged in tracing 
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It is here that the thrust of the contention that Aristotle is an ethnocentric and 

provincial Greek" paradoxically hits the mark and yet is parried. Aristotle's ethic 

of virtues, rooted as it is in, what Edel describes as, "the collective funded reactions 

and appreciations of character and personality in a culture" is not a collection of 

universal, unchallengeable truths. It is instead, the subtle and sensitive yet critical 

distillation of moral experiences which can only occur within a given society's 

pattern of interactions, with all its attendant provincialisms and localisms. 71 

3.6 The Inexactness of Ethics 

To a large extent, it is because Aristotle conceives of practical knowledge and 

moral decision as meaningless except within the actor's context that he refrains 

from giving purely 'objective', universal, or 'idealist' norms. It would be illustrative 

and beneficial, at this stage, to turn to consider one of the more striking features 

of Aristotle's moral theory: the 'golden mean'.72 While the extremes are "one and 

the structure of Being it would have been almost a sacrilege to describe it as a technique operating 

on the basis of 'opinions'. It claimed to deal with the truth and to be a way towards the discovery 
of truth. A method relying on opinions seems to leave no room for alëhe". According to Grene 

(1963:106-7), "It has often been said that Aristotle failed as a physical scientist because he was too 
empirical, because he stayed too close to the everyday world of common—sense". See also Randall 
(1960:56-57). 

70Bakshi (1975) and Wood and Wood (1978) are examples of this charge. See Maclntyre (1968:68, 

77-79, 83) who suggests that Aristotle's social bias prevented him from questioning given virtues 

and vices as well as the origin of moral principles in general. For Nicholson (1984:38) "All too often 
Aristotle commended as natural practises and ideas which were simply those accepted in his own 
day". See also Berki (1977:68). 

71 Ede1 (1980:283). Maclntyre ( 1988:135,144-5) to a large extent counters his earlier objections 

(1968:68,77-79,83) with the general recognition that virtue is meaningless except in social context 
and that rationality is always from a point of view. 

72 See also NE,II,6, 1106b14-28. NE,II,6, 1106b36-1107a1. 

NE,VI,1,1138b19-20. NE,III,10,1116a7. NE,IV,7,1123b14. NE,IV, 11,1126b5-6, 17-18. See also 
EE,II,3,1220b27-8. EE,II,5,1222a8-10. It has been argued that the mean in moral action, while 
it has a semblance with mathematical intermediacy, is better understood as a correlate of right 
rule. Olmsted (1948:61) argues that "what Aristotle meant by saying that virtue was in its essence 
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the same for all men" the mean itself is the "intermediate relatively to us, that 

which is neither too much nor too little - and this is not one, nor the same for 

all" . 73 

We must, in this regard, recall Aristotle's frequent remarks on the inexactness 

of ethics as a 'science'. The study of practical matters can be no less a 'science' 

than, say, the study of the atom. For while the two studies differ greatly in subject 

matter, method and exactness, they both seek the truth in relation to their subject. 

Aristotle explains more than once that 

the whole account of matters of conduct must be given in outline and 
not precisely..., the accounts we demand must be in accordance with 
the subject—matter; matters concerned with conduct and questions of 
what is good for us have no fixity, any more than matters of health. 
The general account being of this nature, the account of particular cases 
is yet more lacking in exactness; for they do not fall under any art or 
precept, but the agents themselves must in each case consider what is 
appropriate to the occasion, as happens also in the art of medicine or 
of navigation. 74 

and according to its definition a mean was to point out that it is of the essence of virtue to be 
able to deal with the particular moral situation clear-sightedly". See also Hardie (1977:37); and 
Gauthier (1964:70). Gauthier ( 1967) makes precisely this point, so that the mean is reduced to a 
"metaphor" (1967:12) and its terminology, that of "imagery" (1967:15). See also Edel (1982:270-2); 

Maclntyre (1968:65-67); and Monan (1968:101). This view, while not incorrect, considerably and 
unnecessarily diminishes the importance of the mean as a genuine standard rooted in phtzsis. For 

the latter, see: Tracy (1969:227). See also Jaeger (1957:56-7) on the more general claim that "the 
medical example, far from being a casual analogy is present to the philosopher's mind throughout. 
It belongs to the very foundation of the ethical science, at least in the form it has taken in the 
Nicomacheart Ethics". 

73NE,II,6,1107a2-6. Aristotle insists in NE,II,6,1106a24-b8 that "a master of any art avoids 
excess and defect, but seeks the intermediate and chooses this - the intermediate not in the object 

but relatively to us". See also NE,II,6,1106b36-1107a2 where Aristotle defines virtue in terms of 
the mean "relative to us" 

74NE,II,2,1104a1-11. See also NE,I,3,1094b11-22 - "Our discussion will be adequate if it has 

as much clearness as the subject-matter admits of, for precision is not to be sought for alike in 
all discussions, .... Now fine and just actions, which political science investigates, exhibit much 
variety and fluctuation .... And goods exhibit a similar fluctuation .... We must be content, then, 

in speaking of such subjects and with such premisses to indicate the truth roughly and in outline, 
and in speaking about things which are only for the most part true, and with premisses of the same 
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Moreover and to the extent that we are concerned with realism, we should also 

witness Aristotle's recognition that the virtuous course of action is not always the 

easiest to discern nor do. Aristotle repeatedly observes that "to miss the mark easy, 

to hit it difficult", and that "it is difficult sometimes to determine what should be 

chosen at what cost, and what should be endured in return for what gain, and yet 

more difficult to abide by our decisions" ." That virtue may be difficult surfaces 

three times in NE,II,9 together with the addition that "since to hit the mean is 

hard in the extreme, we must as a second best, as people say, take the least of 

the evils" ."  Similarly, in the context of his treatment of justice, Aristotle notes 

"in the case of evil the reverse is true; for the lesser evil is reckoned a good in 

comparison with the greater evil, since the lesser evil is rather to be chosen than 

the greater, and what is worthy of choice is good, and what is worthier of choice a 

greater good11 .77 

It is to be stressed that this situational relativism is not intended to deny that a 

context of human action may warrant an authoritatively imperative ethical action, 

but rather that the mechanical application of idealist norms is inappropriate. This 

is not to say that stable norms do not exist. On the contrary, taking his cue from 

common—sense and what common experience has registered in the words people 

use, Aristotle observes 

but not every passion admits of a mean; for some have names that 
already imply badness, e.g., spite, shamelessness, envy, and in the case 

kind, to reach conclusions that are no better". See also Meta, ll,2,995a14-16. NE,VI,8,1142a18-
19. NE,I,3,1094b23-1095a1. See also Danford (1978:126-7); Michelakis (1961:3-5); and Wiggins 

(1980:234-7). 

T5NE,II,6, 1106b20-35. NE,III,1,1 110a25-35. See also NE,V,9,1137a5-30. NE,V,2,1130a6-15. 
76NE,II,9,1109a32-35. 
77NE,V,3, 1131b18-25. See also NE,III,1,1110a20-35. 
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of actions adultery, theft, murder; for all of these and suchlike things 
imply by their names that they are themselves bad, and not the excesses 
or deficienices of them. It is not possible, then, ever to be right with 
regard to them; one must always be wrong .... however they are done 
they are wrong. 78 

In other words, although it may not be possible to indicate beforehand what the 

'mean' in all contexts will be, this does not cancel the fact that a morally correct 

mean (or mean 'range' of correctness) exists for each situation.79 Hence, Aristotle 

can write that "it is possible to fail in many ways (for evil belongs to the class 

of the unlimited, as the Pythagoreans have conjectured, and good to that of the 

limited), while to succeed is possible only in one way" so that "men are good in but 

one way, but bad in many" ."  Thus what ethical action actualizes is not a norm 

of absolute validity but a norm of objective, general validity. What Aristotle is 

pointing to, according to Burnyeat "is our ability to internalize from a scatttered 

range of particular cases a general evaluative attitude which is not reducible to 

rules or precepts"."  

This also explains why Aristotle's ethical theory gravitates (in a somewhat 

78NE,II,6,1107a9-15. 

790n the possibility of the 'mean' as a 'range' see NE,IX,1O,1170b29-33. NE,X,31173a23-28. 
See also Hardie (1977:38,42); and Joachim (1951:164). 

80NE,II,6,1106b28-35. The mean while an intermediate is an extreme with respect to rightness. 
See also NE,II,6,1107a6-8 and the difficult passages of NE,V,7. One gets a vivid sense of the 
character of moral perception from NE,IV,5,1126b1-1O - "How far, therefore, and how a man 
must stray before he becomes blameworthy, it is not easy to state in words; for the decision depends 
on the particular facts and on perception. But so much at least is plain, that the middle state is 

praiseworthy ..., while the excesses and defects are blameworthy - slightly so if they are present 
in a low degree, more if in a higher degree, and very much if in a high degree." 

81 Burnyeat ( 1980:72). See also Michelakis ( 1961:3-4); Edel (1982:287-8); Flashar ( 1977); Evans 
(1977:86-7); and Hardie (1968:35-6). Hardie ( 1968:35) contends that "virtuous actions ... can be 

right or wrong in respects which are not quantitative at all." Thus, for example that passions must 
be felt "at the right time, with reference to the right objects, towards the right people, with the 
right motive, and in the right way, is what is both intermediate and best, and this is characteristic 

of virtue". 
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circular fashion) around the pivotal figure of the phronimos. Aristotle raises the 

problem of subjectivity in his discussion on whether the object (or end) of human 

'wish' is good or only the apparent good. He notes that all objects of wish cannot 

be regarded as truly good (i.e., good by definition of being wished for) because then 

ends with bad consequences would have to be called good. On the other hand, to 

say that the object of every wish is the apparent good, renders the category of good 

entirely subjective, even contradictory, and precludes the possibility that there may 

exist natural and truly good objects of wish. Aristotle suggests a tentative solution: 

"that absolutely and in truth the good is the object of wish, but for each person 

the apparent good". Then, on the assumption that "each state of character has 

its own ideas of the noble and the pleasant ..., perhaps the good man differs from 

others most by seeing the truth in each class of things, being as it were the norm 

and measure of them" ."  Aristotle is thus suggesting that there is a true and good 

course of action that man can know and that the good man does know, while 

conceding that there is a problem of subjectivity rooted in differences in states 

of character. In the phronimos true reason directs right desire within a given 

constellation of 'ultimate particular facts'. It is he who, because his body and 

soul are properly ordered, responds to and acts in the world correctly. Aristotle 

would consider a statement of any greater precision than this as inappropriate to 

the realm of moral knowledge and ethical activity. 83 

82NE,III,4, 1113a15-1113a35. See also Monan ( 1968:81); and Milo (1966:32). Michelakis (1961:7-
8) suggests that "this concept [phronimos] as it was later developed in the Nicomachean Ethics 

became a basic one, as a remedy for the deficiency of the general principle". Edel (1982:449-50n93) 
notes the authoritarian potential of the phronimos. 

83NE,II,6, 1106b36-1107a2. NE,III,5, 1113a23—b2. NE,III,5,1114a32-1115a3. NE,VI, 13,1143b11-
14. Read NE,II,2,llO4allff; NE,VI,1,1138b21-34; and NE,VI,13,1144b21-25 in succession. See 
also Topics, 116a4fF. Rhet,I,7. 
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Against the impression that practical wisdom is wholly relativistic and phronimos— 

centred, it is to be emphasized that Aristotle regarded moral knowledge as an in-

tellectual virtue, and as such, in possession of truth—content, albeit of a unique 

form. He writes "of the part [of the intellect] which is practical and intellectual the 

good state is truth in agreement with right desire" ."  

3.7 Virtue and Human Nature 

In the condition of moral virtue we find reason standing in a certain relation to 

desire; or the rational element (knowledge and judgement) standing in a certain 

relation to the 'psychological' (the state of character). It is important, moreover, 

that while the paradigmatic example of this relation achieved is, by definition, the 

phronimos, Aristotle fixes this relation with reference to man qua man, i.e., human 

nature. In contrast to poiësis - in which man brings to material a form or purpose 

external to it, and makes a product separate from the act of making - ethics as 

praxis is concerned with nurturing and cultivating that form, purpose, function or 

potential already given in the nature of the human constitution.85 The 'form' of a 

thing rather than its 'matter' is its nature, so that consequently it is with the form 

and not the physical structure or composition that one should identify the natural 

thing's internal efficient cause. 86 Now, in the case of man, according to Aristotle, 

the soul is the form (i.e., the formal and final cause) of the living body and the 

84NE,VI,2,1139b12-13. See also NE,III,5,1114b26-1115a3. 
85Edel (1982:264-5) exemplifies the view that Aristotle's teleological vision of nature and human 

nature are intimately connected to his ethical theory. See also Dewey (1967:47-48); and Anagnos-
topoulos (1980:113). Compare Cooper ( 1975:146) who finds the ergon argument to be "not very 
interesting or helpful". 

86Phys,I,9,192b8-33. Phys,II, 1,193a28—b8. Phys,II,3,194b29. 
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body merely its matter. 117 Thus, it is from knowledge of the nature of the soul, 

as partially rational and partially irrational, that Aristotle begins to delineate the 

virtues.88 Similarly, it is after dividing the "things that are found in the soul" into 

three categories - passions, faculties, and states of character - that Aristotle can 

indicate the 'genus' of moral virtue as a state of character. 89 

As we have already seen, ethical excellence is bound up with habit and character.9° 

This crucial notion of 'habit' remains largely unintelligible unless attached to the 

nature of man both philosophically and physiologically. Tracy explains it this way: 

in moral virtue, as in health, the proper or proportionate response of 
the organism depends upon the internal balance or equilibrium of its 
opposing constitutive powers .... When this hexis [habit] is established 
the organism responds proportionately to its environment, physical and 
moral, producing healthy or virtuous activity, and fulfils its function 
easily and pleasantly. 91 

In the case of virtues of the healthy man, his powers of body and soul have settled 

into their 'normal' and 'proper', i.e. 'natural' condition of proportion and balance. 

This is one of the most important ways in which the notion of 'mean' is to be 

understood.92 In this condition, the virtuous man experiences pleasure (or pain) 

87 De Anima,412a16-21. 

88NE,I,13,25-26. See also EE,1249b12-23. 
89NE,II,5,1105b19. 
90NE,II, 1,1103a14-26. See also NE,I,2, 1095b20-21. NE,VII,14,1J.54a33. NE,X,9, 1179b20-21. 

Pol,VIII,3,1338b4-8. Pol,VIII,5,1340a15—b17. 
°'Tracy ( 1969:237). See NE,I,8,1099a7-21. See also Lloyd (1968); Jaeger ( 1957); Hursthouse 

(1984); Demos (1961:155-56); Olmsted ( 1948:47-8); and Burnyeat (1980:75-7). On the actor as 

both object and affected subject in the world see Kosman (1980). Edel (1982:264) writes "pleasure 
is not the ultimate good, but it is the stamp of completion or perfection that is a structural quality 
of the realization of the good". 

92'Lacy ( 1969:223-5) has made a strong case that the 'doctrine of the mean' is rooted in the 
physiological theory of Greek medicine (in such figures as Alcmaeon of Croton, Menecrates, Petron 

of Aegina, Philistion of Locri and Hippocrates) and that it is present in one version or another in 

both Plato and Aristotle. From a reading of Aristotle's many other works (the more technical and 
scientific treatises such as the Physics, and the biological works, De Anima, Parva Nauralia, and De 
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i.e., noble joy (or noble hatred) as an epiphenomenon of his moral activities.93 

Habit would thus seem to imply both a familiarity with a certain kind of knowledge 

or experience and a tendency to respond in a certain way, the proper way, towards 

this experience. 

Moral virtues and vices, like the excellences or faults of the body are stable dis-

positions which become stable through the repetition of acts good or bad for the 

moral aspects of the organism. Good and evil are, on this account, established by 

physiological analogy: as proportionate to the needs of health, producing, increas-

ing and preserving it.94 The moral is then a genuine aspect of man qua organism. 

Contrasting the characteristics of the virtuous and vicious man highlights the 

intimate connection between the ability of a man to know and act ethically with 

the nature of his physical and psychological being. The moderate life, in accor-

dance with practical wisdom, keeps man from forgetting what is good for man, 

whereas the life of excess and debauching subjects him to extraordinary amounts 

of pleasure and pain, which pervert and misalign his ability to perceive the proper 

ends of action. The moral life disposes man to adopt the proper moral and affec-

Mou Animalil.Lm) Tracy has reconstructed Aristotle's doctrine of the mean. He contends that the 
physiological and psychological aspects of moral action and the mean are not scientifically grounded 

in the NE (except for the occasional reference - NE,X,3,1173a24-28. NE,VIII,8,1159b20-24. See 
also EE,1239b30-38) because the NE is a practical not theoretical work - NE,I,13,1102a23-26. 
See also Danford (1978:127). 

93NE,X,9, 1179b24-26. NE,II,3,1104b3-13. NE,I,8, 1099a17-21. NE,II,9, 1109b1-5. 
NE,III,4, 1113a31-33. NE,IV, 1, 1120a26-27. NE,X, 1, 1172a20-23. In NE,II,3,1104b30-35 Aristo-
tle explains "There being three objects of choice [pursuit] and three of avoidance, the noble, the 

advantageous, the pleasant, and their contraries ..., about all of these the good man tends to go 
right and the bad man to go wrong, and especially about pleasure; for this is common to the ani-
mals, and also it accompanies all objects of choice; for even the noble and the advantageous appear 
pleasant. Again, it has grown up with us all from our infancy; this is why it is difficult to rub off 

this passion [feeling], engrained as it is in our life". 
°4NE,II,2, 1104a11-27. 
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tive relationship towards others in the world.95 In short, then, practical reason and 

moral virtue are mutually necessary so that neither can blossom in the absence of 

the other. 96 

What then is this proper relation of reason and choice to desire and wish? 

Aristotle writes "since moral virtue is a state of character concerned with choice, 

and choice is deliberate desire, therefore both the reasoning must be true and the 

desire right, if the choice is to be good, and the latter must pursue just what the 

former asserts".97 Properly speaking then, practical reason, as Allan points out, 

"provides the first apprehension of the end or good, though it is desire (and moral 

virtue, which is the formed habit of right desire) which actually posits the end, and 

converts the judgement of practical reason into a command" Hence the moral 

virtues and the experience of practical wisdom pertain to man's "composite nature" 

by attaching reason to right desire.99 In the man of virtue the object of his desire 

or the wish he settles upon (the apparent good) and the object identified by reason 

95Aristotle explains in NE,VI,5,1140b8-15 that "This is why we call temperance (söphrosune) by 
this name; we imply that it preserves one's practical wisdom (sozousa ien phronesin)". In contrast, 

NE,IX,4,1166b19-24 offers a graphic description of wicked men: "their soul is rent by faction, and 
the element in it by reason of its wickedness grieves when it abstains from certain acts, while the 
other part is pleased, and one draws them this way and the other that, as if they were pulling them 
to pieces". See also NE,VI,5,1140b16-20. NE,VI,12,1144a30-35. NE,VII,8,1151a7-28. Pace Ring 
(1967:88). 

96 There is on first reading the possibility of a vicious (or 'virtuous') circle in as much as not only 

does virtue involve practical reason, but practical reason in turn virtue. See NE,VI, 13,1 144a28-b17. 
For the suggestion that a vicious circle exists see Frankena ( 1965:59). The circle is unravelled with 
the notion of 'habit' as will be shown below. 

97NE,VI,9,1142b31. See also NE,VII, 11,1152b1. NE,I, 1,1095a4-11. NE,VI, 13,1145a5-6. 
Meta,IX,5,1048a10. Dc Anima,III,1O,433a13-20. 

"Allan (1977:74, s.a.75,77). He also argues, first, that moral virtue itself is a state of character 
or disposition towards pain and pleasure and not an intellectual state capable of discernment, 

and second, and moreover, it is by definition, the imposition of a 'right rule' upon the passions 
and therefore ancillary to practical reason which ascertains this rule. See also Gauthier (1967:16) 

who insists that the "pervading of desire by reason is virtue itself, and this is why virtue rectifies 
intention". See also Sorabji ( 1980); Young ( 1980:148); Milo ( 1966:9); and Demos (1961:155). 

99NE,X,8, 1178a14-1.6. 
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(the real good) coincide. This phenomenon distinguishes men from animals. Man 

can act on choice - the result of the practical syllogism - "children and lower 

animals" cannot.'°° This then, is the proper anthropological relation of reason to 

desire: that it is the place of the former to master and rule the latter. Aristotle 

explains: 

as the child should live according to the direction of his tutor, so the 
appetitive element should live according to rational principle. Hence 
the appetitive element in a temperate man should harmonize with the 
rational principle; for the noble is the mark at which both aim; and the 
temperate man craves for the things he ought, as he ought, and when 
he ought; and this is what rational principle directs.10' 

3.8 Experience and Politics 

It still remains to be seen how language and moral appreciation serve to distinguish 

human beings as creatures that live and act in a social and political and not merely 

gregarious life. We should begin with the recognition that for Aristotle politics is 

natural to man. Aristotle summarizes his position, early in the Politics: 

Nature, according to our theory, makes nothing in vain; and man alone 
of the animals is furnished with the faculty of language. The mere 
making of sounds serves to indicate pleasure and pain, and is thus a 
faculty that belongs to animals in general: their nature enables them to 
attain the point at which thay have perceptions of pleasure and pain, 

'°°NE,III,2,llllblO-15. Meta,1072a26-30 - "the apparent good is the object of appetite, and 
the real good is the primary object of rational wish". De Anima, 433a23-29 - "As it is, mind 

is never found producing movement without appetite ..., but appetite can originate movement 
contrary to calculation, for desire is a form of appetite. Now mind is always right, but appetite 
and imagination may be either right or wrong. That is why, though in any case it is the object of 
appetite which originates movement, this object may be either the real or the apparent good". See 
also NE,1147b3-5. De Anima,434a5-1O. De Anima,432b5. De Anima,414b5-6. 
'°'NE,III,12, 1119b10-18. See also NE,III,5,1113a6. NE,V,11,1138b12. NE,I,13,1102b26,31-

32. EE,VIII,3,1249b10. EE,II,2,1219b40. EE,II,2,1220a1. EE,VIII,3,1249b10,21. De Anima, 
III, 10,433b7. 
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and can signify these perceptions to one another. But language serves 

to declare what is just and unjust. It is the peculiarity of man, in 
comparison with the rest of the animal world, that he alone possesses a 
perception of good and evil, of the just and unjust, and of other similar 
qualities; and it is association in [a common perception of] these things 
which makes a family and a polis. 102 

Man is a political animal, which is to say, that it is his nature to live in a polis and 

that his good can be achieved only there. 103 Indeed, it is the working assumption of 

the Politics that "the polis belongs to the class of things that exist by nature, and 

that man is by nature an animal intended to live in a polis"; and that there is "an 

immanent impulse in all men towards an association of this order" •104 Following 

Mulgan, these statements seem to incorporate a number of distinguishable obser-

vations: first, that man needs the polis as an institution exclusive of other social 

institutions; second, that he needs the polis inclusively; and finally, that he needs 

to share in collective activity with other members of the same species in order to 

persist. The former two reasons distinguish man from animals by his uniqueness 

in living in a polis. The latter makes the zoological observation that man depends 

upon a certain amount of collective (rather than solitary and isolated) activity.'05 

To be human, to be neither beast nor God, is to to live amongst others and 

act virtuously towards them in a political community.106 For Aristotle, ethics is 

'°2Po1,I,2,1253a9-20. See also Dc Gen An,786b21. Rhet,I,1,1355b1-2. De Int,16a3-13,26-29. 

'°3NE,IX,9,1169b10-20. From NE,I,4,1095a10-17, for example, we know that "the highest 
of all goods achievable by action" and what "political science aims at" coincide. Again, in 
NE,VI,8,1142a7-12 "perhaps one's own good cannot exist without household management, nor 
without a form of government". 

'°4Pol,I,2,1253a1-38. 
'°5Mulgan ( 1972). 

'°6NE,X,8, 1178b5-7. Pol,I,2, 1252b30-4. Pol,I,2, 1253a18-30. Pol,III,5, 1278b20ff. EE, 1242a8. 
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social and politics is ethicaL107 More specifically, Aristotle notes that "political 

wisdom and practical wisdom are the same state of mind, but their essence is 

not the same".108 Since the legislative science (and indeed politics in general) is 

a function of practical reason and operates in the same way as praxis, it is also 

and for the same reasons, ethical. Thus, not only is it a form of praxis culled 

from experience,109 but legislative acts are subject to ethical judgements.11° Thus, 

as with ethical action, it is important that the political actor combine with his 

empirical knowledge of law, practical reason, by which to judge rightly what is 

the best law for the circumstances at hand.111 Also, politics carries with it all of 

the imprecision and specificity of ethical action. If the practically wise decision 

is not subject to any overarching and distant rules and principles then neither is 

politics and legislation. Thus no matter how practically wise the legislator may 

be, the indefinite and unforeseeable contingencies may require him to supplement 

107NE,I,3, 1094b11 NE,I,3, 1095a2-15. EE, 1216b35-39. EE, 1218a33-35. EE,1234b22-24. 
MM,1181b26-7. MM,1197b28-9. Rhet,1358b21-28. Rhet,1359b1-18. See also Joachim (1951:214) 

who puts it this way: "Political genius is moral genius in its fullest sphere of exercise". Burnet 
(1900:xxvi) is even more insistent: "It is quite wrong to say that the Ethics studies the Good for 
Man from the point of view of the individual, while the Politics deals with the realisation of the 
that good by the agency of the state. The subject of both works is equally 'Politics,' and there 
is not a single word in either of them or anywhere else which could be interpreted as setting up 
any such science as. ehikë in distinction to poliiikë." See also Cashdollar (1973:145-6); and Hardie 

(1968:28). But cf. Gauthier and Jolif (1959,11:1-2,498-500). 
'°8NE,VI,8, 1142b22-27. 

'°9Aristotle argues for the dialectical analysis of all available collections of laws and constitutions 
in order "that what is good and useful may be brought to light" - Pol,fl,1,1260b27-35. See also 
NE,X,9,1181b6-23. Rhet,I,4,1360a30-35. Recall also, that Aristotle (and his students) collected 
158 consitutions for this purpose. See also Von Fritz and Kapp ( 1977:113). 
110NE,X,9,1180b29-1181a17. On rightly written as opposed to hastily devised laws, see 

NE,V,1,1129b24-25. Pol,III,11,1282b2-3. On good and bad or just and unjust laws see 
Pol,III, 11, 1282b8-10. 

"Law seeks good: "Now the laws in their enactments on all subjects aim at the common advan-

tage either of all or of the best or of those who hold power, or something of the sort; so that in one 
sense we call those acts just that tend to produce and preserve happiness and its components for 
the political society" - NE,V,1,1129b13-17. See also Pol,IV,1,1288b24. Pol,IV,1,1289a13-14. See 
also Michelakis (1961:90-93); and Von Fritz and Kapp (1977:120-1). 
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laws with special decree from time to time. 112 

3.9 Politics and Education 

The crucial role of politics is to provide both context and, curriculum for moral 

education. The latter function is provided through laws and the explicit process 

of schooling. Aristotle goes so far as to judge a state by this function: "legislators 

make the citizens good by forming habits in them, and this is the wish of every 

legislator, and those who do not effect it miss their mark, and it is in this that a 

good constitution differs from a bad one".113 

There are, for Aristotle, three psychological grounds in which moral virtue 

might grow: nature, habit and reason (assisted by teaching). It is with an eye to 

the first that the polis aims at cultivating the latter two. 114 The performance of 

morally virtuous action is natural to man. However, it is natural as an 'endowment' 

or 'power' that must be cultivated into living experience or 'habit'. Aristotle specif-

ically explains: "we are adapted by nature to receive them [the virtues], and are 

made perfect by habit" J"  This cultivation of virtuous action is achieved through 

education, and ought to begin while the citizen is quite young: "The soul of the 

student must first have been cultivated by means of habits for noble joy and noble 

"2NE,V,1O,1137b27-32. Pol,III,9,1282b3. 
"3NE,II,1, 1103b2-1O. See also NE,I,9, 1099b27-32. NE,I,13,1102a5-1O. NE,X,9, 1179b20-

1181b12. Pol, 1276b16-1277b32. Pol, 1278a40-b5 Po1,1288a32-b2 Pol,1333a11-16. Pol, 1337a11-14. 

114Pol,VII,3, 1332a39-40. Pol,I,9, 1258a22-23. NE,X,9,1179b4-31. Pol,VII,13, 1332a40-bll 
Pol,VII, 15, 1334b6. Pol,VIII,3, 1338b4. NE,VII,8, 115 1a15-20 - "virtue either natural or produced 

by habituation is what teaches right opinion about the first principle". 
115NE,II,1,28. 
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hatred, like earth which is to nourish the seed".116 Thus, "it makes no small differ-

ence, then, whether we form habits of one kind or of another from our very youth; 

it makes a very great difference, or rather all the difference" h17 Moreover, since the 

corporeal and affective aspects of the human being dominate his early years, it is 

necessary that education rely more on force and authority to delimit his passions 

mechanically. In doing so, schooling provides a store of information, experience 

and discipline upon which reason, as it becomes active, can begin to reflect. Man 

as he grows and accumulates living experiences, including the experience of what 

it is to be virtuous, can come to understand what propriety entails for its own 

sake.118 It is for men of this sort - who have a perception of the noble and just, 

who have what might be called 'natural virtue' or 'habit virtue' but no reasoned 

understanding of it (physikF aretë or ethistë arete rather than L'yria aret) 11° - 

that the NE was written. Aristotle explains 

For, while we must begin with what is evident, things are evident in two 
ways - some to us, some without qualification. Presumably, then, we 
must begin with things evident to us. Hence any one who is to listen 
intelligently to lectures about what is noble and just and, generally, 
about the subjects of political science must have been brought up in 
good habits. For the fact is a starting point, and if this is sufficiently 
plain to him, he will not need the reason as well; and the man who has 
been well brought up has or can easily get starting points. 120 

"6NE,X,9,1179b4-31. See also NE,I,3,1095a2-4. NE,I,4,1095b2-8. Po1,1334b6 Pol,1338b4. 

"7NE,II,1,1103b24-6. Michelakis (1982:54) suggests that "Aristotle believes in the acquiring of 
moral virtue by upbringing .... Therefore he seeks to combine two factors of determination of moral 
action, accepted by him, the psychological factor, which is formed by upbringing, and the rational 
one, which is phronësis". See also Edel (1982:268). 
"8Edel (1982:281) describes Aristotle's view of this inductive, educational process as "an account 

of how a rational being develops and stabilizes habits of experience so as to have the precise fund of 

universals in the psyche, and the appropriate intellectual virtues and sense of relevance and insight 
in application, to determine the just right". See also Sorabji (1980:214-16). 

"9NE,VI,13,1144b10-20. Rhet,II,12,1389a35. 
'20NE,I,4,1095b2-13. See also NE,I,3,1095a2-4. NE,I,7,1098a33—b4. 
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What then are these starting points which must be assumed? At the very least 

they would seem to include the experience or 'taste' of actions in accordance with 

the virtues. 121 

Now, Aristotle has been criticised for failing, at the very core of his ethical 

theory, to come to terms with the origin of moral principles by rooting them in 

something objective and unequivocal.'22 To some extent this criticism is valid. 

However, while Aristotle's choice of a receptive audience seems to beg the ques-

tion, it should now be clear that on the basis of his account of virtue and moral 

development some ethical starting points must be pre—rationally recognized. More-

over, it is to be emphasized that the subject matter of the NE is the practical, and 

as such, "the end aimed at is not knowledge but action" •123 Consequently, as Aris-

totle explicitly notes, "the present inquiry does not aim at theoretical knowledge 

like the others (for we are inquiring not in order to know what virtue is, but in 

order to become good, since otherwise our inquiry would have been no use)" 124 

"'For Burnyeat (1980:71-2) the student "is someone who already loves what is noble and takes 
pleasure in it. He has a conception of what is noble and truly pleasant which, other, less well 

brought up people lack because they have not tasted the pleasures of what is noble. This is what 
gives his character a kinship to virtue and a receptiveness to arguments directed to encouraging 

virtue". See also Sorabji (1980:215-17). 
'22For Monan (1968:101), it is "At this precise point, unfortunately, Aristotle's methodology 

reveals its limits, in the sense that it manifests no fully developed roots, nor indeed does it grow to 

maturity in any fully elaborated metaphysic of value". Gauthier ( 1967:28) has a similar criticism: 

"For him [Aristotle] practical wisdom says that certain conduct is rational and makes that conduct 
a duty for us, - it does not tell us why that conduct is rational. Aristotle establishes his ethics on 
the rule which reason enunciates; he refuses to go beyond that and establish this rule itself". See 

also Siegler ( 1967:43) who voices the same sort of criticism and Greenwood (1973:71) who highlights 
Aristotle's failure to work out a "theory of induction". Jackson (1942:348) summarizes it this way: 
"Only the man of sound moral character is here the measure. Only what to him appears good must 
be good. But of the nature of this appearing Aristotle tells us nothing". Maclntyre (1988:130) 
contends that "What gives practical force to a practical syllogism for the agent who utters it is not 
itself mentioned in the syllogism". 
123NE,I,3,1095a5. 
'24NE,II,2,1103b26-28. See also Tracy (1969:223); and Michelakis ( 1961:19). 
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It might also be objected that Aristotle's views smack loudly of 'conditioning' 

in as much as they require that psychological predelictions towards those practices 

deemed proper by the polis be engrained in the pre—rational psyche of the child 

through education. Again, to some extent, this objection is valid.'25 However, in 

the final analysis, Aristotle is concerned not to extinguish personal responsibility 

for the state of character one comes to have. He maintains that "we are ourselves 

somehow part—causes of our states of character, and it is by being persons of a 

certain kind that we set the end to be so and so" .126 His stress is upon freedom 

and hence human responsibility. Thus, in the final analysis, learned habit is not 

dull, brute inertia but a stable, contextual response possessing an inner critical 

light upon changing circumstances. It is in the very nature of ethical action that 

it is acquired by a "certain habituation". Man must have the 'fact' before he can 

know the 'reason'. He must come to 'see' before he comes to 'know'. Yet, there 

is an important cognitive element involved in practicing something; in learning by 

doing.127 It is upon this common—sense recognition, that we become the way we 

'25Thus Purley (1977:53) notes that "it is odd that Aristotle never ... asks himself why the 
discipline of parents and teachers is not to be taken as an external check of man's dispositions. Our 

own experience of 'juvenile delinquency', and the generally held belief that young people's crimes 
may be due not to wickedness but to faulty environment, raise this question at once. But Aristotle 
seems never to have considered this point ..." See also Purley ( 1980:65); Demos (1961:161-2); 

Edel ( 1982:275-6); and Frankena (1965:59). Jackson (1942:349) contends "Unless we are directly 
responsible for something we are not even indirectly responsible for anything". Compare Peters 

(1963) who resolves much of the apparent paradox of moral education generated by the poles of 

reason and habit. 
'26NE,III,5,1114b23-5. See also NE,III,5,1114b1-2. Thus he insists, somewhat unfairly perhaps, 

that "to the unjust and to the self—indulgent men it was open at the beginning not to become men 
of this kind, and so they are unjust and self—indulgent voluntarily; but now that they have become 
so it is not possible for them not to be so" - NE,III,5,1114a20-7. But cf. NE,V,9,1137a5-9 - 

"but to do these things [unjust or just acts] as a result of a certain state of character is neither easy 

nor in our power". On the possibility that a bad man may become good see Cat,10,13a23-31. Cf. 

NE,III,5,1114a15-22. 
'27NE,II,1. NE,II,4. NE,I,7,1098a33—b4. See also Sorabji (1980:216); Peters (1963); and Engberg-
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behave, that responsibility for one's own state of character finally depends. 

As a final note, it must be registered that the role Aristotle attributes to the 

proper political community is not one that automatically or even often arises. 

Bearing in mind that Aristotle studied a vast number of constitutions and historical 

instances of governing, we can understand the gravity of his recognition that "In 

the Spartan state alone, or almost alone, the legislator seems to have paid attention 

to questions of nurture and occupations; in most states such matters have been 

neglected, and each man lives as he pleases, Cyclops—fashion, 'to his own wife and 

children dealing law'."28 

It is also Aristotle's realism and desire to choose the best (and not merely 

his methodological thoroughness) that leads him to give the so—called 'advice to 

tyrants' in Book V of the Politics. The object of Aristotle's political investigations 

was "to discover the best constitution. The best constitution is that under which 

the state is best constituted. The best constituted state is the state which possesses 

the greatest possibility of achieving felicity", i.e. the happiest way of life for its 

citizens. 129 He was concerned that man act and choose the best (or conversely take 

progressive steps away from the worst). He knew full well that this might entail 

preserving what, in many respects, was bad, if the alternatives were worse. 130 

Pedersen ( 1984:158). In a sense, the openness of habit turns on a point which Bondeson (1974:61) 
in particular has noted. In NE,III,5,1114a9-11 Aristotle argues "Now not to know that it is from 
the exercise of activities on particular objects that states of character are produced is the mark of 
a thoroughly senseless person". 
'28NE,X,9,1180a25-33. Strauss ( 1958:255-6) takes a particularly dim view of the possibility of 

finding a state directed towards virtue. 
129Pol,VII,3,1332a2-7. 
180Pol,V,1O,1310a2-1315b7, see esp. 1314a4-1315b7. However, Aristotle's advice to the 'soft' 

tyrant (and unlike Machiavelli's advice to the new prince) is to relinquish reason of state and 
attempt to behave as a king. In this regard, see Nicholson (1984:41); Barker ( 1958:247n1); Anglo 
(1969:198-200); Sabine ( 1961:340); and Prezzolini ( 1967:40). One should not forget, what Strauss 
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3.10 Conclusion 

Aristotle's ethical theory suggests that there exists a narrow ridge between man 

and the good life, the slippery sides of which drop away into mechanical idealism 

on the one hand, and a thoroughgoing relativism (and eventually nihilism) on the 

other. The task of man, and the task accomplished by the phronimos is to edge 

his way atop this ridge without staring too long at, and becoming fixated with, the 

giddying sights on either side of him. Moreover, and here lies much of the difficulty 

in being virtuous, it is only by succesfully traversing this ridge that one becomes 

good at doing so. 

We have followed Aristotle through his distinctions between epistêmë, nous, 

.sophia, praxis, and poiesis - the former three being predominantly 'scientific' or 

contemplative while the latter two, practical. In doing so, we noted a number of 

features that differentiate praxis (doing) from poiësis (making). First, for praxis to 

count as virtuous action, the actor must be in a certain state of character, namely a 

stable, habitual disposition to do what is good and noble for its own sake. Making 

in contrast requires little of the actor save the strength of will to complete his 

design. Good making depends upon the criteria of the product and not upon the 

internal considerations of the artist's life. Secondly, praxis and poiësis differ with 

respect to their affinity with nature. In praxis, and specifically virtuous action, 

man seeks to realize the natural form he possesses. This form is given to the 

nature of things as an immanent impulse to be actualized in the course of proper 

growth and development. In the case of poiësis, the form taken by the product 

(1958:293) reminds us, that for Aristotle, tyranny was still a defective "monstrosity". 



138 

of art is provided by the maker and not found in the things made. Finally, in 

the case of praxis the end is the activity itself, whereas, in the case of poiësis, the 

end is a product separate from the activity of making. There is consequently, an 

attendant difference in the means—end relation. The means and end of praxis are 

co—determined by the decision and action that occurs within a given constellation 

of specific circumstances. To put it another way, praxis is done for its own sake. 

On the other hand, poiësis is engaged in for the sake of the value of the product in 

terms of its usefulness or beauty. The product justifies or warrants the employment 

of independent, neutral, and technical means. Now, in the prudentially organized 

life, making and its immediate ends, the products, are structured around doing 

and around morally good and noble ends which are chosen for their own sake. 

Disengaging the two sorts of activities (so that noble ends are not preferred to 

subordinate ones) tends towards a fractured, fractious, vain and empty life. 

The epistemological category (or anthropological faculty) central to Aristotle's 

moral theory is plironësis - prudence or practical wisdom. Fhronësis is an intu-

itional, perceptual, moral—sensing, rational faculty brought to bear upon concrete 

situations open to human agency that directs the play of passions through the full 

human life. The exercise of this faculty involves the mediation between the univer-

sal and the particular, as Aristotle endeavours to explain through his model of the 

practical syllogism. It is in the very nature of practical action that it unfolds on 

the level of the particular. Yet, virtuous action transects this particular case with 

an intuitive vision of the eternal. This intuitive grasp of the universal in the par-

ticular is open to all men (and achieved by the phronimos) and is present however 

unreflectively in common—sense and everyday speech. It is from this speech that 
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Aristotle dialectically extricates philosophical truths about man and the nature of 

his good. 

Full, genuine, moral virtue, i.e., the state of mind conforming to 'virtue in 

the strict sense' implies the presence of the rational cognitive element, phronesis, 

coupled with a desiderative element, 'habituated ppetition', or simply 'virtue of 

character'. Virtue is an affective disposition (hexis) rather than just a potentiality 

(dunamis) which must be acquired and internalized through a process of experience 

and habituation (et,liismos). In short, man becomes virtuous by acting virtuously. 

Finally, man is a political animal, which is to say, that he is able to perfect his 

composite nature only within the context of the political state. The connection 

of politics to ethics is two—fold. First, political wisdom is a form of phronesis, 

and political action a kind of moral action. Second, the political community is a 

society that shares a common body of perceptions and moral recognitions about 

the nature of human action and the character of the good life. The state, as such, 

provides the conditions within which the moral qualities of man are to be brought 

into fruition. The state, through its laws and schooling flags instances of virtuous 

action so that its citizens can experience and come to love the noble for its own 

sake. 



Chapter 4 

Praxis and Poiësis 

4.1 Politics as Praxis not Poiesis 

In Aristotle's argument we were introduced to a distinction between praxis and 

poiësis; using this distinction we will now attempt to make some observations on 

the nature of ethics and politics in the arguments of Aristotle, Machiavelli, and 

Hobbes. 

The praxis (and specifically moral doing) of the Aristotelian man is the actu-

alization of a potential form given in nature. This nature, with its own order, 

structure and hierarchy, man comes to know by observation (introspective or oth-

erwise). Poiësis, on the other hand, is an artful enterprise with its own rules and 

order established by man. However, while it is open to man to bring what forms 

he chooses into being, in the morally ordered life, 'poietic' activities, i.e., the form 

and purpose of things made, are guided by the concerns of practical reason for the 

good life, which is to say, that 'art should imitate nature'. For Aristotle, a political 

act is an instance of doing not making. Man, by nature, finds himself gravitating 

towards the political community. Politics is the activity of living in the polis. It is 

not an activity that should be forfeited or dispensed with in order to live privately, 

Cyclops—fashion. Rather it is to be identified with being human, with engaging in 

ethical action, and with living the morally good and actualizing life. 

To say that politics does not belong in the realm of making, is not to deny that 

140 
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there is a great deal that is active and creative to ethical-political action. On the 

sections of the Politics where Aristotle discusses this point, Barker notes that 

Aristotle here concedes, and indeed argues, that in saying that the state 
is natural he does not mean that it 'grows' naturally, without human 
volition and action. There is art as well as nature, and art co-operates 
with nature: the volition of action of human agents 'constructs' that 
state in co-operation with a natural immanent impulse.' 

We turn to a lucid explanation of this relationship by Maritain, which despite its 

length warrants full presentation: 

Politics is distinct from individual ethics as one branch from another 
branch on the same tree. It is a special and specific part of ethics, and 
it carries within itself an enormous amount of art and technique, for 
the role played by the physical elements to be known and utilized, the 
forces and resistances to be calculated, the role played by the making, 
or by the work to perform successfully, the role played by the molding 
intelligence and imagination is much greater in political than in individ-
ual or even familial ethics. But all this amount of art and technique is 
organically, vitally and intrinsically subordinated to the ethical energies 
which constitute politics, that is to say, art is there in no manner au-
tonomous; art is there embodied in, and encompassed with, and lifted 
up by ethics, as the physico-chemical activities in our body are inte-
grated in our living substance and superelevated by our vital energies. 
When these merely physico-chemical activities are liberated from and 
become autonomous, there is no longer a living organism, but a corpse. 
Thus, merely artistic politics, liberated from ethics, that is, from the 
practical knowledge of man, from the science of human acts, from truly 
human finalities and truly human doings, is a corpse of political wisdom 
and political prudence.2 

'Pol,I,ii,1253a30-38,n1. See also Edel (1982:337-9) who notes the 'poietic' strains in many of 
Aristotle's texts including the NE and Pol. 

2Maritain ( 1955:298-9). See also Monan (1968:91) who seems to be making the same observation 
when he writes in more general terms: "Whether considering moral knowledge from the aspect of 
its object, its activity, or its norm, Aristotle is each time confronted with a value man must discover, 
not arbitrarily create. Neverthiess, it is a value which has no existence save in a rationally chosen 
activity of which man is the more or less creative author". 



142 

In the properly ordered human life 'poietic' activities are rationally subordinated 

to the moral considerations of praxis. 

What both Machiavelli and Hobbes do, although in slightly different ways, is to 

render political action as 'making' liberated from 'doing' and contrary to nature. 

For them, when a man acts politically, he acts out of the 'perspective of art'. 

It remains for us to see that living out of this perspective colours man's being 

with all its attendant moral ramifications. In the remainder of this chapter these 

ramifications will be developed along the following three lines. First, when action 

is viewed as p0ie3i5 it is 'externalized', i.e., the focus of the action shifts from the 

acting agent to the end of the activity. Second, when poiesis is released from its 

proper subordination to praxis it tends towards the goal of remaking nature and 

the world. Third and finally, the 'poietic' view creates the mistaken impression 

that the means and ends of action can be disengaged. 

4.2 Poiësis Externalizes 

When action is conceived of in terms of poiësis rather than praxis it is 'exter-

nalized'. Poiësis draws attention away from considerations of the actor's moral 

character and his bona interiora. In doing so, it denigrates the importance of ex-

perience in two ways. First, it ignores the affective relationship between man and 

his actions in the world as evident in the fact that man becomes what he does. 

Secondly, it neglects the range of experiences and wisdom open to all men in, what 

is today a sadly slighted notion, common—sense. Through the 'poietic' view, em-

phasis shifts towards the bona exteriora and the location of the good for man in 



143 

the external things of the world. These consequences are suggested in a seemingly 

innocuous passage in NE,VI,8 where Aristotle draws attention to 

the fact that while young men become geometricians and mathemati-
cians and wise in matters like these, it is thought that a young man of 
practical wisdom cannot be found. The cause is that such wisdom is 
concerned not only with universals but with particulars, which become 
familiar from experience, but a young man has no experience, for it is 
length of time that gives experience; indeed one might ask this question 
too, why a boy may become a mathematician, but not a philosopher 
or a physicist. Is it because the objects of mathematics exist by ab-
straction, while the first principles of these other subjects come from 
experience, and because young men have no conviction about the latter 
but merely use the proper language, while the essence of mathematical 
objects is plain enough to them?3 

This passage compares strikingly against the arguments of both Machiavelli and 

Hobbes as will be shown below. 

4.2.1 Lived Experience 

For Machiavelli, the paradigmatic modes of effective human action are associated 

with the boldness, vitality and virtz't of the vir (and especially the young man). It 

is the young man who has the vitality and contemptuousness necessary to force 

himself upon Fortuna and go about impressing the forms he desires upon the 

things of the world. In contrast to the practically wise Aristotelian man who needs 

experience of what it is to be human, the successful Machiavellian man could be 

young because Machiavelli wholly neglects the internal effects of acting in the world 

(i.e., of experience) upon the actor himself. In Machiavelli's portrayal of men there 

is no obligation, duty, guilt, conscience, inner turmoil, or wrenching of the soul 

3NE,VI,8, 1142a10-20. 
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associated with the performance of good and bad actions. Yet human beings do 

have insides. It is a phenomenon intrinsic to the nature of human activity that 

man is affected by what he does and sees. Men do, for example, become brutal 

and dehumanized by doing brutal and inhumane actions. This is why proper 

'experience' - 'tasting' and coming to understand morally virtuous actions - 

and 'maturity' are so essential to Aristotle's man of virtue.4 It is not enough that 

a man be aware of such experiential lessons, he must internalize them through 

genuine praxis. 

Now it might be noted that it is precisely this Machiavellian view of human 

experience which preoccupies the methods of so many modern, 'value—neutral' 

social scientists. Kraft highlights this tendency emphasizing that "their science of 

human affairs at its inception dehumanizes the subject. It takes man out of the 

world of experience. It pretends that the political world is somehow different, that 

in the political world man, by stiffening his will, can act immorally and be the 

better for it."' Acting out of the 'poietic' view and upon the world engenders the 

false conviction that the substance of experience and exigiencies of life are just so 

much sludge through which one ploughs to get to the other side.6 However, man 

is not disembodied will. Thus, while he may be able to think upon a subject from 

an Archimedean point, he can not live and act in the world as if he were enshrined 

within an Archimedean 'bubble'. To be an acting agent in a given situation is to 

'See also Hulliung ( 1983:29). 
5Kraft (1951:121). 
61n this regard, Dewey ( 1967:50) notes "moral theorists constantly assume that the continuous 

course of events can be arrested at the point of a particular object; that men can plunge with their 
own desires into the unceasing flow of changes, and seize upon some object as the end irrespective 

of everything else". 
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face it and choose what ought to be done. 

4.2.2 Common—sense 

Turning to the methodological claims of Hobbes, Danford puts his finger on one 

of the most significant areas of divergence between Aristotle and Hobbes: "For 

Aristotle, there is the possibility of knowledge simply, that is, knowledge which is 

certain without being hypothetical, because human reason is at home in the world; 

for Hobbes, human reason finds itself in an alien world of matter and motion, and 

it can know with certainty only what it constructs."' Hobbes makes certainty the 

final criterion of science. In doing so, he dismisses prudence or common—sense as a 

basis for scientifically rational human action. In order to posit politics as a science 

then, Hobbes attempts to replace the distinction between theoretical and practical 

sciences with that of theoretical and applied or technical sciences. Having done 

so, Hobbes renders explicit an epistemological principle of 'knowing as making' by 

identifying geometry as ' the paradigm for all science. According to Hobbes, the 

geometer (Or mathematician) achieves mathematical truth because he is the con-

scious creator and combiner of the arbitrary, posited first axioms. This conception 

of geometry leaves Hobbes with a 'postulational theory of knowledge' according 

to which scientific demonstrations commencing with unproven first definitions can 

nonetheless arrive at true conclusions. 

Aristotle takes issue with such a theory of knowledge, arguing that "since if 

they [the starting points of scientific demonstrations] are not better known to him 

7Danford (1978:146,123). 
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than the conclusion, he will have his knowledge only incidentally"." Since, what 

we seek is the self—conscious, rather than accidental, accumulation of truth (be it 

mathematical or moral) the first principles must already be believed and known in 

a certain way. Aristotle makes the further point that 

in actions the final cause is the first principle, as the hypotheses [i.e. 
the assumptions of the existence of the primary objects of mathematics, 
such as the straight line or the unit] are in mathematics; neither in that 
case is it argument that teaches the first principles, nor is it so here - 

virtue either natural or produced by habituation is what teaches right 
opinion about the first principle.9 

Pace Hobbes, even the first postulates of a science, say of mathematics, are ground-

able in human experience, from which they are abstracted.1° One might go so far 

as to say that all human communication and understanding presupposes some 

original store of shared experiences (i.e., perceptions and insights) from which rele-

vant 'tastes' and thoughts are illicited when a transfer of meaning occurs from one 

person to another. Thus, the message communicated by the sender 'strikes a re-

sponsive chord' in the receiver. Mathematics exists - and complex mathematical 

conclusions can be constructed - only by a abstraction from reality and experi-

ence. Moreover, once abstracted, mathematical objects cannot be exactly returned 

to reality. Mathematical notions themselves (such as points, lines, planes, areas, 

8NE,VI,3, 1139b31-35. 
9NE,VII,8,1151a15-20. 
'°Post An,I,9,76b6-11. Post An,II,8,93b21-25. Post An,II,3,90b30-33. Meta,XI,7,1064a7-1O. 

Joachim ( 1951:173) takes pains to emphasize this: "Thus, for example, he [the geometer] lays down 
that a triangle is a plane figure bounded by three straight lines, and he assumes that there is such 

a thing as a triangle. This assumption is ultimately based on spatial experience: the definition 
of 'triangle' and ... (the assumption that there is such a thing) are elicited from sense—perception 

but elicited because the figure thus defined is really involved in the facts given in sensuous 
experience. The geometer's assumption presupposes in the pupil, and in other people generally, a 
spatial experience the same as his own." 
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etc.,) have no physical attributes. They are found in pure form only in theory, 

in the mind, in abstraction from matter and motion. Thus, for example, a 'line' 

extends infinitely without breadth or width; or similarly a 'point' indicates a dot 

in mathematical space that itself possesses no depth, width, or height etc.'1 

What Hobbes does is to fix upon the pivotal, abstracted mathematical 'notion' 

in isolation from the sense—experience of real shapes from which it is abstracted; 

he remains oblivious to the fact that geometry cannot be put back into the world 

except roughly. He uses geometry as the paradigm for science in order to allow 

him to order and know reality by simplifying it in the way that the geometer 

abstracts and makes forms found imperfectly in reality.'2 The geometer knows 

with certainty, according to Hobbes, because he makes the geometric constructions 

himself. Against Hobbes, it is to be reiterated that the geometer knows his shapes 

in abstraction and not in the world. This is why Aristotle stresses that "the minute 

accuracy of mathematics is not to be demanded in all cases, but only in the case of 

things which have no matter"." For Hobbes' use of geometry to come to fruition 

one would have to be able to transform the mathematical abstraction into a physical 

construction and thereby bring it into the world.'4 

"Phys,II,2,193b30-194a6 - "Now the mathematician, though he too treats of these things, 
nevertheless does not treat of them as the limits of a physical body;" rather "he seperates them". 
However, "the objects of physics ... are less seperable than those of mathematics" "This becomes 

plain if one tries to state in each of the two cases the definitions of the things and of their attributes. 
'Odd' and 'even', 'straight' and 'curved', and likewise 'number', 'line', and 'figure', do not involve 
motion; not so 'flesh' and 'bone' and 'man' - these are defined like 'snub nose' not like 'curved'." 
See also Child (1953:304-5,n.120); and Danford ( 1978:38-9). 
"Stephen (1904:105-13). 
13Meta,II,2,995a14-16. See also NE,VI,8, 1142a18-19. 

'40n this point, Child (1953:304) writes: "and I take it that this third thing intermediate between 
natural things and ratiocination, by which Hobbes would translate natural notions into construction 
by artifice, both individuates his position and therefore invalidates it as well, if in fact the geometer 
cannot construct with pencil and paper or with plastic materials the figures that would correspond 
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It may also be objected that while the outward actions of men (in the areas of 

politics and ethics) can be known, human nature can not be known in the manner 

that Hobbes suggests. A science of the self—made may be more certain than physical 

science, but since human nature, the substance of human life, is not self—made it 

follows it cannot be completely understood in this way.'5 To a large extent this 

objection is valid. Thus, we find Hobbes struggling to allow for introspective 

knowledge (a notion difficult to settle with thoroughgoing materialism or 'making 

as knowing') in order to ground some of his basic assumptions about man.16 Over 

and above this however, the Hobbesian response is for man to disavow his own 

nature. This becomes acutely evident when man casts himself out of the state of 

nature and into the state. As Goyard—Fabre notes, "Man is able to recreate man 

as well as to rise above the contradictions and miseries of his natural condition. He 

does not find his own truth in the condition of a natural creature. Rather, he must 

create his truth by his own construction."" One gets a sense of the power Hobbes 

saw in re—making man from his occasional remarks, such as in Leviathan, where, 

leaving aside 'potent' and 'learned' men, "the Common—peoples minds, unlesse they 

be tainted with dependance on the Potent, or scribbled over with the opinions of 

their Doctors, are like clean paper, fit to receive whatsoever by Publique Authority 

shall be imprinted in them." 8 

to the theorems of the non—Euclidean geometries." 
151n fact,as Kuypers (1974:76) insists, "nature, taken in the broadest sense, the universe, com-

prising inanimate and animate nature, the human body, the nervous system, the brain, has not 

been made by man himself and can, for that reason, never be fully understood." See also Child 
(1953:280-2). 
"For example, Lev:83. 
'7Goyard—Fabre (1982:30). 
'8Lev:379. 
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Thus, Hobbes' final view of politics and political creation is that it is "like a 

creation out of nothing by human wit". Can we accept this claim? Surely, the 

'making' of a state is not out of nothing, but out of aspects of what is taken to be 

human nature, involving the interaction of the rational and appetitive. One has to 

follow Engel in thinking that Hobbes 

would be convincing and 'civil philosophy' would be demonstrable if a 
'commonwealth' could be 'made' under the same conditions in which 
geometry is 'made', but since a commonwealth is constituted by the 
practical and (thus) unpredictable (human beings) and not, like geom-
etry, by the intelligible and ideal (motions in space), his analogy here 
between the two sciences is not a sound one. 19 

To return to the passage in the NE with which this chapter began, experience 

is essential to the development of moral knowledge, whereas mathematics (while it 

still depends on a minimal experience of forms and distinctions and so on) exists by 

abstracting itself from experience. Consequently, in Aristotle's treatment of ethical 

questions we see a profound, though not uncritical, respect for common experience. 

This respect for common experience compares strikingly against the attitude dis-

played by Hobbes. Hobbes would probably accept the suggestion that the world is 

knowable through scientific language and rigorous scientific demonstration based 

on this language, but he would also insist that the meanings of these first words 

are the products of human artifice imposed upon a world that is permanently alien 

to man. 20 

This difference in attitude is reflected in the radically different ways in which 

Aristotle and Hobbes make use of definitions. For Aristotle, definitions are arrived 

19Enge1 ( 1962:333n3). See also Child ( 1953:307). 
20Danford (1978:147-9,229n2). 
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at through the clarification of lived experience. Monan suggests that "we find 

in the procedures of Aristotle a resonance of modern phenomenological methods 

in which forward progress is measured by one's success in explicitating the truth 

mediated through an unreflected, pre—philosophical experience". Aristotle begins 

with pre—philosophic experience as it is found in everyday language. Then, through 

'linguistic crystallization' of this moral experience he clarifies understanding of the 

moral virtues.'' 

The Aristotelian definition establishes a place for the thing in question in re-

lation to the world, and indicates what kind of thing the object is, what genus it 

belongs to, and what its differentia are. 22 Fundamental to this process is the view 

that reality and the totality of experience of reality is a whole which is greater 

than (i.e., more meaningful than) simply the sum of its constitutive aspects. We 

note then, that by Aristotle's argument, constructing and deconstructing an object 

into its simpler elements does not inform us of the relevance of the whole object to 

human life. 

On the other hand, Hobbes' system of knowledge begins with created, univer-

sal first definitions upon which subsequent demonstrations are raised. Moreover, 

Hobbes refuses to alot the origins of the first words to common experience or 'vul-

gar discourse' preferring instead to coin them himself in the belief that he truly 

understands the nature of things. Nonetheless, we find Hobbes conceding that 

21Monan (1968:104). See also Danford (1978:149) who attempts to associate the linguistic theory 
of Wittgenstein with the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle in order to contrast the latter against 
the philosophy of Hobbes and Locke. According to Greenwood (1977:146) "Aristotle saw more 

clearly, that words are a sort of spontaneous convention, rather instruments of thought than guides 

to truth, and showing what people actually think rather than whether in so thinking they are right 
or not". 

221n Michelakis' (1961:14) words, such a "definition is the making known of an essence". 
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"the first grounds of all science are not only not beautiful, but poor, arid, and, in 

appearance, deformed".23 So, while his first notions jar with his own experience 

of the world and of the beauty of it, he proceeds to employ them as the science 

and method by which to investigate and comprehend man and the world. Again 

Danford highlights the difference between Aristotle and Hobbes quite well: 

Hobbes' science, that is, seeks to reduce politics to the framework which 
is supposed to lie beneath the surface of the world. Aristotle's older 
view can be made to appear, in contrast, as a kind of naive or unre-
flective contentment with mere phenomena, with the surface of things 

This is not to deny that we are often fooled by appearances, or 
that there may be important factors in human action which lie hidden 
from view. It is merely to say that our access to the phenomena of the 
human world must necessarily be through an understanding of them 
which is contained in the way we think and speak about them. 24 

Machiavelli and Hobbes are concerned with the things of the world as they 

exist abstractly or insofar as they can be brought into being externally to man. 

Common experience (perception and intuition), the accumulated appreciation of 

what it means to live and act in the world together with the cumulative effects of 

such actions upon the actor, is duly neglected. 

4.2.3 A truncated anthropology 

The Aristotelian distinction between poiësis and praxis proves most instructive, for 

in recognizing the Machiavellian and Hobbesian characterizations of human action 

as species of making emanating from the 'perspective of art', we are also given 

an inkling into what is treated quickly, mistreated, or totally ignored. Beyond 

certain differences of presentation, the arguments of Machiavelli and Hobbes share 

23EW,VI:2. 
24 Danford (1978:154). 
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a strikingly similar anthropology (albeit mostly implicit in Machiavelli). We must 

ask then, what is missing from the arguments of Machiavelli and Hobbes? As 

Singleton notes, by means of the 'perspective of art' 

a selection may be made upon the total facts of life, by which our 
concern with these facts is so framed as to leave out as well as to admit. 
By that tool our attention can be directed and confined to certain 
aspects only of the total field of vision; confined, in this particular mode, 
to bona exteriora and to the form to be imprinted thereon; leaving out 
all concern with bona interiora and what is good or not good for the 
agent. 25 

In freeing art from moral considerations, Machiavelli and Hobbes relieve them-

selves from concern with the good for man and the importance of maintaining the 

practically wise stance towards action. 

Following Singleton, we may begin by asking "Have not all readers of Machi-

avelli felt how his heroes have no inside? 1121 Machiavelli explicitly tells us that 

he will consider only 'what is' and not 'what ought to be', and that he does so 

in the name of realism, an applaudable dedication. However, it is to be noted 

that Machiavelli makes an initial selection of facts out of the totality of experience 

and possibilities upon which to base his analysis and arguments. His first step is, 

then, to bracket off only part of the lived experience of reality - a step that is 

antithetical to 'realism'. 

To be more specific; Machiavelli's decisive break with the philosophical tradi-

tion of Plato and Aristotle, as well as with the theological position of Christianity, 

consists in his neglect of the transcendental sphere of being. It is not that he explic-

25Sing1eton (1953:185). As Moravia ( 1964:101) puts it, "technique" "has in our view the merely 
negative value of a restriction or a falsification if applied to what we are obliged to call the things 

of the spirit". 
"Singleton (1953:180). See also Bondanella ( 1973). 
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itly disavows the transcendant dimension of the real, but that he is silent on such 

matters. For a thinker who claims "it is well to reason about everything" this sin of 

omission is tantamount to an argument against the transcendant.27 Machiavelli ac-

counts for the reality of human action within the single dimension of this world and 

its mundane and 'worldly' substances, with which man is physically and passion-

ately involved. He goes on to render metaphysics, philosophy and ethics bloodless 

corpses by placing them in the same arena occupied by animalistic will (in the 

name of 'realism') and requiring them to prove themselves, i.e. prove their use-

fulness to this corporeal will. 28 One might say that Machiavelli's realism amounts 

to assuming that man's permanent condition is Plato's cave (or a "delegitimized" 

world), and hence acting and thinking accordingly.29 What Machiavelli does, is to 

attempt to talk meaningfully about human action and specifically political action 

under such conditions. 

To reject the element of the transcendant, is to reject the human soul, something 

that Machiavelli's animalistic psychology does. As was already noted, conspicu-

ously absent from Machiavelli's account of man was the concept of the 'psyche', or 

what Voegelin called, the 'sensorium of transcendance'.3° Thus man is rendered 

as a soulless but clever animal engaged in soulless actions; what Machiavelli calls 

27D,I,18:240. See also Maritain (1955:298); and Germino (1972:82). Strauss ( 1958:125-6) notes 
that Machiavelli writes in The Prince, ch.6 that one ought not to reason about Moses,... nor 

similarly, about ecclesiastical principalities, in ch.11. 
28Lerner (1950:xxi - "Machiavelli rejected metaphysics, theology, idealism" for political realism. 

See also Laski (1930:243). Cf. Parel (1972:186-193). 
29 Pocock (1975:167). See also Wolin (1960:211). 

"Strauss (1958:31,200,294,333n59) notes that Machiavelli typically employs the word animo 

(perishable spirit) rather than anima (soul). He also points out, more generally, that Machiavelli 
minimizes his use of the notions of 'soul', 'hell', 'devil' and 'the other world' in The Prince and the 
Discourses (as opposed to his 'non—political' works) because he found them irrelevant to politics. 

See also Wiser ( 1983:135-6); Sabine ( 1937:339); Mazzeo ( 1970:41); and Germino (1972:80-2). 
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virti, and soulless politics. Virt7l is intimately intertwined with man's corporeal 

nature and with his materiality as evinced in the passions. There is no attempt 

to connect human action to any other aspect of the human being, such as for ex-

ample, a virtue—directed reason. Instead one finds a calculative reason concerned 

with acknowledging and sating the passions. 

On the surface, Hobbes seems to be very different from Machiavelli here. After 

all he repeatedly gives a neat and theoretically intense description of man's insides. 

The problem with Hobbes, is that his anthropology is an externalized and mechan-

ical one. Hobbes dismantles man, for the purposes of description as if he were 

an errant watch. Where Machiavelli was taciturn, Hobbes is theoretically thor-

ough and rigourously repetitive. In no uncertain terms, he develops a mechanist 

psychology together with a corporeal anthropology such that 

nothing taketh beginning from itself, but from the action of some other 

immediate agent without itself... Therefore, when first a man hath an 
appetite or will to something, to which immediately before he hath not 
appetite nor will, the cause of the will, is not in the will itself, but 
something not in his own disposing. 31 

But if one takes this view seriously there is no clear distinction between men (who 

engage in action) and animals (who engage in behavior) nor in fact between animate 

and inanimate motion. For Hobbes, every thing in motion in the world is reacting 

(through some system of eficient causes) to some motion (force or stimulus) external 

to that thing. To take a strict determinist view of human action, therefore, is to 

deny to human reason an independence in the world.32 

31EW,IV:247. 
"For elaborations upon this point see, as examples, Bertman (1975:73n15) who also finds that 

"unlike Aristotle, Hobbes makes no ultimate physical distinction between behavior and action, 
between animal and man. Man, in fact, does not have the ability to act or to cause movement 
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Now, although Hobbes has a tendency to characterize the passions as reflex 

responses to immediate movements in the external world, he nevertheless seems to 

allow them to engender voluntary, 'self—conscious', even inventive actions towards 

the ends of the passions. Felicity for Hobbes, was not a .final end to be obtained in 

some future, but success in gratifying the passions in any number of futures together 

with the assurance that this will continue to be the case. Thus, as Oakeshott points 

out, unlike animals, which are oriented solely towards the immediate world, men 

"desire not only an environment presently favourable to their vital movements, but 

a command over that environment which will ensure its friendliness in the future; 

and the end they seek".33 

Man is something more than an animal and certainly more than inanimate 

substance. Aristotle thus rightly insists that "True action cannot be ascribed to 

any inanimate substance, nor to any animate being except man"."' Man "acts 

voluntarily" when "the principle that moves the instrumental parts of the body in 

such actions is in him, and the things of which the moving principle is in a man 

himself are in his power to do or not to do" whereas, for 'involuntary action' the 

moving principle is outside the actor who contributes nothing.35 Thus, the internal 

spark of unprompted reason defies mechanization. 

different than other bodies in motion, animate and inanimate. The ability to reason, to desire the 
desirable, a capacity admitted to belong solely to man, is also explained on the basis of efficient 

causality". See also, Selden ( 1972). Peters and Tajfel ( 1972) feel that Hobbes' full scale mechanistic 
explanation of behavior encounters logical difficulties in shifting from physiological description to 
an analysis of 'goal—directed actions'. 

330akeshott (1975:81). 
34MM,I,xi,1. 
35NE,III, 1, lllOalO—b2. 
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4.2.4 Bona exteriora 

For both Machiavelli and Hobbes, the life appropriate to human nature is no more 

than a continual, external, physical trek from one object of desire to the next, 

punctuated by bursts of gratification, dissipation, frustration, renewed desire and 

so on, until the eventual cessation of desire and motion in death. Indeed, such a 

life, according to Machiavelli and Hobbes, constitutes happiness or felicity. 

This way of life also makes an appearance early in the NE as one of the can-

didates for the good life. It is as Aristotle argues an unsuitable candidate, a life 

in which "desire would be empty and vain"."  In Aristotle's argument, given his 

anthropology, human happiness is to be situated not externally in things to be 

acquired but internally as a good of the whole being (body and soul). Yet, in 

saying this, Aristotle does not deny that external things are necessary to the good 

and happy life nor that such a life is impervious to great afflictions. Indeed, the 

virtuous life "needs the external goods as well; for it is impossible or not easy, to 

do noble acts without the proper equipment"." But this is not sufficient reason 

to equate happiness with worldly goods or the gifts of fortune simply. Happiness 

and virtue consist in how man behaves with others and what he does with these 

external things of the world. The good man engages in good activities: "The man 

who is truly good and wise, we think, bears all the chances of life becomingly and 

36NE,I,3,1094a19-25. 
37NE,I,9,1099a30-35. NE,I,1O,llOObl-12— "we do not wish to call living men happy, on account 

of the changes that may befall them, and because we have assumed happiness to be something 
permanent and by no means easilly changed, while a single man may suffer many turns of fortune's 
wheel. For clearly if we were to follow his fortune, we should often call the same man happy and 
again wretched, making the happy man out to be 'a chameleon, and insecurely based'. Or is this 
following his fortunes quite wrong? Success or failure in life does not depend on these, but human 
life ... needs these as well, while virtuous activities or their opposites are what determine happiness 
or the reverse." 
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always makes the best of circumstances."38 Thus, all that is noble and attractive 

in Machiavelli's call that man should turn to Fortuna a face (bruised perhaps) but 

unstained by tears begins to sound like a hollow echo of Aristotle's words. For 

Aristotle, and unlike Machiavelli, nobility shines through in the doing of virtuous 

deeds, in realizing what is human in one's nature, in being as good as one can be. 

In Hobbes' argument, political action is externalized along two fronts. First, 

as with Machiavelli's view, politics makes the external artifact, the state. Sec-

ond, citizens abdicate and externalize the function of political participation to the 

sovereign in order to concentrate instead on maximizing personal felicity. They 

become through their first and only political act - the simultaneous creation of 

and entry into the state - as it were, 'free' from further political action. Pocock 

notes this consequence this way: 

Once representation became a means to the creation and establishment 

of a sovereign, the act of choosing - or acknowledging - a representa-
tive became logically almost the reverse of participation; it was rather 
the act of saying that there existed a person whose acts were so far 
authoritative that they were to be taken as equivalent to one's own. 39 

Hobbesian men literally resign from the political realm as if the moral substance 

that interpenetrates acting in the political community can be distilled out, as if man 

can appoint another to be virtuous on his behalf. The importance of internalizing 

virtue, of making it one's own, of acting immediately and in one's own person then 

drops out of the picture. 

38NE,I,1O,1100b35-1101a5. Aristotle recognizes that "many events happen by chance" of both 
great and small fortune and misfortune, and observes "yet even in these nobility shines through, 
when a man bears with resignation many great misfortunes, not through insensibility to pain but 
through nobility and greatness of soul" NE,I,1O,1100b25-35. 

39Pocock (1975:318). 
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4.3 Make Certainty and Security 

In the rationally organized life proper to man qua man, 'poietic' activities are 

subordinated and arranged according to the considerations of praxis (i.e., moral 

judgements). Under such an arrangement 'poietic' activities are organized by pru-

dence to cooperate with the immanent impulses of nature. However, when poiësis 

is disengaged from praxis, the respectful, convivial relationship human action en-

joyed with nature is replaced by a kind of alienation (to use a modern term) in 

which the natural condition is regarded as something ill and insufficient and nature 

(the nature of the world) in turn, as something to be overcome and ordered. Hu-

man action then becomes a desperate attempt to establish conditions of legitimacy 

and certainty in what is otherwise an inhospitable and infelicitous world. 

For Aristotle, man possesses reason and is, in a manner of speaking, at home 

in the world. In contrast, for Machiavelli and Hobbes, man is born insecure and 

without protection. His reason is inadequate to the task of providing order and 

security, for it is interminably subjective, instrumental and self—seeking. Given 

their anthropologies, Machiavelli and Hobbes argue that from the voice of human 

reason issues forth only the sounds of individual, personal passions albeit 'cleverly' 

uttered. There is no one end or hierarchy of value, given by nature, common to all 

men. Thus the thoughts, opinions and designs of each man are his own and cannot 

aspire to the status of objective truth. Differences of opinion between men remain 

rationally and peaceably irresolvable because of this subjectivity. 40 Thus, out of a 

40 Strauss (1958:290). In a sense, one finds in this observation (and in its implications of which 

Machiavelli may not have been altogether aware) what Berlin ( 1979:76) identifies as Machiavelli's 
originality: "his de facto recognition that ends equally unattainable, equally sacred, may contradict 
each other, that entire systems of value may come into collision without possibility of rational 
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multitude of men would rise not the eternal voice of reason but rather a confused 

cacophony of uncertainties. 

According to Machiavelli's argument, political making is a creative, aesthetic 

act and as such, subjective. If in the culinary arts too many cooks spoil the broth, 

in state—foundings such confusion would prove not merely aesthetically displeasing 

but lethal. Hence, Machiavelli writes, "a large number are not suited to organize 

a government, because they do not understand what is good for it on account of 

their diverse opinions"."  The political founding must therefore, in the interest of 

certainty and the sanctity of the form to be imposed, be the work of one man, the 

man of greatest virtü. Machiavelli repeatedly says that "it is necessary that one 

man alone give the method and that from his mind proceed all such organization" •42 

Machiavelli writes of this one man that "many good things are known to a 

prudent man that are not in themselves so plainly rational that others can be 

persuaded of them" .4' By this Machiavelli does not mean that the founder has 

some sort of monopoly on objective truth, but rather that he has virtu, that his 

mind is "orderly"," that it possseses "original power" , and so on. 

Hobbes differs from Machiavelli in as much as he universalizes this creative 

arbitration" so that pluralism is the only sensible political equilibrium. 

41D,I,9:218. See also D,I,2:196 - "enough men will never agree". D,I,58:317. RF:114 - The 
"many who - since they believe that at present they do not live in security - do nothing else 
than declare that order should be brought into the government; one says it should be extended and 
one that it should be retracted, and nobody comes to particulars about the way for retracting or 
extending, because they are all confused. Though they suspect they are not secure in their present 

way of life, they do not know how they would like to adjust it; any man who might know how, they 
do not trust. Thus with their confusion they are enough to upset the most orderly brains". 

42D,I,9:218. See also D,I,9:220. D,I,58:317. See also Skinner (1984:55). Smith ( 1985:69) regards 
this as an "anthropological fact as well as theoretical necessity". 

43D,I,11:225. 
44RF: 114. 
45P,22:85. 
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role to all men and neglects, for theoretical purposes, the instance of the state 

founded on force. In doing so, he obliterates the last traces of recognition that 

men can be wise and foolish, great and shallow, noble and ignoble, heroic and 

cowardly. Men are equal: equally timid and fearful yet rapacious. They band 

together anonymously out of fear of violent death to share in the political founding. 

Nonetheless, it is to be noted first, that the overall form, structure and institutions 

the commonwealth should take are given by one man, namely Hobbes himself; 

and second, while all may participate (actively or by acquiesence) in the creation 

of the state, this single act is an abdication from all further political action and 

responsibility and the simultaneous transfer of this function to an external, unitary, 

undivided and absolute sovereign. 

In any case, according to Hobbes, and to some extent Machiavelli, man is 

radically individual and trapped in a world which is alien and arbitrary. Their 

solution is the creative departure from this world into realms of man's own making. 

In his discussion of art, Aristotle ever so briefly raises a point of considerable 

relevance to this feature of their arguments. He writes "in a sense chance and art 

are concerned with the same objects; as Agathon says, 'Art loves chance and chance 

loves art"'." If art and chance operate in the same sphere (and are inseperable in 

terms of their objects) then to the extent that the natural world is understood solely 

in terms of chance, art must be regarded as the paradigmatic form of successful 

46NE,VI,4,1140a15-20. A similar observation is found in Pol,1258b35 confirming the impression 
that art or craft acts to eliminate chance. On 'chance' see also Meta,VH,7,1032a30. Phys,II,5-

6,196b10-198a13. According to Joachim ( 1951:204-5), in the Physics by 'chance' Aristotle seems 
to mean the residua of causes of an event left undetermined through ignorance; although he may 

also include "real gaps in the order of things - real indeterminacies in the sequences of the world". 
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human activity. Is this not precisely the world—view and conclusion that we find 

in both Machiavelli and Hobbes? For them, the world is accident (the arbitrary 

whims and fancies of the fickle, flouting Fortuna for Machiavelli, and chance setting 

matter in mechanical motion for Hobbes) and the human response to this natural 

condition is a creative departure from nature. 

In a world in which man feels himself to be unsafe, unprotected and a stranger, 

the call for certainties rises to a panicky screech. Again, Dewey's keen observations 

are worth turning to: 

Love of certainty is a demand for guarantees in advance of action. Ig-
noring the fact that truth can be brought only by the adventure of 
experiment, dogmatism turns truth into an insurance company. Fixed 
ends upon one side and fixed 'principles' - that is authoritative rules 
- on the other, are props for a feeling of safety, the refuge of the timid 
and the means by which the bold prey upon the timid.47 

Thus in the Machiavellian argument, we find virtz't bound up with matters of 

innovation (destruction) and legitimacy (deligitimacy). Virtu' and especially virtu' 

in politics is an innovative force. It is that by which man seeks to protect himself 

against Fortuna in a delegitimized world. As such, it involves balancing political 

creation and political destruction in, what Wolin memorably calls, a permanent 

"economy of violence"."  Either virM must impose legitimacy, meaning and value 

on a world that does not know them (the case of the anomic, state—less people), or 

(if the world has already known legitimated beliefs) first destroy and delegitimize 

in order to introduce new laws and order. Thus, virtzi operative in the world serves 

to indicate the arbitrariness and hence illegitimacy of all moral codes and beliefs.49 

47 Dewey (1967:55). 
48 Wolin (1960:220-24). 

49This for Pocock (1975:166-7) is the heart of the Machiavellian moral ambiguities. Similarly, 
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Machiavelli sets the human search for truth and desire to penetrate beyond 

appearance and superstition, on its head. Reversed, it becomes a need to construct 

the world and call it real. Most men hunger for constants: they need "a kind of 

anchorage in the world" and find it difficult to accept a world of becoming.5° 

Thus, as Wolin notes, "this leads them to create an illusory world which is then 

treated as though it were a real basis for action" The political founder becomes 

not merely homo faber but homo faber opinionum falsarum; and politics becomes 

(not an effort to mediate between the particulars of this world and an eternal and 

universal reality but) the construction of the world through the creation and control 

of the images that the people will see. 52 In short, deception becomes, as Hulliung 

puts it, a "leit—motif" in Machiavelli's texts.53 It is paradoxical and telling, that 

Machiavelli, who claims to concern himself "with the truth of the matter as facts 

show it, rather than with any fanciful notion", should turn to recommend parere 

above essere.54 

The recommended use of religion is perhaps the chief instance of this deception 

Wolin (1960:209) notes, "thus the profile of the new political action had its ambivalence of light 
and shadow: high exuberance at the possibilities of creative political action, but shaded by the 
sober realization that evil was implicated in the very nature of political creativity." 

50Germino (1972:77). 

51Wolin ( 1960:212). See also Germino (1972:77); Strauss (1958:168); and Jacobitti ( 1987:115-6). 
Thus Gramsci would write that "Machiavelli's Prince could be studied as an historical manifestation 

of the Sorelian 'myth': that is of a political ideology that is presented neither in the form of a 
cold utopia nor as doctrinaire ratiocination, but rather as a creation of concrete phantasy which 

acts on a dispersed and shattered people to arouse and organize their collective will". Gramsci as 
quoted in Jacobitti (1987:120). See also D,II,27:401-2. D,III,31:498-9. D,III,48:526. D,II,31:412-3. 
HF,II,4:1085. HF,V,4. 

52 Smith ( 1985:94). 

53llulliung (1983:196). See also Jacobitti (1987:116-7). Pace Germino (1972:60, 77-78). who 
identifies Machiavelli's new path of political speculation as the discovery of the role of fraud and 

illusion in politics, and rather generously claims that Machiavelli's contribution was to kindle the 

hope of creating a "more self—aware and human political world", one in which the masses would 
have knowledge of particulars in politics. 

54p, 15:57. 



163 

perpetrated on a mass scale. 55 He explains that "where fear of God is lacking, it 

is necessary either that a kingdom fall or that it be sustained by fear of a prince 

[tyranny] which atones for what is missing in religion" ."  Religion (and the fear 

of God) makes men obedient and orderly and improves social cohesion. It also, 

by association, sanctifies the political order, becoming a revivifying principle for 

politics.57 Machiavelli insists that religion be upheld because of its effectiveness 

in cloaking the state in legitimacy and permanency. He is unconcerned with the 

truth or genuine belief that religion might entail. Thus he can write: 

it is the duty, then, of the rulers of a republic or of a kingdom [i.e. con-
stitutional government; a tyrant cares less] to preserve the foundations 
of the religion they hold. If they do this, it will be an easy thing for 
them to keep the state religious, and consequently good and united. 
Also whatever comes up in favour of religion even though they think it 
false, they are to accept and magnify.58 

It has also been suggested, and not without some justification, that Machi-

avelli's use of history (and broadly, narrative and tradition) is an example of cre-

ating a political world through the manipulation of images; that it is, in short, 

"artful"." History thus flows from Machiavelli's pen in the form of what Nietzsche 

551t is commented upon by Skinner (1981:60-65); Lerner (1950:xxxvii); Mansfield (1972:122-24); 
and Muir ( 1936:159,169). In some ways akin to what Maritain ( 1955:300) called the "large-scale 
industrialization of lying" of the great dictatorships of the 20th century. 

56D,I,11:225. See also D,I,11:225 where Machiavelli explains "and truly no one who did not 

have recourse to God ever gave to a people unusual laws, because without that they would not be 
accepted. Because many good things are known to a prudent man that are not in themselves so 
plainly rational that others can be persuaded of them. Therefore wise men, who wish to remove 
this difficulty, have recourse to God." P,6:26 - on force as last resort. 

57Anglo (1969:264); and Strauss (1958:230). Prezzolini (1967:27) suggests religion "is a weapon 
of illusion for the use of politics in the state's fight for survival". See also Wolin (1960:205). Hence, 

Machiavelli's resort to the older language of religious emotion to bolster nationalist sentiment in 
The Prince,26. 

58D,I,12:227. Although Machiavelli cannot be simply "ignorant"- of the transcendant aspect of 

religion, pace Chabod ( 1958:93). Perhaps he ignored it because he was methodologically required 

to do so, as Parel ( 1972:14,n31) suggests. See also Cassirer (1953:139). 
59Strauss ( 1958:45, s.a. 148,290). See also Bondanella ( 1973:18); Smith (1985:21,36,100); Hul-
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called "monumental history" ."  It becomes a flexible yet subtle rhetorical device 

through which the call to specific forms of action can be made openly without 

leaving the reader feeling manipulated. Lessons are drawn from the 'textbook' of 

history and man is encouraged to learn from them.6' Bondanella points out that 

"for Machiavelli, history is essentially an educational tool that is also a pleasurable 

literary genre with its own proper style and principles of organization" ."  

Hobbesian politics, develops in much the same way as Machiavelli's, with anal-

ysis that parallels that of Machiavelli. Men are given only the state of nature: a 

solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short existence. Thus, to provide for a more com-

hung (1983:x); Deitz (1986:794-5); Pocock (1973:285); Pocock (1975:99); Berlin (1979:42); and 
Sabine (1961:341). Compare with the view that Machiavelli was genuinely inductively deriv-

ing lessons from history (although perhaps in an undisciplined way): Berki (1977:120); Wilkins 
(1959:228); Wolin ( 1960:214-16); Friedrich (1957:21-22); Kontos (1972:98); Muir ( 1936:137); But-
terfield (1940); Parel (1972:8); and Wiser (1983:137). Anglo ( 1969:71) contends Machiavelli was 
an "unimaginative traditionalist" in his use of history. There is also the possibility for a middle 
position: history does contain lessons but learning from history is a creative, not mechanical act 
requiring new remedies where old ones will not suffice. See for example, Wilkins ( 1959:230-33); 

Parel (1972:10); and Olschki ( 1945:47). 
"Nietzsche (1957:14). 
61D,II,pro:321-4. D,III,31:498. Cf. D,II,5:340. Machiavelli writes in The Prince, "a prudent man 

will always choose to take paths beaten by great men and to imitate those who have been especially 
admirable" - P,6:24. But compare against Discourses,I,pref:190 where Machiavelli says of himself 

"I have determined to enter upon a new path not yet trodden by anyone". See also RF: 113-4. It 
may be, and Strauss ( 1958:116,290) makes this argument, that what is new about Machiavelli's 
path is that he has a true, theoretical and self—conscious understanding of action and its amorality 

whereas action that was successful in the past was accidental and its imitation by others, blindly 
done. On the other hand, this may be merely an instance of the "formula" used repeatedly in 

Latin literature of claiming to be entering a 'new path'. See Hulliung (1983:149). See also Gilbert 
(1965:158n); and Anglo ( 1969:99). 

°21n HF,pre:1031. Machiavelli indicates that history is for profit or pleasure [utile o piacere 
alcurto]. Bondanella ( 1973:24,151n28) stresses that "the modern emphasis upon research guided by 

a desire to uncover factual truth is a relatively new concept in historiography", and points out that 
"according to students of historiography, history ceased to be literature and became a science only 
in the late 18th century when historians first began to distinguish between original source materials 

and derivative authorities". See also Momighiano ( 1950:285-315); and Huppert (1970:5). In this 
vein, Strauss ( 1958:78) (1970:12-13) draws attention to Machiavelli's praise of Xenophon and his 
Education of Cyrus. The significance of the book to Machiavelli, argues Strauss, lay in the fact 

that the young Scipio sought to imitate the Persian Prince Cyrus, or rather, and more importantly, 
Xenophon's created image of Cyrus. See also P,14:57. 
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modious way of life man must, by his own resources and ingenuity, create conditions 

favourable to common—wealth. In order to do so; men are asked to forego their 

radically incommensurable and illegitimate reason, tainted as it is by individual 

passions, in order passionately to embrace a legitimating sovereign. The actions of 

this created sovereign serve to gloss over the uncertainty and subjectivity of the 

world. 

Hobbes, like Machiavelli, registers two ways in which states come into be-

ing: by "common agreement of men" or "Institution", and "by compulsion" or 

"Acquisition" ."  In the Leviathan, he explains that 

The attaining to this Soveraigne Power, is by two wayes. One, by Nat-
urall force; as when a man maketh his children, to submit themselves, 
and their children to his government, as being able to destroy them if 
they refuse; or by Warre subdueth his enemies to his will, giving them 

their lives on that condition. The other, is when men agree amongst 
themselves, to submit to some Man, or Assembly of men, voluntarily, 
on confidence to be protected by him against all others. 64 

For Hobbes, there is finally only one difference between the two: while both are 

grounded in fear, in the first case it is fear of the founder and in the second, 

man's fear of one another. 6' Thus, whereas, Machiavelli concentrates on the first 

case, Hobbes, minimizes their differences and deals almost wholly with the second. 

Consideration of the second way allows Hobbes to develop the psychological and 

reasoning processes of the makers. 

Hobbes is acutely aware that the coercive power of the Sovereign originates 

finally with the people. In his Behemoth, the question is raised: "For if men know 

63EW,IV:126. Lev:228. 

°4Lev:228. 
65Lev:252. 



166 

not their duty, what is there that can force them to obey the laws? An army, you 

will say. But what shall force the army?" Hobbes' answer is that the "power of 

the mighty hath no foundation but on the opinion and belief of the people" •66 The 

solidarity of the commonwealth and the effectiveness of the sovereign as 'grand 

definer' and 'final arbitrator' depends crucially upon solidifying the belief of the 

people in support of the regime, be it out of love of the state, fear of statelessness, 

or both. Accordingly, in the interest of certainty and legitimacy, many notions in 

Hobbes' political theory function to shape public belief so as not to disturb the 

operations of the state. For example, Hobbes takes pains to leave the impression 

that the sovereign can act as something approximating pure mind: independant 

and free of all tremours of passion and doubt. This impression, while so important 

to his argument, Hobbes finally has difficulty delivering. For it requires that all 

men freely regard the not wholly reasonable judgements of some man (or men) 

as eminently reasonable because they are filtered through the allegedly illumining, 

institutional framework of the sovereign. 

Hobbes also extols the settled reason and definitions of the sovereign at a con-

siderable cost in terms of restrictions upon personal freedoms and so on. Hobbes 

is himself aware of the tremendously authoritative and potentially exploitative 

sovereign he is promoting, and so hastens to justify this monopoly of power by 

returning to his crucial comparison of civil life against the state of nature. He con-

cedes that men will suffer miseries in having their passions and drives thwarted by 

the sovereign, but argues, first, that no kind of life can be without some measure of 

discomfort; and second, that the worst that could happen under any form of gov-

°6EW,VI:237. 
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ernment to "the .people in generall" "is scarce sensible, in respect of the miseries 

and horrible calamities, that accompany a Civill Warre".67 

4.4 Means and Ends 

In an action qua praxis, i.e., virtuous activity, the means and end are co-determined 

in the course of the action. The action is performed for its own sake (because it 

is noble and what ought to be done) and not for some end—state brought into 

being separate from the activity. In the case of poiësis however, the means are 

for the sake of the end. The end warrants and justifies the use of whatever means 

produce it. When politics is conceived of solely in 'poietic' terms with the state as 

the end, it follows that the means to the maintenance and aggrandizement of the 

state become technical, neutral activities directed towards and warranted by the 

interests of state. 

Aquinas' Commentary on Aristotle's Politics further explicates the relationship 

between ethics and politics. Aquinas points out, 

our present science [politics] is a practical one; for reason not only knows 
but creates the city. Furthermore reason can operate about things 
either as making something (per modum factionis), in which case its 
action passes into some external material, as we see in the mechanical 
arts of the smith and the shipwright; or by doing something (per modum 
actionis) in which case the action remains intrinsic to the agent, as we 
see in deliberation, making choice, willing, and all that pertains to moral 
science. It is clear that political science, which is concerned with the 
ordered relationship between men, belongs, not to the realm of making 

67Lev:238. See also Lev:260. The people in general will be better off because the health of the 
sovereign depends finally on the health of the subjects em masse. Hobbes leaves open the possibility 
however, that on an individual basis, men may suffer violence and indignities as bad as, if not worse 
than, in the state of nature. 
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or factitive science, or mechanical art, but rather to that of doing or 
the moral sciences.68 

Machiavelli and Hobbes render political action as a species of what Aristotle 

would have called 'making'. The goal of 'making' is a non—moral artefact, an object 

of beauty or use which is external to the actor.69 In the case of politics this entails 

an arrangment of human beings by the founder(s) in which the latter has no moral 

relationship to the former. 

In contrast, in the Aristotelian argument, political action entails 'doing' and 

proceeds in a fashion that is morally significant to the actor. It involves a particular 

kind, the naturally human kind, of living or being, and is not concerned (except 

secondarily) with the creation of an external object. 

If the mode of action called political is thought to belong to the genus of making 

(rather than doing) then the examination of political action shifts from the actor to 

what comes into being as a result of his making. As soon as this shift occurs, politics 

can only be evaluated in terms of the goodness of the external good (political 

institutions, parties, etc.) i.e., its successfulness in relation to the design. In 

becoming external to man, political action becomes, at the same time, external 

to moral considerations. In other words, politics becomes amoral (although not 

necessarily immoral) and soulless.70 To be more specific, the 'poietic view (and 

especially the disassociation of ends and means) has a tendency to draw moral 

68Aquinas ( 1954:197). See also Singleton ( 1953:172). 
69Singleton ( 1953). Hence, as Wolin ( 1960:236) observes, "politics has become external to its 

participants". 

70 Singleton (1953:174) writes "with respect to that engulfing frame and that drama, the perspec-
tive of art represents a truancy, a play to one side of the great upward thrust toward the completion 

and perfection of man in man, and of man above man". 
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action in one or both of two directions: idealism and the free use of any means. 

4.4.1 Idealism 

Idealism (at least in its popular manifestations) thrives on the appreciation of 

a given end at which one aims, but that stands beyond and independent of the 

activities through but that it might be obtained.7' The charge of 'idealism' directed 

against a moral argument can be a serious one. The disassociation of ends ' and 

means (inherent in poiesis) leads to a shift in concentration upon the end and an 

attendant laxity with respect to the choice and operating conditions of the means. 

Then, when ethical action of this character fails, when goodness is found to be 'not 

enough', 

Discouragement follows, assuaged perhaps by the thought that in any 
case the end is too ideal, too noble and remote, to be capable of real-
ization. We fall back on the consoling thought that our moral ideals 
are too good for this world and that we must accustom ourselves to a 
gap between aim and expectation. 72 

In the end then, even well—meaning people lose respect for ethical action dismiss-

ing it as naive and ineffective. This is a charge that Machiavelli levels against 

conventional morality with particular effectiveness. 

In this regard, it could be argued "that politics as Machiavelli understood 

it is seperated not from morality in general but only from the morality of opti-

mistic Christianity" for allowing inaction, sloth, effeminacy, etc.73 Machiavellian 

71For Dewey (1967:47) "The entire popular notion of 'ideals' is infected with this conception of 

some fixed end beyond activity at which we should aim". 
72 Dewey (1967:53). 

73Prezzolini ( 1970:27). See also Wiser (1983:146); Adeney (1986:57); Berki (1977:121-2); An-
glo (1969:265); Anglo (1984:82-83); Landi (1964:38-39); and Prezzolini (1967:26-28). See also 

D,II,2:331. AW:623. HF,5:1040. 
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politics might then be consistent with 'pessimistic Christianity' and Machiavelli's 

pessimism "essentially Christian" .1 In the same vein, it might be argued that 

Machiavelli's critique of virtue is properly directed against the contemporary cor-

rupt institutions and practices of the Church rather than at Christianity or ethics 

in toto.75 Similarly, Machiavelli may be challenging the Christian morality and 

educazione of his day, with the 'morality' of the ancient pagans, as Berlin, in par-

ticular has argued.76 Finally, it might also be argued that far from being indifferent 

to all morality, that Machiavelli actually had a "deeply—rooted morality" .' 

Now, while there is an element of truth to all of these suggestions it must be 

emphasized that it is one thing to point out that the practice of virtue must be 

tempered by a realistic awareness of others. It does not follow, as Machiavelli seems 

to suggest that virtue ceases to be the 'good' or 'right' course of action, that it 

741n that they share the view that "all politics ... pertains to the earthly city, which is organized 
by the damned for their own temporary benefit, and which functions to pacify and contain their 
self—destructive violence" - Prezzolini (1970:33). See also Prezzolini (1967:17); Geerken (1976:366-
68); Mazzeo (1970:44); Clark (1970:112); Hulliung (1983:205); Santi (1987:17-23); and Rufi'o—Fiore 
(1987:128). 

75This possibility is considered by Wood (1972:38); Prezzolini ( 1967:26-28); Pulver (1937:24); 

Strauss (1958:189); and Geerken (1976:368). 
76 Berlin (1979:45,48). contends that Machiavelli is not distinguishing moral from political values 

but rather two incompatible ideals of life: the morality of the pagan world - courage, vigor, 
fortitude in adversity, public achievement, order, discipline, happiness, strength, justice - against 
his conception of Christian morality - charity, mercy, sacrifice, love of God, forgiveness, contempt 

of worldly goods, faith in the life after, salvation of the soul, and the importance of the soul before 
economic, social and political ends. See also Anglo ( 1969:265); and Wall (1951:236). 

77Anglo (1969:204) gives several examples: first, that Machiavelli castigates men for shortsight-
edness and venal ambitions; second, that he admires the virtil of the Germans; and third, that 

he promotes respect for religion, keeping of oaths, unselfish regard for general welfare, and con-
tentment with moderate sufficiency and condemns sloth. See also Wood (1972:56) who notes that 
Machiavelli indicts the corruption of his times and seeks to better them. See also Plamenatz 

(1972:169-170,175) who claims that Machiavelli "holds that a community cannot be well ordered 

for long, nor formidable to others, unless its members are honest and good - unless, like the 
old Romans and the Germans of his day, they have bonta and not merely virti". In this regard, 
see P,26. D,I,pro:190-2. D,I,10:220-223. GA,8:769-772. AW,I,8:568-595. HF,I,39:1078-1079. 

HF,IV,33: 1230-1. HF,VII,23: 1366-1367. D,I,55:307. 
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only 'looks' as if it is good, but by implication, that it really is not. In order for 

Machiavelli to suggest this, he must be evaluating the practice of virtue by criteria 

external to the goodness of man and the human soul. Thus, if it is correct to say 

that Machiavelli's "grammar of power brought a whole new world [the world of 

Staatrason and Realpolitik] to consciousness", it is also and somewhat ironically 

the case, that he narrows the scope of the human conscience. 78 

In any case, Machiavelli argues persuasively that to be virtuous amongst many 

who are not so would be to bring about one's own destruction. There are many 

examples, but one of the more famous ones appears in chapter 15 of The Prince, 

where in speaking in defence of 'realism' over "what ought to be done" Machiavelli 

argues "any man who under all conditions insists in making it his business to be 

good will surely be destroyed among so many who are not good. Hence a prince, in 

order to hold his position, must acquire the power to be not good, and understand 

when to use it and when not to use it, in accord with necessity. 1)79 

So, Machiavelli associates 'ethics' with 'idealism' and 'power politics' with 're-

alism', rejecting the former in the name of the latter. It is, moreover, an associa-

tion that many of Machiavelli's commentators in reiterating tacitly acknowledge. 80 

78Lerner (1950:xliii). 
79P,19:58. See also D,III,30:496 - if "the able man" does not have good fortune he "has to 

plan in every way to get the envious out of his path, and before he does anything he has to adopt 
methods for overcoming this difficulty . . . [that is, he may be as Moses was] forced to kill countless 

men who, moved by nothing else than envy, were opposed to his plans". In short, "Time waits for 
no one, goodness is not enough, Fortune varies, and Malice receives no gift that placates her" - 

D,III,30:497. See also Hobbes' similar remarks in Lev:215. EW,II:46-7. EW,IV:108,l1O—1,114-5. 
80 See, in this regard, Chabod (1958:142); Adeney (1986:55); Muir ( 1936:153-4); and Anglo 

(1969:189-90). Lerner (1950:xxxiv) draws attention to "the polar conflict between the ethical 

and the ruthlessly realistic". Strauss ( 1958:200) suggests "Machiavelli has learned through the 
comparison of the ancients and the moderns that there is no correspondence between success and 

justice, but only a correspondence between success and prudence in the crude sense". For Wood 
(1972:50) "his [Machiavelli's] principal insight is that morality as altruistic self—denial can only be 
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However, to agree that there is a necessary conflict between 'transcendant moral-

ity' and 'power politics' is in large measure to concede Machiavelli's thesis: that 

there is a radical incompatibility between ethics and politics. 

Maritain argues forcefully, and I believe correctly, that distinguishing 'ethics as 

idealism' on the one hand from 'politics as realism' on the other creates "an illusory 

but deadly antipathy"."  Machiavelli had a rough and elementary appreciation for 

morality. Quite apart from his man of virtz, the man of virtue, emerges from 

Machiavelli's texts, as a hopelessly unrealistic, non—experiential, feeble—minded, 

disarmed naif doomed to be befuddled by any trickster's ploy. However, and 

contrary to Machiavelli, there is no reason to assume that in order to practice virtue 

man must walk with his head in the clouds and his mind in ethereal planes, oblivious 

to the 'ways of the world', or, quite simply, be 'stupid'. Virtue does not exclude 

caution or carefulness. The man of virtue can exhibit relentless energy (without 

being either vengeful or cruel) against evil and conniving enemies. He may very 

well have to tolerate some present evil (without cooperating with, or promoting it) 

possible in conditions of relative security. Men cannot be expected to act morally, if by doing so 
they continuously jeopardize their own vital interests". Mazzeo (1970:59) insists "where Machiavelli 
is truly original is not in his awareness of the difficulty at times in knowing what is a good or bad 
thing to do, but in the fact that his whole analysis of politics and history is made from a new per-
spective, that of the ethical irrationality of human experience taken as a whole." Skinner ( 1981:3) 
argues that the assumed concordance between the moral course of action and the rational course 
of action present in humanist morality is "suddenly and violently overturned" by Machiavelli. See 
also Burnham (1943:49); Croce (1945:59); and Geerken (1976:365). Pace Hulliung (1983:221-2, 
232) who sees a pitched battle between 'realism' and 'idealism' as alien to Machiavelli's writings. 

81Maritain ( 1955:297). In fact, as Rufl'o—Fiore (1987:128) argues, if "the core of Machiavelli's 
response to any political issue" is thought to be "a pragmatism which requires that all factors 
affecting human behavior in the social and political situation, from self—interest and power to self— 
dedication and submission, be taken into consideration in devising the acceptable solution" then 
there are points of similarity and convergence between Machiavelli's thought and the "tradition of 
Christian pragmatism". To be even more blunt, there have been many serious yet practical thinkers 
before Machiavelli, including Aristotle; "all have cast enough light on political realities to shock 
the credulous out of uncritical realism" notes Berlin (1979:26). See also Lerner ( 1950:xlii—xlvi). 
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in order to see a greater evil avoided. Similarly, he may have to employ a certain 

amount of dissimilitude and cunning (distinguishable from bad faith or knavery) if 

he is not to be taken advantage of by every wicked man who confronts him. Thus, 

of Oroce's comment that Machiavelli discovered "the necessity and autonomy of 

politics, which is beyond or rather, below moral good and evil, which has its own 

laws against which it is useless to rebel, politics that cannot be exorcised and driven 

from the world with holy water", it is to be said that the practically good and wise 

man can do more than wet the unjust and ignoble enemy without compromising 

himself.82 

Aristotle, it is argued here, was not an idealist. On the contrary, it was precisely 

his realism, his consciousness that beneath the 'ethereal heights' all is variable, 

that prevented him, and continues to prevent moral theorists and law—givers, from 

writing comprehensive, unqualified, a priori moral manuals. Beyond providing 

a cautious sketch of the nature of moral action in thick and pasty brushstrokes, 

Aristotle would find himself unable to render the details faithfully except in the 

presence of the subject and its context. Yet, these details - moral judgements - 

are no less true or certain for requiring a reflective turn upon experience. 

The world in which men act is the world of the particular, specific, contingent 

and contextual. It is a stage called history, a stage upon which it is open to men 

to do, and many do, no more than strut and fret their time away until death, that 

strict stage director hauls them off. However, and while acting in this realm of the 

particular, man can act in accordance with what ought to be done and in doing 

so, transcend from particular to ultimate. To live such a morally virtuous life is to 

132 Croce ( 1945:59). 
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transect the flow of time with knowledge of the eternal good. 

4.4.2 Detached means 

In addition to staining virtue with the stigma of 'naive idealism' the 'poietic' view 

tends either to detach activities qua means from moral considerations, or else to 

justify means in terms of ends. This detachment allows the actor to become fixated 

upon the end with what can only be described as zealotry. In doing so, as Dewey 

duly notes, this "doctrine of the isolated, complete or fixed end limits intelligent 

examination, encourages insincerity, and puts a pseudo—stamp of moral justification 

upon success at any price" ."  

Since the founder is the source of the design the state will take and how its 

people will behave, he is also the original source of all moral, religious and eco-

nomic institutions, which is to say that justice and morality are positivistic, i.e. 

posited by the political leader. This is apparent in Machiavelli's (version of the 

Polybian) account of the origin of political society, in which "morality follows, not 

accompanies nor precedes the establishment of political society"."  If morality is 

post—political then it follows that the actions of the founder (and especially the act 

of political creation), while full of virtt, are nonetheless outside of, or prior to, the 

identification of what is just, unjust, good, evil etc. In Machiavelli's words: 

Nor will a prudent intellect ever censure anyone for any unlawful action 
used in organizing a kingdom or setting up a republic. It is at any rate 
fitting that though the deed accuses him, the result should excuse him; 
and when it is good, like that of Romulus, it will always excuse him, 

83Dewey (1967:51). 

84Parel (1987:66). See D,I,2:197. See also Sabine (1961:345). It is a "social morality" for Mayer 
(1987:26). 
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because he who is violent to destroy, not he who is violent to restore, 
ought to be censured.85 

If the state is the source of all notions of value and justification, the end of securing 

and maintaining the state need not, and can not, be justified in terms of anything 

else. Thus, Machiavelli can write: "When it is absolutely a question of the safety 

of one's country, there must be no - consideration of just or unjust, of merciful or 

cruel, of praiseworthy or disgraceful; instead, setting aside every scruple, one must 

follow to the utmost any plan that will save her life and keep her liberty". 86 

In a sense then, Machiavelli is not so much concerned with 'political science' as 

with 'political technique'.87 Virtu', and virtü in politics is technical competence en-

compassing prudence, cleverness, brilliance of execution, and so on. It is concerned 

with the method, means or implementation of ends. Hence, Machiavelli's constant 

attention to yenta effetuale, productive knowledge, and successful outcomes. Since 

the ends themselves are not questioned, technique proceeds neutrally with respect 

to its purpose. Cassirer contends, to some extent in defence of Machiavelli, that 

The Prince is neither a moral nor an amoral book; it is simply a tech-
nical book. In a technical book we do not seek rules of ethical conduct, 
of good and evil. It is enough if we are told what is useful or useless. 
Every word in The Prince must be read and interpreted in this way. 

85D,I,9:208. P,18:67 - "So if a prince succeeds in conquering and holding his state, his means are 
always judged honorable and everywhere praised". Sabine ( 1961:345) puts it this way: "The ruler, 
as the creator of the state, is not only outside the law, but if law enacts morality, he is outside 
morality as well. There is no standard to judge his actions except the success of his political 
expedients for enlarging and perpetuating the power of his state". See also Friedrich (1957:23). Cf. 

Patel (1972:5). 
86D,III,41:519. See also AW,ded:566. P,18. D,I,43. D,II,2. D,II,12. See also Sasso ( 1977:213-15); 

Berlin ( 1979:51); Wiser (1983:137-8); Adeney ( 1986:60-1); Berki ( 1977:123); and Wood ( 1972:34). 

87A distinction that many of Machiavelli's reader's note in one way or another: Adeney ( 1986:52); 
Berki ( 1977:119); Mazzeo ( 1970:48); Hancock ( 1935:103); Pollock ( 1911:43); Sabine (1961:340); 

Moravia ( 1964:101); Geerken (1976:365); and Olschki ( 1945). 
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The book contains no moral prescripts for the ruler nor does it invite 
him to commit crimes and villainies.88 

However, since Machiavelli says of The Prince and similarly of the Discourses that 

he has set in them all that he knows and has learned, from experience and study, 

of "the affairs of the world"."  One can thus assume that politics is the practice of 

technique and Machiavelli has nothing more to add. 

The greatness of the Machiavellian founder is independent of his moral qualities. 

It depends on what might be called amoral virtues: such as strength of mind. 

Strauss notes: 

In other words, prudence (judgement) and strength of mind, will or 
temper are the only generally recognized virtues: they are themselves 
always salutory. Whereas the moral virtues and vices (e.g., religion and 
cruelty) can be well and badly used, because their use must be regulated 
by prudence, prudence cannot be badly or imprudently used.9° 

This freedom in the choice of means is exemplified in Machiavelli's consider-

ation of the very different methods of two successful generals: Scipio's "kindness 

and compassion" against Hannibal's "cruelty, violence, plunder, and every sort of 

perfidy", and again Manlius Torquatus against Valerius Corvinus. In both com-

parisons, Machiavelli concludes that, from the point of view of success - the only 

criteria by which he evaluates their methods - "it does not much matter which 

method a general practises, if only he is able enough to impart a good flavour to 

88Cassirer (1953:153). 
89D,ded:188. See also P,ded:1O. 

90Strauss ( 1958:242). Maritain (1955:299) finds that "Machiavelli makes use of good as well as 
evil, and is ready to succeed with virtue as well as with vice. That specific concept of virii, that is, 
of brilliant, well—balanced and skilled strength, which was at the core of the morality of his time, 
as an aesthetic and artistic transposition of the Aristotelian concept of virtue". Mazzeo (1970:48). 

See also D,I,13:230. D,I,15:233-4. D,I,41:285. D,II,26:400. D,III,20:476. P,8:35-9. Cf. D,I,51:299. 
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either way of behaving", because "with such diverse conduct each one obtained 

the same result, both agaimst enemies and to the advantage of the republic and 

himself"."  

Man is not merely an animal but a clever animal of prey. Like all animals 

covetousness and fear are the two motives of action. The prince must therefore 

act under conditions permanently scarred by competing and conflicting interests. 

Hence, he is always, in some sense, 'fighting' others.92 In the famous 18th chapter 

of The Prince, Machiavelli identifies two ways of fighting: according to the law 

(which is orderly, legal, even moral, and suited to man), and with force (the way 

of beasts, when the former is not sufficient). He further distinguishes force into 

brute force and fraud. Successful virtu' oscillates between the two as the occasion 

calls: "The prince must be a fox, [craft, suspicion, deception, prudence] therefore 

to recognise the traps and a lion [brute force, strength, courage] to frighten the 

wolves" ."  However, brute force has about it something of the quality of a last 

resort: it is more physically and psychologically demanding of the actor and his 

resources, and is fraught with greater difficulties and dangers. Machiavelli, then, 

seems to prefer deception where possible: "The one who knows best how to play 

the fox comes out best, but he must understand well how to disguise the animal's 

nature and must be a great simulator and dissimulator" 

In arguing as he does, Machiavelli sets himself against the classical and neo— 

classical tradition - such figures as, Sallust, Latini, Alberti - that deception was 

°1D,III,21:477-80. 
°2Wood (1972:41) makes this point. 

93P,18:65. 
94P,18:65. 



178 

to be avoided.95 Machiavelli argues that it may be "useful" even "very necessary" to 

appear to have what everybody regards as virtues, but it is "not necessary", indeed 

it may be "harmful" actually to possess them.96 Specifically, on the maxim that 

the prince must be both lion and fox, ilulliung points out "Not a single humanist 

had excuse to minimize the significance of Machiavelli's words, which were taken 

from Cicero's Dc Officiis - a work known to all students of the classics - and 

turned upside clown."" Cicero wrote: 

Wrong doing originates in one of two ways: either by force or by fraud; 
fraud is like a little fox, force like the lion. Both are most uncharac-
teristic of man, but fraud should arouse greater contempt. Taking all 
forms of injustice into account, none is more deadly than that practised 
by people who act as if they are good men when they are being most 
treacherous . 

98 

Hobbes' argument realizes much the same conclusions as Machiavelli's. While 

Hobbes speaks of 'natural' and 'divine' law these are finally subject to stipula-

tion and redefinition by the laws and conceptions of good and evil posited by the 

sovereign. There are two important aspects to the sovereign's function: the 'word' 

and the 'sword'.99 As we have seen, one of the primary sources of conflict according 

to Hobbes is the lack of right reason. For it is because reasonable human minds 

lack a meaningful affinity to one another that they cannot find universal defini-

tions in the world, and it is over disputed definitions that dissension arises. Thus, 

the sovereign in Hobbes' argument is made to function as the 'Great Definer'. It 

is he who definitively makes the political world through laws. The sovereign be-

95llulliung (1983:197). 
96P,18:66. 
97flulliuug (1983:212). 

98De Officiis,I,13.41 as quoted in Hulliung ( 1983:212). 
°°BaI1 (1985:759) suggests this dichotomy. 
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comes, in Wolin's words, "the agency for creating a political universe of unequivocal 

meaning" The conventional, phenomenal, common—sensical character of ordi-

nary human language is eradicated by Hobbes in favour of the public definitions 

of this sovereign. 

Hobbes insists that the "measure of Good and Evill actions, is the Civil law; 

and the Judge the Legislator, who is alwayes Representative of the Common— 

wealth" Where there is no common, authoritative power, there can be no law, 

and where there is no law, no virtues or vices, justice or injustice.102 Thus, Hobbes 

defines 'civil law' in these terms, as being, "to every Subject, those Rules, which 

the Common—wealth hath Commanded him, ..., to make use of, for the Distinction 

of Right, and Wrong" 1O3 Even if one associated Natural Law with Divine Law as 

Hobbes sometimes appears to do, there would still remain the problem of estab-

lishing what these laws of God are. Even if they could be apprehended by each 

man through private reason, men may differ in their use of reason, causing conflict. 

To put the matter another way, all laws have need of interpretation, and perhaps 

especially the unwritten Laws of Nature, which have become of all law the most ob-

scure. To prevent both misinterpretation and conflict Hobbes leaves the definitive 

specification of the meaning of law to the legislative sovereign. So, God is to be 

worshipped in the manner ordained by the sovereign, who being the embodiment 

of the agreement and constitution of men has the task of assigning signification to 

100Wolin (1960:259). 
'°'Lev:365. 
102Lev:258,312. 
'03Lev:312. Hobbes is so adamant that the moral and political legitimacy of the sovereign not be 

challenged that he warns against allowing people to follow individuals whose virtue seems exemplary 
if it means deferring any obedience or honour away from the sovereign. See also Lev:380. 
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words (and consequently, the attributes of God).'°4 Civil law emerges as coeval 

with, yet definitive of, Natural Law. 

Second, the sovereign sets its 'words' in stone with definitive thrusts of its 

'sword'. Hobbes insists that before the names of Just, and Unjust can have place, 

there must be some coercive power" .'° He reiterates "therefore where there is no 

Common—wealth, there nothing is Unjust. So that the nature of Justice, consisteth 

in keeping of Valid Covenants: but the Validity of Covenants begins not but with 

the Constitution of a Civill Power, sufficient to compell men to keep them.""' 

In short then, "the knowledge of all Law, dependeth on the knowledge of the 

Sovereign Power"." ' Since definitions cannot be reasonably agreed upon they 

must be enforced. Hence the large role of force in Hobbes' politics. In the interest 

that peace not be disturbed, or, if disturbed, that its source be swiftly quelled, 

Hobbes places (what may be regarded as) considerable power in the hands of the 

sovereign. The sovereign is made sole judge of what means are necessary for the 

peace and defence of the subjects and "is understood to have power to use such 

means, as he shall think most fit for his discharge" ." ' The liberty of the subject 

is extended by tacit permission to those actions and behaviors that the unlimited 

power of the sovereign has not forbidden.109 Finally, nothing the sovereign does 

to its subjects can properly be called injury or injustice. Hobbes goes so far as 

to argue that even if the sovereign becomes corrupt (acts contrary to the Laws of 

104Lev:405-6. See also Lev:322. See also Copleston (1964:43-44). 
'°5Lev:202. 
t06Lev:202. 

'°7Lev:395. 

'°8Lev:232, 235. See also Williamson ( 1970). 
'09Lev: 264. 
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Nature, the social trust, and its conscience, by pursuing its own passions) "this is 

not enough to authorise any subject, either to make warre upon, or so much as to 

accuse of Injustice, or any way to speak evill of their Soveraign"."° Only direct 

threats to an individual's life by the sovereign are sufficient for that individual to 

rebel against sovereign and society because under such circumstances he no longer 

has any prudential reason to obey the sovereign (and he may as well return to the 

state of nature). 

4.4.3 Cleverness and means 

Now, it would assist our attempt to appreciate the differences between the argu-

ments of Machiavelli, Hobbes and Aristotle if we could situate the role of Machi-

avelli's virtii and Hobbes' 'reason' within Aristotle's characterization of the human 

mind. Clearly, they differ from Aristotle's 'practical reason'. Their closest parallel 

would seem to be what Aristotle calls 'cleverness' or mere 'smartness'. Aristotle 

notes that "the incontinent man and the bad man, if he is clever, will reach as 

a result of his calculation what he sets before himself, so that he will have delib-

erated correctly, but he will have got for himself a great evil.""' The faculty of 

isolated cleverness (deinote$) is neutral with respect to the end it is directed to 

seek. Aristotle says as much: "There is a faculty which is called cleverness, and 

this is such as to be able to do things that tend towards the mark we have set 

before ourselves, and to hit it."2 Cleverness is not involved in what mark is set 

"0Lev:297. At one point, Lev:375, he likens those "pretenders to Political Prudence" who dispute 

against absolute power, to little worms in the entrails of man. 
"NE,VI,9, 1142b17-20. 

"2NE,VI,12,1144a24-27. 
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nor whether it is good or bad. Thus Aristotle can write, "Now if the mark be 

noble, the cleverness is laudable, but if the mark be bad, the cleverness is mere 

smartness.""' Aristotle's 'practical wisdom' then, is far from being coterminous 

with the faculty of cleverness although it does naturally partake of its services (or 

as Aristotle puts it "does not exist without it")."' To the faculty of cleverness 

practical wisdom adds the perceptions of intuitive reason, so that it is only in the 

good man that we see active practical wisdom and intuitive insight cooperating to 

determine what is the good action. 115 Thus, the notion of 'cleverness' serves to 

highlight the fact that both the judgement of ends and the choice of means are 

included in the process by which practical wisdom activates man to act virtuously. 

Aristotle further counters the possibility of justifying any means by the merits 

of the end. Man must not only know the good end but employ the correct means. 

Aristotle notes, that "it is possible to attain even good by false syllogism, and to 

attain what one ought to do but not by the right means, the middle term being 

false; so that this too is not yet excellence in deliberation - this state in virtue of 

which one attains what one ought but not by the right means." 116 So, man may 

have correct knowledge about the ends proper to him, and yet this is not sufficient 

for him to be called good, nor his state of mind, deliberation. He must further, 

identify the right means. 

To reiterate, then, Aristotle's notion of 'cleverness' would seem to correspond 

to the instrumental faculty possessed by the Machiavellian and Hobbesian man 

"3NE,VI,13, 1144a26-28. 

114NE,VI,13, 1144a28-29. 
"5NE,VI,11, 1143b1-13. NE,I,6,1096b28f. 
"6NE,VI,9, 1142b22-27. 
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qua 'clever animal'.117 In man as the clever animal we see the human knowledge 

and love of the good transformed and recentred upon catering to consumptive and 

competitive passions. Yet, this corporeal and external love is not in any obvious 

way, a blind love, because the incontinent man may still have the use of his head, 

and may still display cleverness in calculating the most successful means to his 

desired ends. 

4.5 Politics is Itself Moral and not Merely the Context for 

Private Action 

It is argued here that the 'state' in the arguments of Machiavelli and Hobbes is 

better (or primarily) understood as a work of art, and that political action is amoral 

or pre—moral. For them, politics provides certain minimal conditions necessary for 

life, rather than say, a framework for the education of its citizens in moral virtue. 

Some readers contend that to say that morality is positivistic is to introduce a 

distinction between political virtA and civic virtue, that is, between the amoral 

and extra—legal actions of the founder and the virtuous or law—abiding actions of 

the men qua citizens within a secure and stable state. 118 

Machiavelli and Hobbes might be making the argument that it is not possible 

for man to practice virtue until a stable state has been formed.'19 This would 

117 Danford (1978:142). 

1180r between 'original' and 'derivative' virtii for Meinecke (1957:32). See also Hulliung ( 1983:43). 
Or between 'heroic' and 'civic' viri, as Plamenatz (1972:167-72) does. See also Pocock's (1975:193-
4) distinction between virtil in The Prince as active, daring, individual mastery, and vir2i in the 

Discourses pertaining to the behavior of individuals and groups with social and ethical content. 
"95ee Skinner (1981:38); Mazzeo (1970:52); Prezzolini (1967:17); Landi (1964:43); Anglo 

(1969:72); Parel (1972:6); and Germino (1972:63,66). All comment on this possibility. 
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be so, for theoretical reasons: virtue is substituted for civil law and so men must 

await a stable system of laws and order; and also for practical reasons: in the 

anarchic and uncertain conditions of pre—politics, the practice of virtue is simply 

dangerous (i.e., ethics is irrational). Such a reading incorporates the immorality 

of Machiavelli's maxims for political action and the subjectivity Hobbes attributes 

to 'good' and 'evil', while allowing for their recognition that immorality is rightly 

forbidden from private action. Ironically then, the founder(s) may have to engage 

in immoral and violent actions in order to create the conditions in which all other 

men can reasonably practice virtues. 120 

Even granting this distinction however, it does not follow that Machiavelli and 

Hobbes are concerned with moral virtue qua virtue i.e. for its own sake. Their con-

cern with the virtue of citizens is for its value in sustaining the political community 

and maintaining orderly relations. Moral rules are introduced into the Machiavel-

lian and Hobbesian argument only to be reduced to technical rules about the means 

to the ends of maintaining the political order and some minimum level of prosper-

ity. Their 'virtue' is not the good for man nor the end of the state rather it is the 

means to achieving an amoral conception of the 'common good' (including free-

dom from external and internal struggle, rule of law, security, respect for property, 

2̀00n the grounds that the stakes of political action are simply too large. For Wood (1972:50-
56) this is "the crucial moral problem of political action": "that estrangement existing between 
the imperatives of personal morality and the necessities of political action for the sake of human 
welfare". See also Ricoeur ( 1965:259-61) who calls this "political alienation". Mazzeo (1970:52) 
finds "The tension between appearance and reality, 'ought' and 'must', which, in the private citizen, 

at peace, is small enough to be ignored, is immeasurably intensified in the ruler." See also Wolin 
(1960:225); and Strauss ( 1958:263). Sabine (1961:340-1) contends "he [Machiavelli] sanctioned the 
use of immoral means by rulers to gain an end, but he never doubted that moral corruption in a 
people makes good government impossible." For Wood (1972:47) "Machiavelli never suggests that 
the immorality necessitated by the basically violent nature of the state should rule interpersonal 
relations within the state." See also Landi (1964:43). 
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life, honour, wealth, power, etc.).121 Against Machiavelli and Hobbes it must be 

emphasized that things political are themselves moral and not merely the context 

for private actions. 

4.6 Saving the Possibility for Virtuous Action 

As we have seen, both Machiavelli and Hobbes argue that men are bad by their 

very nature, and Machiavelli in particular charges that philosophers and idealists 

neglect this fact. It is extremely important, however, to clarify the difference 

between a certain pessimism towards man, and an installed anthropology that 

grants to human beings the capacity for nothing save untoward actions. It would 

seem that Aristotle belongs in the category of the former and Machiavelli and 

Hobbes in the latter. Aristotle recognizes that many, perhaps most, men will fail 

to live the virtuous life but he nevertheless maintains that an attainable life of 

virtue exists for man qua man. Machiavelli and Hobbes on the other hand regard 

man as a savage, if clever, animal. 

The difference between the two views in practical terms settles around the 

possibilities for moral education and the attendant claim that man (except for the 

rare, naturally virtuous soul) becomes good by doing good acts (praxis) and not 

otherwise (such as poiësis). Thus, on Aristotle's view, 

Man, when perfected, is the best of animals; but if he be isolated from 
law and justice he is the worst of all. Injustice is all the graver when 
it is armed injustice; and man is furnished from birth with arms [such 
as, for instance, language] which are intended to serve the purposes of 
moral prudence and virtue, but which may be used in preference for 
opposite ends. That is why, if he be without virtue, he is a most unholy 

121See Strauss (1958:256); Friedrich ( 1957:27); and Maclntyre ( 1968:127). 
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and savage being, and worse than all others in the indulgence of lust 
and gluttony.' 22 

This is not an anthropology that condemns man, rather it is a statement of real-

ism that nevertheless signals virtue. Virtue proceeds from habituation and moral 

education. Education proceeds through laws and good examples and these only 

stabilize within the context of the state. Hence, "it is best that there should be a 

public and proper care for such matters".'" Aristotle continues: 

For these [the many] do not by nature obey the sense of shame, but 
only of fear, and do not abstain from bad acts because of their baseness 
but through fear of punishments; living by passion they pursue their 
own pleasures and the means to them, and avoid the opposite pains, 
and have not even a conception of what is noble and truly pleasant, 
since they have never tasted it.124 

Aristotle gives a philosophical account of human nature based upon what is true 

of the few but possible in the many. Given his view of moral development he does 

not make the unrealistic assumption that a regime recommending virtues for their 

own sake will appeal to all, or even most of, its citizens. Virtue will appeal to the 

man with shame. To the man who answers only to pain and the fear of punishment 

the state must rely primarily on the corporeal, coercive aspects of law. 

Herein lies one of the fundamental problems of moral politics: how to respect 

and encourage the morally virtuous while understanding and knowing how to han-

dle the base. To a large extent, what Machiavelli and Hobbes do to politics, is 

122Pol,I,2,1253a30-38. See also Pol,V,1O,1311a30-1. NE,IX,8,1168b15-28 - "those who are 

grasping with regard to these things [wealth, honour, and bodily pleasure] gratify their appetites 
and in general their feelings and the irrational element of the soul; and most men are of this nature". 
See also Strauss (1958:254,234-44). 

'23NE,X,9,1180a24-28. See also NE,I,13,1102a5-12. EE,1248b38f1. Pol,IV,6,1293b1-14. 
Pol,VII,14,1333b5-14. 

'24NE,X,9,1179b11-18. NE,II,8,1109a13-17. NE,I,5,1095b19-22 - "the mass of mankind are 
evidently quite slavish in their tastes, preferring a life suitable to beasts". 
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to reduce this problem to the need to obtain some minimal amount of social con-

formity from this base 'many'. Thus, in one sense, the arguments of Aristotle on 

the one hand and Machiavelli and Hobbes on the other are incomparable because 

they talk past each other, i.e., whereas Aristotle is concerned for the most part to 

elucidate what is most noble and good in man, however rare it may be, Machiavelli 

and Hobbes dwell with the many and rarely, if ever, lift their heads to see above 

them. 

4.7 The Status of the Founder and the Founding 

Aristotle does leave one issue hanging, an issue of central import to the arguments 

of both Machiavelli and Hobbes, namely, what is the nature and mechanism by 

which the state comes into being, and a corrolary question, what is the status of 

the founder(s) vis-a-vis other men and the truth. In Aristotle's extant corpus, this 

abiding concern rarely surfaces as an explicit issue.125 One might ask Aristotle, 

if both a polls and an education are essential to the recognition, adoption and 

practice of moral virtue then how did the pre-political founders settle upon the 

good? Who taught them the ways of virtue? How were different visions of the 

good reconciled?126 How does the plironimos, assuming he can come into being 

2̀5Aristotle does consider how a man learns the art of legislation but this discussion proceeds 
within the context of an established polis. NE,X,9,1180b30-1182a17. 
126 Allan (1977:72) asks but does not answer similar questions. See also Von Fritz and Kapp 

(1977:119-20, s.a. 121n) who seem to be getting at the same point: "Aristotle's words leave no 

doubt that in the field of political science, just as in medicine, one has to be an 'expert' first, before 

one can make appropriate use of the written material of the collections; not a word is said about 
how the expert comes to be an expert". Similarly, Olmsted (1948:55) mentions the "dilemma which 
constitutes choice". "If we are not habituated in the right way, we make too many wrong choices 

and we do not get the instances of right action in which we shall see the good and develop an eye". 
See also Burnyeat ( 1980); and Kosman ( 1980:111). 
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without the polis, place himself at the head of the state without compromising 

moral virtue? In the Politic., Aristotle claims that "man, when perfected, is the 

best of animals; but if he be isolated from law and justice he is the worst of all". 

This observation renews the importance of the two lines that precede it: that 

there is "an immanent impulse in all men towards an association of this order [the 

polis]. But the man who first constructed such an association was none the less 

the greatest benefactor" •127 Who was this first man, isolated from law and justice 

but nonetheless good? 

These questions raise another concern: that once a state is created, its citi-

zens are merely indoctrinated into the vision of the good claimed by its founder. 

Aristotle speaks of "the wish of every legislator" .128 Are we to understand the first 

political acts of the founder as acts of wish—fulfillment later concretized, legitimized 

and justified in political institutions, laws and education? 

In response to the first concern, it would seem that one must couple moral 

virtue and phronesis with a certain 'natural gift'. On the possibility of learning 

the legislative art from reading legal collections, Aristotle says the following: 

surely, then, while collections of laws, and of constitutions also, may 
be serviceable to those who can study them and judge what is good 
or bad and what enactments suit what circumstances, those who go 
through such collections without a practised faculty will not have right 
judgement (unless it be as a spontaneous gift of nature).' 29 

It should be noted in this regard that, since for Aristotle nature does nothing 

127Po1,I,2,1253a30-38. 
'28NE,II,1,1103b1-6. 

Burnyeat ( 1980:80), in the course of a discussion on moral education and 
development is drawn to the conclusion "not only that for a long time moral development must be 

a less than fully rational process but also, what is less often acknowledged, that a mature morality 
must in a large part continue to be what it originally was, a matter of responses deriving from 
sources other than reflective reason". 
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in vain, the question 'how' the state comes into being becomes considerably less 

important than 'why'. 

In response to the second concern I am inclined to draw an answer from the 

famous passage in the Politics where, on "the final and perfect association", "the 

polis", Aristotle suggests "we may say that while it grows for the sake of mere 

life [and in so far, and at that stage, still short of full self sufficiency], it exists 

[when once it is fully grown] for the sake of the good life [and is therefore fully 

self—sufficient]".13° Thus, Aristotle is far from oblivious to the fact that states have 

roots that reach back into corporeal soil. His wisdom is that the political state 

reaches its fulfillment when its citizens blossom and flourish as good men, engaged 

in praxis, living good lives. Again, this is not to neglect the fact that this is difficult 

and rarely occurs but rather is to shift emphasis so that man does not become so 

embroiled in the exigencies and necessities of the particular nor so idealistic that 

he loses sight of the final purpose of political living. There is a good and best to 

be attained, however haltingly in political—ethical action. 131 

4.8 Conclusion 

In summary, it has been argued that Machiavelli and Hobbes transform human ac-

tion (and especially political action) into instances of poiësis radically disengaged 

'30Pol,I,2,1252b29ff. See also Strauss (1958:255-6). Mansfield ( 1972:118). 
131 Von Fritz and Kapp (1977:128) write "The construction of such an ideal state may then still 

serve a useful purpose inasmuch as it helps to clarify the general direction in which the true good 
of a political community is to be found. But, for all practical purposes, it will be much more 

important to find an answer to the question of what specific form this ideal will assume under 
particular geographic, social, economic and generally historical circumstances". See also Nicholson 

(1984:37). 
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from praxis, i.e., from moral considerations. The consequences of this transfor-

mation were indicated along three lines. First, attention is shifted away from the 

actor towards the thing made in the external world. This shift is evident in Machi-

avelli's disinterest in the effects of the action upon the actor; in Hobbes' rejection 

of 'common-sense' experiences and insights; and in the way that both neglect the 

bona interiora in favour of the external goods of the world. Second, the freeing of 

poiësis from praxis, and from a fundamental respect for nature, leaves man dis-

enchanted with his 'natural condition. The world then becomes, in his eyes, raw 

material out of which he must extract usefulness and fashion the conditions for 

a commodious life. This life is, in many ways, a departure from nature and a 

rejection of what is 'given' in the world. Finally, the 'poietic' characterization of 

action as means to a separate end encourages the idealistic fixation upon ends and 

an attendant laxity and instrumentalization of the means. The co-determination 

of universal and particular, goal and means within the same praxis, is replaced 

by poiësis with the idea of a detached end which warrants the use of technical, 

procedural, and amoral means. 



Conclusion 

Aristotle contends that human knowledge of the good and virtuous is 'given' to 

man, but as an innate faculty or 'power': practical reason. The faculty of practi-

cal reason must be exercised in time and through experiences in order to realize 

the transcendant good. This realization differs considerably from the application 

of some pre-determined universals through technical strictures to particular cases. 

For Aristotle, there are no innate, seperately existing ideas; no immutable, invio-

lable, natural laws to be mechanistically carried through. Instead, action involves 

interpretation, specification, and critical reflection by practical wisdom culminat-

ing in the co—determination of the transcendant 'universal' in the particular. To 

engage in praxis, to act ethically, is to achieve a reasoned mediation between the 

universal and the exigencies of the concrete case through deliberation and choice. 

Reason reflects upon the virtuous deed as both means and end, i.e. as an activity 

which is performed for its own sake. Moreover, practical reason functions in con-

junction with habituated right appetition, for man must not only know the noble 

but desire it. As composite creatures constituted by a body and a soul, passions 

and reason, we grow, act and learn within given conditions, contexts and circum-

stances. We are affected by these conditions, for in acting under, with and through 

them, we become more or less good, wise and human. It is then, in the very nature 

of human being, that we experience living and live experiences. Men are nourished 

by their circumstances and experiences. They become, as Aristotle notes, men of a 

certain sort by doing acts of like sort: phronesis shapes the being of the phronimos. 

Thus, for moral knowledge to be genuinely held it must become part of the man 
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who employs it. It must be integrated into his processes of becoming as a stable 

habituated disposition. 

In the arguments of both Machiavelli and Hobbes in contrast, reason does not 

participate in any transendant good. Which is to say that there is no ontological 

connection between the human intellect and knowledge of what ought to be done, 

i.e. virtue. Moreover, according to their anthropologies, reason does not rule the 

passions. On the contrary, it is drawn to service them throughout, what Aristotle 

calls, a 'vain and empty' life. 

In Aristotle's argument, ethics and politics are inseperable. In the case of a 

'plane', without an appreciation for both its 'length' and 'breadth', the plane re-

mains unintelligible, similarly, to speak of the final, human, social association: the 

polis, is to speak in terms that are both ethical and political. Thus, in the instance 

of the true and best polis to point to the good citizen is simultaneously to iden-

tify the good man. Since man is a social and political animal, the possibility of 

his perfection through a moral life must be embedded within the context of the 

political. One gets a sense of this entrenchment from the very physical structure 

of the NE. The text begins by identifying the architectonic and most authorita-

tive practical science as 'politics', and noting that the end at which the present 

enquiry aims "is political science, in one sense of that term"."' Then, while the 

bulk of the text is devoted to the study of the individual moral agent and his na-

ture, faculties and potentialities, Aristotle is careful to return to the importance 

of political circumstances (in the final chapter of the final book) before closing his 

ethical discussion. 

132NE,I,3,1094b5-12. 
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In order to consider the nature of ethical action (what ought to be) as is it is 

genuinely rather than ideally performed, it is necessary to embed this action in 

whatever the given social, cultural, and political context is (what is). Hence the 

importance of observing the phronimos who mediates between 'what ought to be' 

and 'what is' and in doing so, arrives at 'what can be best'. To do otherwise is to 

leave oneself vulnerable to the charge that ethics is naively ideal and, when push 

comes to shove, irrelevant. 

The polis with its laws, customs, institutions and practices contributes to, con-

ditions, and may delimit the possibilities of moral actualization.'33 For example, a 

human community which emphasizes the coherent articulation of moral knowledge 

and promotes the moral education of its members (and especially its youth) offers 

a very different set of conditions from a state which tolerates a moral free—for—all. 

In the latter case, say a state administered callously and arbitrarily in which the 

vicious systematically get their way, the possibilities for virtuous action are severely 

constrained. 

Now, the appreciation of the practical tasks needed to structure a political com-

munity so that its members can participate in virtuous activity must finally be left 

to the statesmen and phronimoi. However, roughly the tasks include attempting 

to do the best in the here and now by ordering and orienting society around a con-

ception of the good life which allows human beings as moral, dialogical creatures 

'"As McKeon (1941:xxvi) duly notes, practical actions "involve habits and skills which can be 
acquired and lost, associations and institutions which in their changes affect the accomplishment 
of political actions and the practicability of moral ends, and however precise biological or psycho-
logical definitions may be, man varies as moral agent and as citizen according to environmental 
determination, educational background, the influences of family, of economic position, social class, 
means of livelihood, and even casual leisure association." 
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to actualize themselves. Such a society, respecting virtue and upholding dialogue, 

need not be fragile nor hypocritical provided it realizes that not all of its citizens 

will be equal to the opportunities for good action. After all, ethical rectitude of a 

life's activities is no small, accomplishment. 

In contrast to Aristotle's view of politics as praxis, modern man's 'poietic' 

conception leads him to regard 'good' politics, i.e. politics which conforms to 

its true nature and realizes the objectives intrinsic to it, as amoral, as a process 

which refrains from setting some 'values' before others. 134 One must ask, is there 

such an inevitable and ineradicable contradiction in human life within the political 

community that the possibilities for virtuous action must finally depend upon the 

functions of actors and institutions who are themselves excused from observance 

of the fateful distinction between virtuous and vicious? 

The political community in Aristotle's argument is identified by its shared con-

ception of the good life, of ethical principles and norms, of a nomos. The modern 

western state, in contrast, is characterized by a relative abundance of differing 

and contradictory views expressed with varying degrees of intensity and sincerity. 

Human beings speak to one another through confusion, uncertainties and ego-

centrisms and without an appreciation for a common world. Consequently, the 

possibilities for rational discourse upon how men ought to live become deadlocked 

and suspended under the slightest stress. In the final analysis, whereas for Aris-

totle the state is the opportunity for the human moral being to realize himself in 

134Fo1lowing Wiggins (1980:227) one should "disassociate Aristotle's whole theory of deliberation 
from that pseudorationalistic irrationalism, insidiously propagated nowadays by technocratic per-
sons, which holds that reason has nothing to do with the ends of human life, its only sphere being 
the efficient realization of specific goals in whose determination or modification argument plays no 
substantive part". 
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active citizenship; for Machiavelli and Hobbes it is reduced to a negative condition 

setting limits on the attainment of individual, subjective, corporeal aims. Indeed, 

for Hobbes, the only truly significant political distinction is between 'government' 

and 'no government at all' (i.e. the anarchy of his state of nature). Against this 

distinction, the differences between liberty and tyranny strike him as trifling. '35 

The modern argument responds to what are perceived to be a litany of inade-

quacies and deficiencies in the human condition. The world offers man no special 

place of honour or trust. Moreover, men are unable with finality and certainty to 

grasp and comprehend this reality through unequivocal senses. They possess no 

distinctive faculty by which to be clear on truth and falsity, justice and injustice. 

Rather, when stripped and considered simply, they are little more than 'clever an-

imals' wrapped up in their own private calculations upon corporeal concerns. For 

both Machiavelli and Hobbes the solution is a putatively unproblematic 'remaking' 

or 'reworking' of nature so that it can be made 'safe' and knowable with conviction. 

The significance of the epistemological principle, knowing as making, consists 

first, in that it destroys the possibility that man might render intelligible the ex-

isting world; and second, that it justifies man's creative departure from what will 

always be unintelligible. Because of this principle, modern making is regarded not 

as a connivance at treason against nature but as progress from ignorance to knowl-

edge, uncertainty to certainty, insecurity to security. In restricting the powers of 

the human intellect to knowledge of cause and effect Hobbes' anthropology left him 

with little choice but to argue for the primacy of a factitive science according to 

which man can know with certainty only when the cause is himself and consequently 

135Lev:239-40. 
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the effect, a thing made. Hobbes thus leads us from 'science as knowledge of truth' 

to 'science as knowledge of cause'; from 'cause' to 'generation', 'construction' and 

'control'; and from 'control' together with technology to the endless possibilities of 

making and remaking the world. 

Men are not only capable of 'doing' things but of 'making' things. In the case 

of 'doing', the activity—thing and its completion are both contained within the 

actor. In 'making' however, the actor is the originator and efficient cause but the 

thing made comes into being outside of the actor. These things brought into the 

world rapidly become part and ineradicable parcel of it, like the seeds of weeds 

which land where they may immediately taking root and tenaciously remaining 

to become a prominent fixture of that vista. In short, while the originating cause 

of made things springs from the human mind, once made these things possess a 

momentum all their own. Moreover, in becoming things of the world themselves, 

they come to subsequently affect and condition their makers in unsuspected ways. 

Thus, the artificial conditions which we, as moderns set about us to stave of the 

perishability and uncertainty of the surroundings we find ourselves in, are like so 

many luxuriant pillows arranged on an otherwise uncomfortable sofa: they affect 

how we sit. The external thing—character of what we make returns to impose a 

form upon us. 

The self—fulfilling possibilities of making are a consequence of the fact that men 

act in the world and are nourished by the experiences they 'taste'. The modern 

view of the world when acted upon, and if all restraints upon means are released 

by amorality and an inexhaustible technology, begins to appear true. What then is 

the wonder if modern science succeeds in demonstrating its hypothetical claims, if 
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'making' them is sufficient evidence of their truth and the definitions of 'progress', 

'achievement', and 'success' can be shaped to conform with this science. 

Herein lies the rub, for if Aristotle's arguments expose the results of the Machi-

avellian and Hobbesian projects (attempted in modernity) as an empty victory, 

they are a victory nonetheless. To put the matter differently, if it is correct to say 

that the 'poietic' view (and modern science) relies initially upon certain "working 

fictions" ,'36 it is to be emphasized that while these starting points are finally untrue 

(i.e. 'fictions') they nevertheless do 'work'. 

Amoral and vicious activities are no less self-fulfilling than those of virtue. In 

all cases, individuated acts of decision accumulate to form a state of character. 

Men learn by doing through the imitation of others and the guidance of laws. 

Thus, a society which equates 'success' with competency in the activities and tech-

niques of the bona exteriora and metes out rewards and punishments accordingly 

will inevitably tend to raise citizens who behave in a commensurate fashion, i.e. 

enthralled by the thrill of consumption. 

In fact, it is not surprising that amoral, 'poietic' activities (i.e. force, fraud, 

and goodness alike) succeed since they are ready to sacrifice everything to the goal 

of success.'37 And yet, this success is doomed for no matter what grandeur and 

longevity the political creation might claim it will always eventually corrode and 

collapse under the weight of protracted amorality. Undoubtedly, the price of this 

fall (in terms of men 'won over' to ill and inconsistent lives, or else 'gotten rid 

ff3S ) will be enormous. Nevertheless, when the dust has settled, through the 

136Tejera (1984:65). 

'37Maritain ( 1955:304). 

'"The only two alternatives for Merleau—Ponty ( 1964:213) 



198 

chinks in the collapsed edifice it will always be the noble that shines. 
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