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[bookmark: 03]H uman beings consider the cause of happiness tobe external goods-as if the lyre rather than the art were held to be the cau.se of brilliant and beautiful lyre playing.

- Aristotle, Politics


Concerning equality and justice, even though it's very hard to find the truth about these things, still it's easier to hit on the trUth than to persuade those who are overgrasping. The inferior always seeks equality and justice; those who dominate them take no thought for it.

-Aristotle, Politics
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When I was sixteen I stole a copy of the Nicomachwn Ethics from my brother Ed, skipped work, and, on a Long Island beach, read Aristotle's account of friendship. I was hooked and still am. It's fitting that my introduction to Aristotle was through acts of injustice because a large theme of my work is that we often come to vinue through vice.
I came to Aristotle at a propitioustime, for there has been a huge renaissance in Aristotelian studies over the last two decades. Yet after wrestling with Aristotle I became convinced that many contemporar y inte rpretations mistake nly confuse the perspective of Aristotle's audience with his own considered view. Thus the title of my book has two senses. First, Aristot­ le's dialectic aims at a revaluation of his audience's values. The drama of the Ethics lies in the dialectical engagement and trans­ formation of the valorization of a life of prestige and power. Second, my interpretation uncovers an Aristotle who prioritizes questions over answers.T hus it revalues traditional interpreta­
tions of Aristotle's ethical and political texts as didactic treatises conveying abstract moralisms to an indeterminate audience.
Over the years many students, teachers, friends, and col­ leagues helped me understand the Ethics better. In graduate school I read the Ethics with my good friend Jay T hompson, who first suggested to me that Aristotle's discussion of megalop­ suchia is iro nic. In tum, this suggestion bore fruit in my argu­ ment tha.t Aristotle's account of the moral virtues is  critical. As is clear from my conclusion, my understanding of the rela­ tionship of practical reason to contemplative practice also owes much to Jay's work. In graduate school and after Brad Lewis offered invaluable support and advice. Villanova University has
xiii
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provided a wonderful enviro nment for a young scholar to grow. I am grateful to many people there, but in particular, to my colleagues in Villanova's Political Science Department, Jack Scbrems and Colleen Sheehan, who read parts of the manu­ script. Kevin Hughes, Fr. Martin Laird, OSA, and William Werpehowski read pares of the manuscript and I have profited from their conversation and friendship. Thanks also to Jack Doody and David Barrett for their advice, encouragement, and seemingly endless help. Edward Goerner of the University of Notre Dame also read the entire manuscript and his comments improved it enormously. T hanks to my teachers, F r. James V. Schall SJ, David Walsh, John Roos, and Edward Goerner, who were models of patience and generosity. Stephen Salkever of Bryn Mawr College read parts of the manuscript and provided excellent comments a.nd conversations over the last few years. Margaret King of the Political Science Department provided invaluable sec retarialservices. My wife has made a home that is a place of flourishing, teaching me coun tl.ess lessons in what it means to be a good human being. My children's spirit of ques­ tioning and joyful wonde.r provided perfect models of what it means to be a seeker. I dedicate this book to them with love.
Earlier versions of different parts of this book have appeared elsewhere. A precis of the argument that Aristotle's Ethics is protrcptic appeared as "Th e Protreptic Character of the Nicom­ achean Ethiu," Polity 21, no. 2 (Winter 1994): 307- 30. Pares of chapter 2 appeared as" T he Audience of the Nicomachean Ethics, TheJoum alo/ Politcis62 , no. 1 (February 2000): 166- 86. Pan s of chapte.rs 6 and 8 appeared as "Aristotle on the Conditions for and Limits of the Co mmon Good" American Political Sci­ ence Review93, no. 3 (Se pte mber 1999): 625-36. Finally, a sec­ tion of chapter I appeared as " Ethics and Politics: A Response to Tercbck and Moore" American Political Science R evi ew 94, no. 4 (December 2000): 913-18. The author gratefully acknowl­ edges permission to reprint revised versions of these articles.
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There are vast disagreemen ts about the meaning of the term "postmodern" but perhaps everyone can agree that it implies a period of rapid and revolutionary  tra n sition, when something is slowly and painfully passing away even as something else is slowlyand painfully being born. In using the ter m, people sense that there is something unique about the time, and that this uniqueness demands a name. However, at the same time there is an incapacity to name. Wben we use " postmodern" we merely describe by a kind of temporal negation. We do not exactly know what we are, but we know what we are not; we are not in the modern.
The widespread feelings of disorientation and d eracination anending such a time provoke a sense of crisis. Two sorts of dangers flow from this. On the one  hand,  there  is the  danger of ineffectual and often counterp roductive conservative hand­ wringing over the crisis. In flight from the anxiety our time brings, some demand a retu rn to traditional or family values or religions or communities. However, part of  the  problem  with this demand is that in a time of transitio n, when narra tives legit­ imating such social and cultural institutions as families or reli­ gions are called into question, it is not at all clear what any of these are supposed to look like. All that is clear  is  that many have abandoned traditional conceptions of family or religion because they experience them to be discredited . So the demand for return will often seem to be reactionary attempts to ram sclerotic and oppressive stru ctu res down people's thr oats. Yet on the other hand, there is the danger that some will use this
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time of uncertainty and anxiety to assert their own brand of nihilistic irresponsibility. In my own calling, for exam ple, I have witnessed professors who take glee in playing at ersatz bod­ hisattva to disaffected young people by tear ing down respo n­ sible behavior and putting nothing in its place. Yet the stake s are too high for this. The astound ing economic, technological, scientific, military,  police, bureaucratic, political, and social powers that the modern age bequeathed us make self-promoting nihilism extraordinarily dangerous. So the postmodern time demands neither reactionary fear nor nihilistic surrender to our baser instincts. It demands a sober measuring of the human task such a time presents.
One of the most sober measurers of this task has been Vaclav
Havel. In his public addresses to the West,  Havel consistently arg ues that the contemporary period is at oncea potentially dan­ gerous and fruitful time of tran sition, when the old modern West is in the process of dying, and something else is being born. In one piece, for example, he points out that the term " Europe" comes from the Akkadian word meaning "sunset,,, and uses this etymology to reflect on the character of the time:

[bookmark: 08]I believe we are facing a great historical challenge, a chal­ lenge to grasp and put into practice at last what is implied in the word twilight. We should stop thinking of the present state of Europe as the sunset of its energy and recognize it instead as a time of contemplation when the work of the day ceases for a while and, as the sun goes down, the rule of thought sets in. T his does not mean we need to be estranged from ourselves and the world we live in. It simply means taking a calm look back at what we have accom plished, assess­ ing the meaning and the consequences of our efforts and making a few resolutions for the day to come.1

There are a variety of ways of dealing with one's responsi­ bility to reflect. The contemporary resurgence of the study of ancient political philosophycan be understood as helping to ful­ fill our need for thoughtful reflection about the past to help us manage our transition into an uncertain future. Mainly for this reason, there has been a veritable explosion in Aristotle scholar­ ship in recent years. Scholars of various stripes have returned  to Aristotelian ethical and political thought for a similar reason: Aristotle helps us reflect on various contemporar y p roble ms.

[bookmark: 09]However, the result of this revival of Aristotelianism is a bewil­ dering variety of Aristotles, with an enormous range of pos­ sible teachings. The revival of Aristotelianism has reached a series of dead ends, for Aristotelians have set up various camps devoted to this or that account of Aristotle's conclusions. So, for example, Aristotle has emerged today as a defender and as a critic of liberal democracy; an unsystematic thinker who holds incompatible conceptions of moral and intellectual virrue, and thus of the best life for man; an immoralist ready to sacrifice ethical character on the altar of philosophy; a virtue theorist who can effectively demolish deontological  rule-bound  ethics; a sane alternative to the dangers of nihilistic skepticism and dogmatic foundationalism; a misogynist; a defender of women against the Ancient Greek cult of masculinity; a racist authori­ tarian who uses his philosophic brilliance to justify slavery; and a critic of slavery.2 With far less frequency has he emerged as a man more interested in inquiring into problems and provoking thought than in articulating conclusions. Yet if Aristotle gives priority to questions over answers, then the current form of the rena issance of interest in Aristotle may be one of the obstacles to the recovery of his thought.
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By contrast, contemporary scholarship on Plato has avoided
such dead ends by rescuing Aristotle's teacher from two related but mistaken readings. On the metaphysical misreading, Plato is a dogmatic ideaHst who posited an eternal realm of forms. On the political misreading, he is a fascist whose recomm endations in the Republic for a closed protototalitarian society helped pave the way for modern tyranny. Both of these readings are made possible by neglecting the implications of the fact that Plato wrote dialogues. The assumption implicit in these interpreta­ tions is that the dialogue form was a literary adornm ent inciden­ tal to Plato's teaching. The recoveryof a new way of looking at Plato's political philosophy went hand in hand with a recovery of the dialogue form. In Leo Strauss's words, the contemporary rediscovery of Platonic political philosophy was possible with the realization that the content of the dialogue is inseparable from its form. In order to grapple with Plato's teaching, one had to deal with the hermeneutical problems that the dramatic char­ acter of the d ialogue presents. T his renewed appreciation for the importan ce of the dialogue form allowed Plato to emerge not as an enemy of  thought,  but rather a thinker who fosters

[bookmark: 11]inquiry thr ough dialogues that force the careful reader into the kind of profitable confusion that induces wonder. Indeed, the fact that Plato never speaks as a character in any of bis dialogues led Strauss to question the assumption  that a  reader  can  in  a st raightforward, unproblematic way glean any explicit doctr ine from a reading of his work:

We can know Aristode's political philosophy through his Politics. Plato's Republic on the other hand, in contradistinc­ tion to the Policies, is not a treatise but a dialogue among people other than Plato. Whereas in reading the Politi.cs we hear Aristotle all the time, in reading the Republic we hear Plato never. In none of his dialogues does Plato ever say any­ thing. Hence we cannot know from them what Plato thought. If someone quotes a passage from the dialogues in order to prove that Plato held such and such a view, he acts as reason­ ably as if be were to assert that according to Shakespeare life is a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury but signify­ ing  nothing....Could it be true  that  Plato,  like Socrates, the master of the knowledge of ignorance, did not assen any­ thing, i.e., did not have a teaching?3

[bookmark: 12]Yet, as we can see from the above quote, Aristotle has fared less well even among friends such as Strauss, for he is said to have written treatises. While the recovery of Plato proceeded in large part by re-evaluating the literary and dramatic character of the dialogue, that reevaluation has not taken place with Aristotle. T hus, it seems that Aristotle speaks to us directly in his " trea­ tises," laying out various straightforward teachings or conclusions on political and ethical reality. In other words, in most places in the contemporary Academy, he is read as Plato was once read.
Thus many contemporary readings of Aristotle rest on the
assumption that one ought to read Aristotle's ethico-political inquiries as didactic treatises. On this view, Aristotle wrote a set of moral textbooks in which he set forth conclusions on such topics as the nature of the virtues or the best life for human beings. The implication is that since his teaching can be gleaned from his texts in roughly the same way one gleans information from an encyclopedia, it does no harm to understand his con­ clusions apart from their place in the overall inquiry. To under­ stand what Aristotle has to say on a particular subject, it is suf­ ficient to look up the appropriate heading.◄

[bookmark: 13]H o wever, this approach ru ns into at least two objec tions. First, Aristotle insists at several places that his inquiry has a practical intent; he says his purpose is not to lay out a correct account of ethics, but to make us good in some way (NE, 1094bll; 1103b27; 1179bl - 4; cf. 1194a22- 23). One wonders what kind of book is intended to convert its readers, and whether a treatise could have such an effect. Aristotle's care to make his audience good entails that we pay special attention to audien ce; to the structure of the inquiry, and its  intended effects;  that is, to the direction or goal of the inqu ir y. If th is is the case, how­ ever, this would preclude isolating the discussion of any particu­ lar topic from its  overall  place  in the inquiry. T his  would mean
that we refuse to read Aristotle's philosophy of human affairss  a s
a treati s e , and rather work to understand his teaching by payin g strict attention to the integrity of the whole inquiry. T his con­ clusion is further strengthened by  reflecti ng on  the  fact th at at different places in the same text Aristotle makes notoriously conflicting statements about such crucial topics as pleasure and the place of contemplation in the good life. lo the openin g p ages of the Ethics, for instance, he dismisses the life of pleasu re as fit only for cattle. By the closing pages of the Ethics, he identifies pleasure with the good life. If one reads Aristotelian writings as didactic treatises, one must work to explain away such apparent contradictions.6 By contrast, if one reads the text as a teach ing, the apparent contrad icti ons c a n be interpreted as pedagogical devices that foster critical inquiry.

[bookmark: 14]Recently scholars have begun to challenge the conventional
way of reading Aristotle. T hese scholars have taken what might be called a political turn in interpreting Aristotle. T his body of work eschews the notion that the Ethics is a treatise addressed to an indetcrminant audience of disinterested scientific observers that is intended to convey doctrines about the best life. Rather, th ese scholars arc guided by Aristotle's insistence that the Ethics is meant to make people good. T hus, they argue, Aristotle's task is to proceed from the perspective of the active citizen-politi­ cian and to inform that perspective with his inquiry to imp rove practice. In order to understand the substance of Aristotle's teaching, therefore, they insist that one must take into account the political and pedagogical intent of his work, as well as the audience to whom the work is directed.'
I argue that Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics is a pedagogy,

[bookmark: 15]and therefore any interpretation must proceed in light of the demands teaching and learni ng about politics impose. It is n ot an introduction to a value-neutral discipline. Rather, it is a course or teaching that means to explore the question of the best life as it appears from the perspectiveof one particular horizon- that inhabited by ambitious young men of the ancient Greek ciry­ state. It is my contention that a new Aristotle emerges if one read s the Nicomachean Ethics as a dialectical pedagogy; an Aris­ totle who is interested in informing the quest for a good life by prioritizing inquiry over answers. T his is precisely what is required in a time of transition. Reading Aristotle in th is way does not presuppose a longing to return to a lost golden age. Rather, he articulates virtue through a kind of negative path. He argues for virtues primarily by examining reputable opin­ ions critically and discovering what virtue is not. Aristotelian dialectic moves from the reputable opinio ns h is audience holds about the good life to a considera tion of those opinions in order to see where and how they break down on their o\vn terms. That is, Aristotelian dialectic operates within the horizon set by the audience's commitments and seeks to expose their para­ doxes and contradictions. The failures of this perspective, how­ ever, do not end in nihilistic despair. Rather, the inquiry uncov­ ers new opport unities for reflectio n about what could satisfy the human heart. T hus my account rests on the view that the Aris­ totle behind the Ethics is a teacher with a profound concern for the formation of his students, rather than a philosopher who is inquiring for the sake of inquiry alone.

[bookmark: 16]Aristotle himself points out the difference between acting
as a philosopher and acting as a  teacher and  dialectician  in  the Topics. The diaJectician will not treat his audience in the same way as the philosopher. While the dialectician cares for his audience,

the philosopher and the individual seeker do not care if, though his arguments are true and known, the answerer refuses to admit them because they are close to the sta r ting point (arche) and he foresees what will result from his admis­ sion. (T, 155b11- 17)

The concern for audience means that we must read the book with Aristotle's pedagogical stra tegies and intent in mind. His goal is not merely to articulate in a disinterested fashion conclu-
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