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Eudaimonism Without Virtue

JOSEPH MOORE

Abstract

Eudaimonist virtue ethicists from Aristotle to contemporary Neo-Aristotelians
have held (1) that human flourishing (eudaimonia) is the ultimate ethically jus-
tifying end of action and (2) that human flourishing consists in the exercise of
virtues of character. This paper has two goals. First, [ argue for separating these
two commitments and distinguishing eudaimonism in general from its common
virtue-ethical interpretation. To do so, I clarify the justificatory structure of eudai-
monism. Second, I object to the conjunction of these two views, eudaimonism and
the character virtue conception of flourishing. On the eudaimonist assumption that
flourishing is the sole ultimate justificatory end of ethical action, whatever flour-
ishing consists in must be a plausible ultimate end that does not require further
justification. But character-virtuous activity is not a plausible ultimate end. The
moral and prudential activities that exercise character virtues like justice, courage,
and moderation characteristically aim to produce or distribute instrumental benefits
which must serve, and be justified by, other ends in turn.

1. Introduction

Virtue ethics is one of the main schools of ethical thought, and
the most influential way of developing and vindicating virtue ethics
has been to appeal to the role of virtue in realising eudaimonia —
the good life, happiness or human flourishing. This eudaimonism
is Aristotle’s method of ethics, as well as that of the Stoics and
Epicureans (see, e.g., Annas, 1993), and it is the method of many
contemporary, Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethicists such as Hursthouse
(1999), Foot (2001) and Annas (2011). According to Aristotle,
human flourishing consists in the rational exercise of human virtues,
specifically intellectual virtues like wisdom and practical charac-
ter virtues like justice, courage and moderation. In other words,
we flourish by acting virtuously in our personal and social lives
and by engaging in philosophical contemplation. Today’s Neo-
Aristotelians continue to hold a virtue conception of flourishing,
though they tend to focus on character virtues (and their intellectual
correlate, practical wisdom) to the exclusion of the comprehen-
sive intellectual virtue of theoretical (i.e., non-practical) wisdom.
For the purposes of this paper, I will follow these contemporary
authors in bracketing discussion of intellectual virtue conceptions
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of flourishing and focus my attention solely on character virtue
conceptions.

These character virtue conceptions of flourishing are typically
undermotivated. Modern Neo-Aristotelians, as well as their critics,
write as if virtue ethics is a foregone conclusion once we embark on
the eudaimonist project that bases ethical theory around the con-
cept of the good life. This is a mistake for at least two reasons. First,
there are forms of eudaimonism which are not virtue-ethical, and so
eudaimonism is separable from common virtue-ethical interpreta-
tions. Second, virtue-ethical interpretations are actually implausible
versions of eudaimonism.

This paper will attempt to corroborate each of these two claims.
That is, I will first establish that the following two views are separa-
ble: (1) that human flourishing is the sole ultimate ethically justifying
end of action (call this view ‘eudaimonism’) and (2) that human
flourishing consists exclusively in the exercise of character virtues
(call any version of such a view a ‘character virtue conception of
flourishing’). I will substantiate the gap between these two theses
by providing examples of eudaimonist theories without charac-
ter virtue conceptions of flourishing and by clarifying the general
justificatory structure of eudaimonism.

I will then proceed to object to the conjunction of these two views
(call this conjunction ‘character virtue eudaimonism’, or ‘character
eudaimonism’ for short). As an ethical theory, character eudai-
monism recommends that we cultivate and exercise character virtues
because virtuous activity is human flourishing and flourishing is the
ultimate goal of worthwhile action. As I will argue, a significant
objection to character eudaimonism is that the moral and pruden-
tial! activities which paradigmatically exhibit character virtues are
not ultimate ends in themselves but characteristically serve further
ends, which runs counter to the eudaimonist view of flourishing as
the ultimate end of action. I call this the ‘non-ultimacy objection’ to
character eudaimonism.

Most modern virtue eudaimonists run afoul of this problem but,
notably, Aristotle does not since he considers flourishing primarily to
be the exercise of intellectual virtue in philosophical contemplation

1" The terms ‘prudential’ and ‘moral’ are not Aristotle’s but, as I use

these terms, they do correspond to the Aristotelian distinction between
complete character virtue as it concerns the self and complete character
virtue in relation to other people, the latter of which Aristotle names as
one sense of ‘justice’ (Nicomachean Ethics, V.1, 1129b25-1130al).
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and not solely the exercise of character virtue.? Intellectually vir-
tuous activity is admittedly a more plausible ultimate end than are
the moral and prudential activities that exercise character virtue.
There are other objections to intellectual virtue eudaimonism and,
by extension, to combined intellectual-and-character virtue eudai-
monism, but I will not discuss these here. Moreover, I will not
object to any and all appeals to virtues within an ethical theory,
either as a reliable way of achieving flourishing (on another, non-
characterological conception, such as hedonism or intellectualism)
or as part of a deontic theory of right action (as in Hursthouse,
1999).°> My conclusion will simply be that character-virtuous activity
is an implausible candidate to constitute flourishing for the purposes
of eudaimonist ethics.

To begin, I review in §2 what Aristotle and his modern succes-
sors have said about virtue and flourishing to establish a standard
picture of character eudaimonism. In §3, I explain eudaimonism in
abstraction from its familiar virtue-ethical gloss, invoking the func-
tional role of flourishing as the ultimate justificatory end of action.
I then present the non-ultimacy objection to character eudaimonism
in detail in §4. I clarify and attempt to forestall objections to my argu-
ment in §5 and conclude in §6 by explaining why I think Aristotle
himself would agree with me.

2. Eudaimonist Virtue Ethics, Ancient and Modern

The locus classicus for both eudaimonism and virtue ethics is
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (NE). Aristotle declares in the first
book that flourishing (eudaimonia) is the end of actions (I.7,
1097b20-21), by which he means the best or highest good, that
‘end of things to be done [i.e., actions and crafts] which we will
for itself, and for this [we will] the other things [to be done]’ (1.2,

2 Interpreters of Aristotle disagree about the relation between intellec-

tual and character-virtuous activity in eudaimonia (see, e.g., Hardie, 1965;
Ackrill, 1980; Cooper, 1987; Kraut, 1989; Broadie, 1991; Lear, 2004; Reece,
2023). To ‘exclusivists’, eudaimonia is intellectually virtuous activity alone;
to ‘inclusivists’, it is the exercise of both intellectual and character virtue.
All agree, however, that Aristotle’s inclusion of intellectual virtue precludes
an exhaustive character virtue conception of flourishing.

3 Thus, I am not relying upon existing objections to virtue ethics, such
as situationist challenges to the existence of stable character traits (¢f. Doris,
2002) or the charge of egoism (¢f. Hurka, 2001, pp. 219-255).
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1094a18-19).* Thus, Aristotle is a eudaimonist. After the famous
Function Argument, he concludes that ‘the human good [7.e., flour-
ishing] is activity of soul on the basis of virtue, and, if the virtues
are many, on the basis of the best and most final’ (1098a16—18).
So, Aristotle is also a virtue ethicist subscribing to a virtue con-
ception of flourishing. And he goes on to tell us precisely what
the relevant virtues are. At the end of the NE, Aristotle argues
that the most flourishing human life is ‘the life based on the intel-
lect’” (X.7, 1178a6-8), which is characterised by the exercise of
theoretical wisdom in the activity of philosophical contemplation
(theoria). ‘And secondly [most flourishing] is the life based on the
other virtue’® (X.8, 1178a9), meaning practical character virtues
like justice, courage and moderation, which are the subjects of the
largest part of the NE. So already in Aristotle we see two dis-
tinct strains of virtue eudaimonism, one based upon the exercise of
intellectual virtue, the other based upon the exercise of character
virtues.

Many recent virtue ethicists follow Aristotle in being eudai-
monists.” Sparking the contemporary revival of virtue ethics,
Anscombe (1958) called for the abandonment of the modern ethics
of obligation in favour of a classically inspired investigation into
both virtue and human flourishing. Subsequent virtue ethicists
have taken up Anscombe’s call. Hursthouse, for example, defines
virtues as character traits that ‘a human being needs for eudai-
monia, to flourish or live well’ (1999, p. 167). Foot invokes ‘an
understanding of the word “happiness” that is close to Aristotle’s
eudaimonia in that operation in conformity with the virtues belongs
to its meaning’ (2001, p. 97). Annas claims that ‘[h]appiness is

+ All references to Aristotle’s and Plato’s works are to the Oxford
Classical Texts editions: Aristotle (1894; 1957; 1991); Plato (1901; 1903;
2003). Translations and paraphrases are my own.

5 This, or something like it, is the traditional translation of this passage.
Reece defends an alternative translation: ‘Life in accordance with the other
kind of virtue is proper to a human being in a secondary way’ (2023, p. 69).
The difference does not matter for present purposes. On any interpreta-
tion, eudaimonia for Aristotle certainly includes theoretical contemplation,
whether or not it also includes character-virtuous activity and whether or
not character-virtuous activity is somehow a secondary kind of eudaimonia.

% Many, but not all. Examples of non-eudaimonist virtue ethicists
include Slote (2001) and Zagzebski (2004). Since I am only objecting to
character eudaimonism, I am not objecting to any non-eudaimonist form
of virtue ethics.
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(at least in part) constituted by virtuous activity’ (2011, p. 165).
Each of these authors asserts that virtue is necessary for hap-
piness in the sense of flourishing. And in each case the claim
seems to be not simply that virtuous activity is instrumentally
necessary for flourishing, but that it actually (partly) constitutes
flourishing.

On the common Aristotelian view, a virtue of character is a
robust psychological disposition to feel and act in correct ways
and for correct reasons (NE, II.6, 1106b16-23; cp. Hursthouse,
1999, pp. 11-13). When these virtuous dispositions manifest to
motivate corresponding feelings and actions, the virtue is exer-
cised in character-virtuous activity. The ‘standard list’ of paradig-
matic character virtues shared by Aristotle and most modern
virtue ethicists includes justice, courage, moderation, honesty and
generosity (Hursthouse, 1999, p. 28). Aristotle also recognises
character virtues that contemporary virtue ethicists do not much
discuss and which they may or may not accept as virtues, e.g.,
magnanimity, proper anger, proper shame, wittiness and friend-
liness (NE, 11.7; cp. Eudemian Ethics, 11.3, 1220b38-1221b3).
And contemporary virtue ethicists often recognise virtues which
Aristotle does not, such as hope, beneficence or charity, compas-
sion or empathy, patience, humility and industriousness (Foot,
1978; Adams, 2006). Character eudaimonism takes flourishing
to consist in the exercise of some number of such candidate
virtues.

Interestingly, while Aristotle considers flourishing to be primar-
ily the exercise of intellectual virtue, modern authors tend to ignore
intellectual virtue eudaimonism and defend only character eudai-
monism. Hursthouse (1999) and Annas (2011), for example, only
discuss character virtues and practical wisdom, never purely intel-
lectual virtue or theoretical wisdom. To be sure, virtue epistemol-
ogists describe character-like intellectual virtues such as epistemic
justice, intellectual courage and intellectual humility (e.g., Fricker,
2007; Roberts & Wood, 2007). But these are not the comprehensive
theoretical wisdom which Aristotle prizes above all else. Modern
Neo-Aristotelians, then, tend to spurn the central Aristotelian doc-
trine that flourishing is primarily theoretical contemplation. This
could stem from an intuitive aversion to Aristotle’s apparent intel-
lectual elitism. But this is speculation. All we find from modern
virtue eudaimonists is silence on the topic. Since contemporary
philosophers are primarily interested in character eudaimonism,
that will be my focus here. I leave the prospects for intellectual virtue
eudaimonism to other work.
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3. Eudaimonism

Given the pedigree and prevalence of virtue-ethical forms of eudai-
monism, a strong association between eudaimonism and virtue
ethics is not surprising. Though he was not the first to investigate
either eudaimonia or virtue, Aristotle’s admirably systematic treat-
ment of each in the NE has made this the founding text for both
eudaimonism and virtue ethics in the Western tradition. Modern
virtue ethics is often formulated in terms of human flourishing. The
result, in the words of Baril, is that ‘{e]Judaimonia and virtue ethics
are interwoven, many extant virtue-ethical theories being eudai-
monist, and many (perhaps most) extant eudaimonist theories being
virtue-ethical’ (2014, p. 17). Baril herself carefully distinguishes the
two, but it would be easy to consider them equivalent, given the
present state of the field.

Nevertheless, I urge to distinguish eudaimonism from its specif-
ically virtue-ethical forms, first because there are other forms of
eudaimonism which are not virtue-ethical. We can substantiate this
claim before carefully defining eudaimonism, and this will help to
motivate the definition to follow. At first glance, the feature of an
ethical theory that most marks it as eudaimonist appears to be its
organisation around the concept of eudaimonia. But virtue con-
ceptions of eudaimonia, which identify flourishing with having or
exercising virtue, have never been the only available substantive con-
ceptions of the concept of eudaimonia.” If they were, ancient authors
from Plato and Aristotle to the Stoics would not have felt so com-
pelled to argue for their correctness. These authors considered lives
of pleasure, honour, power or wealth to be serious enough con-
tenders for the title of the best human life to warrant philosophical
refutation.® Such refutation was indeed necessary, for philosophers

7 Asin Rawls (1971, p. 9), a concept (e.g., ‘justice,” ‘lourishing’) occu-

pies a certain functional role in our thought or in a philosophical theory,
while a conception is an interpretive specification of what plays that role
(e.g., justice as fairness, flourishing as virtue). Parties to conceptual dis-
agreement share the same concept but have different conceptions of it.
The functional role of the concept generates formal criteria with which
to arbitrate between these competing conceptions. For the use of this dis-
tinction for the concept of flourishing, see Baril (2014), especially endnote
3; Wolbert, de Ruyter, & Schinkel (2015).

8 Plato’s Socrates defends the life of virtue and wisdom over lives of
conventional goods like pleasure in Euthydemus and Philebus (see Annas,
1998, for discussion) and, to some extent, in Republic. Aristotle argues
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like the Epicureans were hedonist eudaimonists who held that flour-
ishing consists in pleasure and the absence of pain. To be sure, the
Epicureans were also virtue ethicists, but they considered virtue to
be instrumental to their hedonistic conception of flourishing, rather
than identifying flourishing with virtue.’

Some philosophers today still hold that flourishing consists in
experiencing pleasure or satisfying desires or possessing objective
goods like friendship, knowledge and achievement.'” And nothing
prevents an ethical theory from being organised around any such
virtue-less conception of eudaimonia. Nor need such an ethical the-
ory invoke virtues in the deontic, action-guiding part of the theory.
That could focus instead on rules conducive to flourishing or on the
consequences of actions for overall flourishing.

So then, if eudaimonism and virtue ethics are not equivalent, what
is eudaimonism? To answer this question, we may look to Aristotle’s
model. As we have seen, he establishes eudaimonia as the highest
human good and the ultimate end or aim of human action (NE,
1.7, 1097b20-21; 1.13, 1102a14-15). The version of this claim that
matters to ethical theory is not the psychological claim that every-
one always desires flourishing (though Aristotle might have accepted
this also). It is instead a normative claim about the ethical justifica-
tion of action. Flourishing is the ultimate end of action in the sense
that it is the final reason or purpose for which actions are ethically
recommended, required or justified, when they are.

An ultimate end, in the normative sense, is the last good answer
to a sequence of justificatory ‘why?’ questions. Why should someone
work a tedious job? Perhaps, to earn money. Why should they earn
money? Among other things, to purchase necessities. Why should
they want necessities? To stay alive and fit. Fit to do what? We think
such justifications must stop somewhere and that the justificatory
force (the ‘value’' or ‘goodness’) of any answer in the sequence
depends upon the justificatory force of the answers which follow it,

against these other lives in NE, I and X. See Annas (1993, pp. 388—411;
1998) for discussion of the Stoics.

9 See Diogenes Laertius (2018), X.128-138. For discussion, see Annas
(1993, pp. 238-239, 339—344) and Russell (2012, p. 68).

10 These are, at any rate, popular conceptions of well-being or wel-
fare (Parfit, 1986, pp. 493-502; Crisp, 2021), and well-being is sometimes
identified with flourishing (e.g., Darwall, 2002; Haybron, 2008).

11" Here and throughout, I invoke ‘value’ as a correlate of being a justi-
ficatory end and not as a separate normative property. More on ‘value’ and
related terminology in §5.
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if any. That is, if earning money justifies working a tedious job, it is
either because earning money is justified in turn by some other end
or because earning money is an ultimate end (z.e., an end in itself).

It is a substantive assumption that sequences of justification do
eventually terminate in an ultimate end, rather than continuing in
an infinite regress (A for the sake of B for the sake of C...) or circle
(A for the sake of B for the sake of A...). Butitis certainly an attrac-
tive assumption. Aristotle notes that, if everything were justified by
something else, then this endless series of justifications would be
unsatisfying and meaningless, our desires ‘empty and vain’ (NE, 1.2,
1094a18-22). Many of us expect a point to living and acting, some
final goal at which to aim and which makes everything else worth-
while. Absent such justificatory bedrock, there seems no genuine
justification to be had. As a theory of ethical justification, therefore,
it is plausible for eudaimonism to presuppose that justification ter-
minates in an ultimate end. Any non-terminating model of ethical
justification would be at a serious theoretical disadvantage from the
outset.'?

It is another substantive assumption that there is one single type
of ultimate end rather than multiple (e.g., flourishing and plea-
sure and knowledge and friendship, etc.). The simplicity of positing
only one ultimate end surely possesses theoretical and delibera-
tive advantages, though there is no need at present to prove this
assumption. Here, it is enough to establish this as a commitment
of eudaimonism, which places human flourishing in the theoretical
role of the sole ultimate end of human action in the justifica-
tory sense. All ethically recommended actions are so ultimately
because they contribute to flourishing, whether by constituting it,
causing it or making it possible or probable. That is, an action’s
contribution to flourishing is always the last good answer to justifica-
tory ‘why?’ questions for the purposes of ethical recommendation.

12 Pursuant to the non-ultimacy objection below, the most consistent

version of character eudaimonism may indeed follow a non-terminating,
circular model wherein instances or complete lives of character-virtuous
activity are (partially) justified by contributing to further instances or lives
of character-virtuous activity (see fn. 22 below). However, this consistency
comes at a serious cost to plausibility. We already have our pre-theoretical
expectations that genuine justification must terminate. But additionally, as
I note at the end of §5, there are numerous other candidate ultimate ends
which do seem to terminate justification, thus contradicting the hypothesis
that series of ethical justifications never end but loop endlessly through the
class of character-virtuous activities.
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Equivalently, an ethical theory is eudaimonist if and only if, and
because, it fundamentally recommends actions which contribute to
flourishing. This recommendation is fundamental in the sense that
all other, more concrete recommendations are derivable from, or
conditional on, this one. The character eudaimonist recommends
virtuous actions because these supposedly constitute flourishing;
another kind of eudaimonist, with a different conception of flourish-
ing, might make different lower-level recommendations altogether
but offers the same kind of justification for them.

This is not the only available use of the term, ‘eudaimonism’.
Some authors use it to refer to a specific, perfectionist theory of well-
being as the fulfilment of one’s nature (Haybron, 2008, pp. 35-36)
or perfection of one’s capacities (Besser-Jones, 2016, pp. 187, 192).
Other authors use ‘eudaimonism’ for claims about virtue. Crisp &
Slote define ‘eudaimonism’ as the view ‘that genuine virtue must
be in the interest of the virtuous individual’ (1997, p. 8). Parry &
Thorsrud (2021) define it as a ‘position that links happiness and
virtue’. In this spirit, one could employ ‘eudaimonism’ as the name
for what I am calling ‘character virtue eudaimonism’ or else simply
for the character virtue conception of flourishing. I will not claim
that any of these are illegitimate uses of ‘eudaimonism’, but they
are not how I employ the term.

Others do also employ ‘eudaimonism’ in my sense, however.
Annas uses it to describe the ancient Greek philosophical ‘consensus
that our final end is happiness (eudaimonia)’ (1993, p. 12). According
to Russell,

Eudaimonism as a theory of practical reasoning ... consists of
two main ideas. The first of these is that deliberation requirves a
“final end”: an end that we pursue for its own sake and nothing
further, and for the sake of which we pursue all of our other
ends. ... The other main idea is that this final end is eudaimonia
—a good life. (2012, p. 15, original emphasis)'’

LeBar is primarily interested in defending ‘Virtue Eudaimonism’,
but he recognises the more general framework of ‘eudaimonism, the
idea that all our reasons for action are for the sake of living well’
(2013, p. 3). He explains Aristotle’s commitment to this framework
much as I do:

13 Russell notes that ‘eudaimonism’ can also refer to theories of virtues
of character (2012, p. 15) that take eudaimonia to be ‘a starting-point for
thinking about the nature of human fulfilment, or virtue’ (p. 8).
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[TThe notion of an Ultimate End is of an end desirable only
for its own sake, not for the sake of anything further. Aristotle
also holds (controversially) that such an end must be something
for the sake of which we aspire to everything else — even the
things we aspire to for their own sake as well. He believed we
have such an Ultimate End, and that it consists in living a good
life (eudaimonia). (pp. 16—17)

Baril similarly explains that ‘according to eudaimonism[... rlecom-
mendations to ( are made on the condition that p-ing is (alternatively)
conducive to, or at least compatible with, the realization of eudai-
monia’ (2014, p. 25, original emphasis). In this shared sense of
the term, eudaimonism is structurally analogous to ethical hedo-
nism, ‘the claim that all and only pleasure has positive importance’
(Moore, 2019), and to welfarism, ‘the view that morality is centrally
concerned with the welfare or well-being of individuals’ (Keller,
2009, p. 82). Such views agree that there is one fundamental ethical
value or end and differ only in what they take that ultimate ethically
justifying end to be.

This comparison is useful for distinguishing my sense of ‘eudai-
monism’ from yet another, nearby sense: what Hirji calls a ‘a strong
form of eudaimonism, the view that an agent ought to choose all
actions for the sake of her own eudaimonia’ (2019, p. 690, emphasis
added). Itis common enough for authors to think that a given agent’s
ultimate justificatory end, according to eudaimonism, must be that
agent’s own flourishing. This has formed the basis for a famil-
iar charge of egoism on the part of eudaimonism, and specifically
character eudaimonism: the eudaimonist agent is fundamentally
concerned with their own flourishing and not with others’ good.'
However, nothing about the justificatory structure of eudaimonism
on its own restricts us to the view that only the agent’s own flour-
ishing is their ultimate justificatory end. That end could instead be
people’s flourishing in general. To saddle eudaimonism with ego-
ism would be akin to asserting that ethical hedonism is essentially
egoistic, when in fact universalistic hedonism is a live option, as
Sidgwick (1981) and other utilitarians attest. So, I will not treat ego-
ism as essential to eudaimonism, and thus we can sidestep debates
about whether such egoism is objectionable. This may strike some
as a revisionary sense of ‘eudaimonism’, but I adopt it purely for

14 Hurka (2001, pp. 219-255) poses this objection; Annas (2007) replies
to it. A parallel debate occurs in Aristotle scholarship: see, e.g., Angier

(2018).
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dialectical convenience. My arguments below should apply to either
an egoistic or universalistic form of character eudaimonism, so we
may as well consider the logically minimal sense of ‘eudaimonism’
that is not committed one way or the other.

For present purposes, then, let us define ‘eudaimonism’ as the
view that the ultimate justificatory end of action is flourishing (and
not necessarily the agent’s own). This definition provides at least one
criterion for evaluating eudaimonist ethical theories: whatever flour-
ishing is taken to be must plausibly be an ultimate end, not requiring
further justification." This is not to say that whatever flourishing is
cannot also be instrumental to other things — almost anything can
sometimes be instrumental to something. But a candidate to con-
stitute flourishing should not characteristically rely on its further
effects for its justification.

What, then, makes something plausible as the ultimate end of
action? As a heuristic, at least, an ultimate end should be something
it makes sense to pursue for its own sake. Pain, for example, would be
an implausible thing to seek for its own sake and money is only worth
pursuing for what you can do with it, so neither is a good candidate to
be an ultimate end. This conclusion, of course, rests on substantive
normative judgements about the kinds of value which these things
have or lack. But many of us are independently inclined to accept
these judgements, and so there is no reason we cannot employ them
in the course of evaluating candidate conceptions of flourishing.

Furthermore, for something to plausibly exhaust flourishing, it
should make sense not just to realise that end when given an easy
opportunity, but also to strive for it, to desire and seek and create
and appreciate opportunities to realise it. That is, it should make
sense to organise one’s life, including its more laborious activities
like earning money and keeping healthy, around and towards that
ultimate end. After all, an ethical theory is supposed to give us broad
practical guidance about how to live and act, how to acquire and
dispose of free time and resources, and all such guidance, by hypoth-
esis, must bottom out in ultimate justificatory ends. To apply this

15 Aristotle states this ‘finality’ criterion, along with other criteria, for
conceptions of eudaimonia in NE, 1.7: ‘[we call] final without qualification
that which is always chosen for itself and never because of something else;
and eudaimonia seems most to be such, for we always choose it because
of itself and never because of something else’ (1097a33-b1). He applies
these criteria to justify his conception(s) of eudaimonia in NE, X.7-8 (see

§6 below).
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heuristic, while it may be worthwhile, in some sense, to watch real-
ity television even when it serves no further end, I take it that this is
not a plausible candidate to exhaust flourishing, since (without say-
ing more about the context or way in which a particular individual
pursued this activity) it does not make sense to work, keep healthy,
socialise, etc. ultimately for the sake of watching reality television.
This, too, is a substantive normative judgement, but again one that
many endorse.

One more example of how to apply this criterion of plausibility
as an ultimate end will be relevant to what follows. What is a more
plausible ultimate end, simply possessing virtue or exercising it, i.e.,
acting virtuously? Aristotle advocates the latter. Someone could pos-
sess virtue while asleep or otherwise incapacitated, in which case
they seem not to benefit from it (NE, 1.8, 1098b30-1099a7). The
benefit of a dispositional state like virtue seems to come from its
exercise.'® Aristotle’s answer here strikes me as quite right. There is
no point to developing a certain kind of character trait if one never
has a chance to act on it. Courage would not benefit me, for instance,
if T will never face risk or danger. If we should develop virtues for
the sake of exercising them, then virtuous activity is more plausibly
an ultimate end than simply possessing virtue, and therefore virtu-
ous activity is a better candidate to be flourishing. I will assume this
going forward. Thus, I will only object explicitly to the proposal that
flourishing is character-virtuous activity and not merely being virtu-
ous. I do not think a retreat from activity to a state of virtue will help
the character eudaimonist overcome the objection to come.

4. The Non-Ultimacy Objection

The main problem for character eudaimonism is that the paradig-
matic exercises of character virtues are not plausible as ultimate
justificatory ends of action. On the contrary, character-virtuous
activities are characteristically justified by the further ends they
serve, the benefits they produce. In this section, I will attempt to
establish this objection as simply and intuitively as possible. In
doing so, I will elide some technical distinctions that might seem
crucial to a defender of character eudaimonism. I will introduce

16 This is entailed by a more general Aristotelian principle ‘that actu-

ality [activity] is both better and more valuable than the good potentiality
[capacity]’ (Metaphysics, ©.9, 1051a4-5).
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these distinctions, anticipate corresponding objections and respond
accordingly in the next section. But let us first put the basic argu-
ment on the table.

To begin, notice that activities which exercise character virtues
fall along a spectrum between those benefitting oneself and those
benefitting others — to employ some modern terminology, between
‘prudential’ and ‘moral’ activities, respectively. Paradigmatically
prudential activities, which exercise virtues like moderation, include
consuming adequate nutrition, physically exercising, saving money
and undergoing therapy. Paradigmatically moral activities, which
exercise virtues like justice and generosity, include feeding the
hungry, donating to charity, keeping one’s promises and generally
refraining from harming others for personal gain. Other exercises
of virtues can fall somewhere between being fully self- and other-
regarding. Exhibiting courage during a heated counter-protest, for
example, might lead you to avoid excessive risk to yourself but also
to intervene when appropriate to help others avoid harm.

Now, none of the paradigms of prudential, self-benefitting activ-
ities is worth doing solely for its own sake. We do not save money
as an end in itself. We save money to have money, which in turn is
only as good as how we spend it. Similarly, we consume and exer-
cise moderately to maintain bodily health, and we utilise therapy to
build or maintain mental health. No one with other options should
organise their life around merely consuming, exercising or under-
going therapy.'”” And while health might in some sense be good for
its own sake, it is, importantly, also good for the valuable things it
enables one to do. We would not envy the life of someone who acted
only to maintain health and did no more with their health than sit
idle.

Neither are paradigmatically moral, other-benefitting activities
ends in themselves. First consider negative moral actions (z.e., omis-
sions) like refraining from theft or coercion. These omissions are
‘good’ in the weak sense that not refraining from harming would be
positively bad. But they are not activities worth aiming at, which
could justify other actions — they are not really activities at all. Even
the idler morally refrains from harming others, but this does not turn
their inactive life into a flourishing one.

17T set aside how these activities can serve as parts of activities that

are ends in themselves, e.g., exercising for athletic achievement, eating
for aesthetic appreciation or as a social activity. Even in these cases it is
not exercising, etc. simpliciter which are ultimate ends; they derive their
justifications from the broader projects of which they are parts.
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Positive moral actions are not ends in themselves either. If they
were, then (per the eudaimonist desideratum for a conception of
flourishing described in §3) it would make sense to seek or create
opportunities to engage in them: for example, to make promises
simply in order to keep them, to hope people will become sick or
endangered in order to assist them, or to create injustice for the pur-
pose of justly rectifying it. But we do not and should not hope for or
create such opportunities; we perform such moral actions for their
effects. Making and keeping a promise is presumably only as valu-
able as is the promised act plus any additional benefit from building
or maintaining mutual trust. The value in assisting someone comes
from the benefit received by the assisted party. And distributing
justly or generously derives its justification from the value of the rel-
evant kind of distribution. Moreover, the goods typically distributed
in just or generous transactions — money, dry goods, health, power
and so on — are themselves instrumentally beneficial for what they
enable people to do.

The main point here is that both prudential and moral actions are
characteristically justified by the further activities which they help
people to perform, whether the agents themselves or other people.
And these further activities that beneficiaries are enabled to perform
had better eventually include some ends in themselves and not just
more prudential or moral actions, or else the justifications for these
prudential and moral actions would never get off the ground. There
would be a valueless regress of agents being prudent for the sake
of being prudent or moral, and of agents being moral for the sake
of others’ being prudent or moral. We need a more ultimate end,
something besides yet more character-virtuous activity, to stop this
justificatory regress.

Interestingly, some scholars of Aristotle have noted these points
about paradigmatic character-virtuous activities. Hirji argues that
‘[v]irtuous actions are characterized in terms of the good ends or
results they aim to achieve’ (2019, p. 684). Courageous actions aim at
safety and security, moderate actions health, generous actions bene-
fits to others and just actions a fair distribution of benefits and harms
(p. 679). Whiting similarly acknowledges that ‘virtuous actions typ-
ically aim at ends beyond themselves’ (2002, p. 273). Moreover,
Whiting notes that a ‘virtuous circle’, wherein virtuous activity was
only valuable for making possible yet more character-virtuous activ-
ity, would be problematic. The virtuous circle’s ‘acceptability seems
to depend on there being other eudaimonic values (besides virtue)
that virtue promotes’ (p. 290). Whiting, then, has correctly identi-
fied the feature that poses a problem for character eudaimonism. But
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though these authors have correctly described Aristotle’s views on
the matter, they have failed to appreciate how damning these facts
are for character eudaimonism.

Now so far, we have only considered paradigmatic prudential and
moral activities expressing the canonical character virtues of justice,
moderation and generosity. But the same point about instrumen-
tal justification seems to apply to exercises of most other candidate
character virtues. Exercising courage at a counter-protest or in a lit-
eral battle helps to advance one’s other ends: engaging in necessary
risk helps to win the battle or to display solidarity and commit-
ment to the cause. Courageous activity is justified by such ends
and not worth doing solely for its own sake. That is, we should
not seek battles, heated protests or other risky situations for the
sake of exhibiting courage. Other Aristotelian virtues are similar.
Exercises of proper anger like speaking out against a colleague’s
offensive remarks are useful for changing people’s behaviour for the
better or for defending the rights of injured parties. But better for
everyone that the colleague, for example, had never engaged in the
problematic behaviour in the first place.

Some exercises of Aristotelian character virtues which concern
conversation and emotion, rather than action, may not character-
istically be justified by the further ends they help to realise. For
example, while being witty or friendly may help advance one’s ends
in certain situations, it seems good to be witty or friendly even when
nothing is to be gained by it. Similarly, it seems good to feel proper
shame, not too much or too little, about the right sorts of things,
even when nothing results from the feeling. However, while these
exercises of character virtues are not obviously instrumentally jus-
tified, they still fail the heuristic test for being plausible ultimate
ends. It would not make much sense to seek or create opportunities
to feel shame to appropriate degrees in appropriate contexts. Neither
would it make sense for most of us to organise our lives around exer-
cising friendliness or wit.!® We certainly do not think the point of
prudent and moral actions is enabling ourselves and others to be
funny or properly ashamed. Even if these are ends in themselves
in one sense — the sense of being fitting responses — they are not

18 This is not to say that it makes no sense for anyone to organise their

lives around engaging in friendships or exercising wit. Most people can
presumably flourish by engaging in loving relationships and comedians can
plausibly flourish by entertaining. But there is more to engaging in friend-
ships than merely exhibiting characteristic friendliness. And clearly not
everyone can or should be a comedian.
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instances of the ultimate end constituting flourishing and justifying
all other actions.

Again, the same points obtain for modern candidate character
virtues which Aristotle does not recognise. Exercises of benefi-
cence, kindness and charity are characteristically other-benefitting,
and therefore instrumentally justified, in just the same way as exer-
cises of justice and generosity. Industriousness is only as good as
the kinds of pursuits industriously engaged in, and many forms of
‘industry’ are only instrumentally justified, if at all. And again, char-
acter virtues concerning emotion rather than action — virtues such
as hope, compassion, patience or humility — may not be character-
istically instrumentally justified, but also do not justify most of the
actions that make up a life. Even if such emotions are worth feeling
(in the right situations) independently of their effects, it does not
make sense to seek or create opportunities to feel hopeful, compas-
sionate, patient or humble. It would be strange, for example, to seek
achievements for the sake of being properly humble about them.
Nor should we hope for people to experience pain or misfortune for
the sake of feeling appropriately compassionate towards them.

If this is all correct and exercises of character virtues are char-
acteristically justified by their effects — or if they are, at any rate,
implausible candidates to be the ultimate end which serves to justify
all other justified actions — then the exercise of character virtue is a
poor candidate to be human flourishing, at least for the purposes of
eudaimonism. One could insist, despite all the foregoing, that flour-
ishing consists in character-virtuous activity, but this would divorce
flourishing from its role in a eudaimonist ethical theory as the ulti-
mate justificatory end of action. The present objection is a serious
problem for character eudaimonism, if not for the character virtue
conception of flourishing when separated from eudaimonism.

5. Responses Considered

Let me now clarify what this objection is not and does not depend
on. For one, I do not make any claim that virtues themselves are
best defined in terms of further ends or goods. I am not, for exam-
ple, relying on a consequentialist account ‘which would define moral
virtues as character traits that systematically produce more actual
good than not’ (Driver, 2001, p. 68), nor a ‘recursive’ account that
‘equates the virtues with appropriate attitudes to intrinsic goods and
evils’ (Hurka, 2001, p. 20). Such views are advanced as competi-
tors to the more Aristotelian accounts of virtues which character
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eudaimonists tend to accept. My claim is not that states of virtue
necessarily relate to independent, ‘primary’ goods such as pleasure,
knowledge or achievement. Rather, my claim is that the activities
which exercise these virtuous states are justified by further ends. The
version of character eudaimonism to which I am objecting holds that
it is these virtue-exercising activities which constitute eudaimonia,
not the mere possession of virtuous states. On this view, states of
virtue are good for the sake of their exercise. I accept this justifi-
catory claim, which is why I am focusing on versions of character
eudaimonism with active, not static, virtue conceptions of flourish-
ing, but I say nothing about defining virtues themselves in terms of
‘primary’ goods.

For another, I am not relying on collapsing the two distinc-
tions Korsgaard (1983) recognises: first, the distinction between
‘intrinsic’ and ‘extrinsic’ value deriving from something’s intrin-
sic and extrinsic properties respectively, and second, the distinction
between ‘final’ and ‘instrumental’ value that belong to ends and
means respectively. The non-ultimacy objection utilises only the lat-
ter distinction. My argument, in these terms, is that the value of
flourishing is supposed to be final and not instrumental, but the
value of character-virtuous activities is characteristically instrumen-
tal, and so flourishing cannot be character-virtuous activity.

This way of putting the argument, however, might mislead.
Having final value in this sense is not the same thing as being the ulti-
mate end posited by eudaimonism. The ultimate end — flourishing —
is supposed to ultimately justify everything else. This means that it
has final value, yes, but also that it lacks instrumental value (except
perhaps contingently and accidentally, e.g., if someone offered you
money to flourish). Moreover, eudaimonism supposes that every-
thing else of value, even of final value, has instrumental value which
eventually terminates in the final value of flourishing.

To avoid conflating ‘final value’ with being an ultimate end, I will
henceforth instead refer to it as ‘intrinsic value’, though I mean this
solely in contrast to ‘instrumental’ and not in contrast to ‘extrinsic’.
In this, I follow Kagan, who defends Korsgaard’s distinctions but
opts to ‘continue to use the term “intrinsic value” for value as an
end’ on the grounds that alternative terms are ‘potentially mislead-
ing in their own ways’ (1998, p. 290). To clarify, then, something is
intrinsically valuable just in case it is an end in itself; something is
instrumentally valuable just in case it is justified by further ends.

Bearing this in mind, I also note that I am not relying on an
assumption that instrumental value precludes intrinsic value. Kagan
(1998), for one, argues that it is logically coherent for something to
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have both intrinsic and instrumental value, and indeed for intrinsic
value to derive from instrumental value. My non-ultimacy objection
is consistent with this possibility. I am not arguing that character-
virtuous activity is instrumentally valuable and therefore cannot
possibly have intrinsic value. I am instead arguing that character-
virtuous activity is instrumentally valuable and therefore cannot
plausibly be the ultimate end — for which intrinsic value is necessary
but not sufficient.

This discussion nears ongoing debates in Aristotle scholarship,
so, at this point, I wish to forestall the suggestion that this body of
work has already identified and overcome the non-ultimacy objec-
tion against character eudaimonism. As noted above, scholars of
Aristotle are aware that character-virtuous activity characteristically
serves further ends. But Aristotle also suggests that the exercise of
character virtue is choiceworthy or good for its own sake and that the
virtuous agent is motivated by this intrinsic value. Some commenta-
tors find a tension or outright inconsistency here. How can virtuous
actions be both ends in themselves and for the sake of further ends?
And what does this mean for the virtuous agent’s motivation in act-
ing? Scholars have attempted to address this interpretive puzzle (e.g.,
Ackrill, 1978; Keyt, 1983; Whiting, 2002; Meyer, 2016; Hirji, 2018).
Solutions tend to distinguish different aspects of character-virtuous
activity that bear the different kinds of value. Hirji (2018), for exam-
ple, appeals to Aristotle’s distinction between the external act that
the virtuous person would perform (described without reference to
the agent’s actual motivation), which has instrumental value, and
the virtuous (i.e., robustly well-motivated) performance of the act,
which has intrinsic value as an exercise of virtue.

However, this interpretive problem is not the non-ultimacy objec-
tion that I am advancing. Nor are these scholars’ proposed solutions
to the interpretive problem responses to the non-ultimacy objec-
tion. The interpreter is attempting to explain and render consistent
Aristotle’s position and his various relevant comments. I am happy
to grant that there is some such successful explanation. Any expla-
nation proposed in the scholarly literature might do. For my part,
I have no objection to a category of goods that are choiceworthy
both for their own sakes and for their effects, a category which
Plato and Aristotle both recognise (Republic, 11, 357a—358a; NE,
1.7, 1097a30-34). I am not charging the character eudaimonist with
internal inconsistency for placing character-virtuous activity in this
category.

Rather, the first charge of the non-ultimacy objection is that
it is a substantive mistake to place character-virtuous activity in
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this category. And this is because, in light of our other, indepen-
dent normative judgements and commitments, it is implausible that
character-virtuous activity is an end in itself. (If the character eudai-
monist is guilty of inconsistency, it is inconsistency with these other
judgements.) Character-virtuous activity does not appear to possess
intrinsic (z.e., final) value, as would be necessary to be a plausible
ultimate end. If it did, then there would be at least some normative
pressure to desire or seek or create or appreciate opportunities for
people to exercise character virtue. But as I have said, this is implau-
sible. For example, the chance to exercise courage is no good reason
to court danger and the chance to exercise proper humility about
an achievement is no good reason to seek to achieve it. T'o the con-
trary, there are good reasons to create conditions of justice, safety
and plenty wherein most character-virtuous actions are no longer
necessary —and intuitively, the virtuous person most of all will desire
these more ideal circumstances and be pained by anything less. The
real normative pressure, then, is to eliminate, as much as possible,
opportunities to exercise character virtue. And even if our non-ideal,
practical reality will always render character-virtuous activity nec-
essary, that activity is merely making the best of a bad situation,
not desirable for its own sake. In my opinion, the extant interpre-
tive solutions in the scholarly literature on Aristotle simply do not
address these substantive challenges.

Beyond scholars’ attempts to render Aristotle consistent, contem-
porary philosophers have devised several possible explanations for
how character-virtuous activity could have some kind of intrinsic
value in addition to its instrumental value and thus belong to the cat-
egory of mixed goods. Actions can constitute, and not merely cause,
valuable ‘results’, and actions themselves can bear value directly.'” It
might be intrinsically better to act from virtuous motivational dispo-
sitions than to act for other motives, holding fixed the external act, its
consequences and, thus, its instrumental value. ‘Backwards-looking’
reasons for action (e.g., that I promised) might often motivate and
partly justify some virtuous actions.? As already mentioned, Kagan

19 So, I am not relying on any consequentialist theory of value that

locates value exclusively in states of affairs or justifies actions exclusively
according to their causal or ‘external’ consequences.

20 On some accounts (e.g., McDowell, 1979), the recognition of such a
reason may suffice to motivate the virtuous person to act, without thought
of a further end. But character virtue also often demands forward-looking
actions (e.g., making promises) and many backwards-looking reasons entail
corresponding forward-looking justifications (e.g., that I promised is only a
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canvasses the logical possibility that some intrinsic value derives
from instrumental value, even suggesting as an example that lives
spent helping others could ‘possess intrinsic value by virtue of their
instrumental value’ and could thus avoid an infinite justificatory
regress (1998, pp. 288-289).

Again, I have no objection to a category of goods with mixed
value. I agree that there are plenty of conceptual tools to make sense
of the logical possibility that character-virtuous activity could be
both instrumentally and intrinsically valuable. But no version of this
response will save character eudaimonism from the non-ultimacy
objection, primarily because intrinsic value is merely a necessary
condition and not a sufficient one for being a plausible ultimate end.
The second and even more conclusive charge of the non-ultimacy
objection is that, even supposing that character-virtuous activity
has intrinsic value, it also undeniably has instrumental value.?’ And
its instrumental value is not accidental to the activity, as it would
be if, say, someone offered you money to exercise character virtue.
Rather, instrumental value is essential to character-virtuous activ-
ity, in the sense of making the activity virtuous in the first place.
I mean that part of what makes a given act, e.g., moderate or gen-
erous is its contribution to a further aim, e.g., health or benefits to
others. (If, for example, a generous person learned that an intended
beneficiary would not benefit because their gift would be destroyed
en route, then sending the gift would not be generous but pointless,
and the generous person would no longer desire to send it now.) This
entails that character-virtuous activities are justified, at least in part,
by their instrumental value towards other ends. Thus, even if an
exercise of character virtue has some intrinsic value, this value pro-
vides at most a partial answer to a justificatory ‘why?’ question. A
full justification of character-virtuous actions must also appeal to the
other aims which those actions realise. The very nature of character-
virtuous activity makes it cry out for this instrumental justification,
in addition to any intrinsic justification it may have. This is the nat-
ural result of locating character-virtuous activity, as we inevitably
should, in a category of goods choiceworthy, at least in part, for their
effects.

reason for me to act now if doing so will not frustrate the original purposes
for the promise).

2l Plato’s Socrates acknowledges this when he places justice in the
‘noblest’ class of goods ‘which is to be loved both for itself and for that
which comes from it’ (Republic, 11, 358a). Aristotle argues for this view in

NE, X.7-8 (see §6 below).
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Since character-virtuous activity is characteristically justified by
further ends, regardless of whether it also has some intrinsic value,
it cannot be the ultimate end of all other actions, that for the sake of
which we do everything else that we do. An ultimate end permits no
further justification; character-virtuous activity, since it has at least
some instrumental value, requires such justification. Since eudai-
monism assumes that flourishing is the ultimate end that requires no
further justification and serves to justify all other justified actions,
the character virtue conception makes for a poor conception of
flourishing for the purposes of eudaimonism.

One final response on behalf of the character eudaimonist pro-
poses that flourishing itself has only intrinsic value despite the
fact that its sole constituent, character-virtuous activity, has instru-
mental value. It is logically possible for things to bear properties,
including value, distinct from those of their constituents. For exam-
ple, 1 possess the property of personhood and whatever value
personhood confers, though the molecules that constitute me pos-
sess neither. One version of this response holds that flourishing
consists not in particular instances of character-virtuous activity
but, inspired by Aristotle (NE, 1.7 1098a18-20), in the set of all
character-virtuous activities performed across a complete life. On
this proposal, instances of character-virtuous activities may possess
instrumental value, partly for contributing to the valuable whole,
but the set possesses only intrinsic and no instrumental value, as
flourishing should.

I agree that these are logical possibilities, though I do not think
they will save character eudaimonism. Essential to character eudai-
monism as I have defined it is a character virtue conception of
flourishing, which is the view that flourishing just is the exercise
of character virtues (whether taken individually or collectively). I
have sometimes employed language such as ‘consists in’ and ‘con-
stitutes’ because these are often more idiomatic, but the view under
consideration does not hold that flourishing and character-virtuous
activity are separate entities, the one caused by or metaphysically
grounded in the other. Rather, the character virtue conception spec-
ifies something in the world — character-virtuous activity — that
fills the theoretical role of the concept, ‘flourishing’. This rela-
tion is more akin to the classical definition of ‘human’ as ‘rational
animal’, with no ontological daylight between terms, than to the
relation between humans and their constitutive molecules. It was
for this reason that I have invoked the ‘finality’ criterion, that
whatever flourishing is must plausibly be an ultimate end, not
requiring further justification. As we will see in the next section,
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Aristotle himself originated this ‘finality’ criterion for conceptions
of eudaimonia, so this is no straw characterisation of character
eudaimonism.

Moreover, I do not think the character eudaimonist should treat
flourishing and character-virtuous activity as distinct entities which
could bear different kinds of value. For then flourishing would
turn out to be something else besides character-virtuous activity.
Perhaps character-virtuous activity is a necessary cause or essen-
tial ground of this further thing, flourishing, but flourishing itself
must then either be analysable in some other terms (e.g., pleasure) or
remain an unanalysable, ‘non-natural’ property. Either route departs
from conceiving of flourishing as character-virtuous activity. These
alternatives are coherent but outside the spirit of character eudai-
monism. At any rate, I am satisfied if my argument against a largely
unquestioned view forces its adherents to adopt a non-standard
interpretation of that view.

As for the ‘complete life’ version of this response, I have not
assumed that character virtue conceptions must identify flourish-
ing with individual instances of character-virtuous activity nor with
such activities taken collectively. (I have employed plural nouns,
‘exercises’ and ‘activities’, and mass nouns, ‘exercise’ and ‘activity’,
that are ambiguous between individual and collective readings.) My
goal is to object to character eudaimonism on either kind of character
virtue conception. To be sure, I have emphasised the instrumental
value of character-virtuous activity by considering particular exam-
ples of such activities. And again, I grant the logical possibility
that a set of character-virtuous activities lacks instrumental value
though its members possess it. But again, this view strikes me as
substantively implausible. If individual character-virtuous activi-
ties are instrumentally justified by their effects, then these activities
taken collectively seem also instrumentally justified by these same
effects taken collectively. The collective effects provide reasons to
engage in a complete life of virtue beyond the intrinsic value of
such a life: if nothing else, the benefits which a virtuous person
confers on others serve to instrumentally justify the virtuous per-
son’s lifestyle.” In light of such appearances, denying instrumental

22 At this point, the character eudaimonist might resort to a non-

terminating, circular model of justification, wherein each virtuous person’s
complete, flourishing life of virtue is partially justified by their contribu-
tions to others’ flourishing lives of virtue. See the next paragraph and fn.
12 above for response.
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value to a complete life of virtue seems unmotivated except to save
character eudaimonism at all costs.

But whereas attempts to avoid the non-ultimacy objection appear
ad hoc, there are further reasons to reject character eudaimonism.
For if character-virtuous activity were the sole ultimate end,
then every other intrinsic good would also need to be instru-
mental to character-virtuous activity. So, other ostensibly intrinsic
goods such as loving relationships, cultural or religious obser-
vances, aesthetic creations and experiences, athletic achievements,
play and intellectual contemplation, for example, would all need
to contribute to character-virtuous activity and, thus, be partly
instrumentally justified by these contributions. This, too, seems
implausible. It is more plausible that we help people so that
they have time and resources for such intrinsically rewarding pur-
suits, not that we engage in such pursuits so that we can bet-
ter help people. Character eudaimonism gets the intuitive order
of justification backwards. To my mind, a more plausible eudai-
monist theory will explain how such candidate ultimate ends
are themselves ways of flourishing. For reasons of space, how-
ever, | leave further discussion of this and other points to other
work.

6. Conclusion

For what it is worth, Aristotle himself would likely agree with every-
thing I have said about the deficiency of character virtue as an
exhaustive conception of eudaimonia. On his view, even the best
exercises of character virtue (in war and statecraft) are ‘unleisurely
and aim at some end and are not choiceworthy for their own sakes’
(NE, X.7,1177b6-18). This is one of the main reasons why he con-
siders character-virtuous activity to be eudaimonia only secondarily
and the character-virtuous life to be the second most flourishing
(X.8, 1178a9). Moral and prudential activity is productive, it serves
other ends, and so it is not fit to be the sole ultimate justifica-
tory end. Eudaimonia, and its primary instantiation, is supposed to
be choiceworthy for its own sake and never for the sake of any-
thing else (1.7, 1097a28-1097b7). For that, Aristotle looks to an
entirely unproductive activity, namely the exercise of intellectual
virtue in the philosophical contemplation of necessary truths (X.7,
1177a12-22; cp. Eudemian Ethics VIII, 1249b2-25). All practical
action ultimately aims at creating opportunities for (some) people
to contemplate. Character-virtuous activity is valuable as the best

279

https://doi.org/10.1017/5S0031819125101228 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819125101228

Joseph Moore

kind of practical action, but its value still derives in part from this
ultimate aim.*

In other work, I argue that intellectually virtuous activity is also
implausible as the sole ultimate end which a eudaimonist ethical
theory fundamentally recommends, though for different reasons
(Moore, 2022, Ch. 1). I also argue that virtue of any kind is super-
fluous to human flourishing independently of its role as the ultimate
end in a eudaimonist ethical theory (Ch. 9). For now, however, I
am content to have objected to a recently highly influential strain of
virtue ethics, character virtue eudaimonism, and on grounds which
the progenitor of virtue eudaimonism, Aristotle, would himself
accept.?
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