




JAN t9 '9 





Feminism 

AND 

Ancient Philosophy 





Feminism 

AND 

Ancient Philosophy 

Edited by Julie K. Ward 

Routledge • New York AND London 



Published in 1996 by 

90 

Routledge 

29 West 35th Street 

New York, New York 10001 

Published in Great Britain by 

Routledge 

11 New Fetter Lane 

London EC4P 4EE 

Copyright © 1996 by Routledge 

Printed in the United States of America 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced 

or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, 

not known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or 

in any information storage or retrieval system without permission in writing 
from the publishers. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 

Eeminism and ancient philosophy / edited by Julie K. Ward, 
p. cm. 

Includes bibliographical references and indexes. 

ISBN 0-415-91601-1 (cl) — ISBN 0-415-91602-X (pbk) 

1. Eeminist theory. 2. Philosophy, Ancient. 
1. Ward, Julie K., 

HQ1190.F4187 1996 

305.42'01—dc20 95-51647 

CIP 



To the memory of my friend and brother, 

Christopher Grove Ward. 



W*^ '>7«ef0 s'u\i^»v^»r> 

il^ "V'ie^ *•> .i . '.' ' 

J^.w.»- ._' VjCf*’ 

i * • i 

S 

<^vi 

ir* » • • • t -1 . ; , <..«!> ^ •**>i!t* 

■ -*1^ *'1^: cr f-jf-*, 

1^ - AIT 

•_ 

®’ 
r' 

I •>'■* • 

'iiil««kai |ttj^ ^ M,, 

•v#i 

il .. JV— I - h?. '•It «P 

. ^ .C 
* ■' * ■' 

■ -’- f.. 

j- i' M.-!' 



Contents 

Acknowledgments ix 

Abbreviations xi 

Introduction xiii 

Julie K. Ward 

1. Women’s Nature and Capabilities 

1. Plato’sand Feminism 3 

Julia Annas 

2. Women’s Nature and Role in the Ideal Po/A: 13 

Republic V Revisited 

Susan B. Levin 

3. The Metaphysical Science of Aristotle’s 31 

Generation of Animals and Its Feminist Critics 

Daryl McGowan Tress 

4. Sexual Inequality in Aristotle’s Theories 51 

of Reproduction and Inheritance 

Kathleen C. Cook 

5. The Stoics on Women 68 

Elizabeth Asmis 



II. Reason and Emotion: Aristotelian Syntheses 

6. Aristotelian Resources for Feminist Thinking 95 

Deborah Achtenberg 

1. Feminism and Aristotle’s Rational Ideal ' 118 

Marcia Homiak 

III. Applications of Aristotelian Ethics 

8. Aristotelian Visions of Moral Character 141 

in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway 
Patricia Curd 

9. Aristotle on Phi Ha: 155 

The Beginning of a Feminist Ideal of Friendship? 
Julie K. Ward 

IV. Logos and Desire 

10. Diotima Tells Socrates a Story: 175 

A Narrative Analysis of Plato’s Symposium 
Anne-Marie Bowery 

11. Therapeutic Arguments and Structures of Desire 195 
Martha Nussbaum 

Notes 217 

References 253 

Contributors 275 

Index of Passages 277 

General Index 285 



Acknowledgments 

I would like to thank the following people for their inspiration and practical 

sense in the production of this volume: Peg Simons and Julien Murphy for 

their wise advice; Carmela Epright for her unwavering support; Colin 

Anderson for his knowledgeable help and computer skills; departmental col¬ 

leagues like J. D. Trout, Paul Moser, Mark Waymack, Arnie VanderNat, 

Femi Taiwo, and David Yandell, who, in one way or another, offered assis¬ 

tance or preserved my sense of humor; Ezio Vailati for his level-headed 

understanding; and finally, friends like Eve Browning Cole, Lisa De George, 

Marcie Moore, and Rita Manning for their generosity and affection. 

I also wish to thank the relevant authors, editors, and publishers for per¬ 

mission to reprint the following papers: “Plato’s Republic and Feminism,” 

by Julia Annas, which appeared in Philosophy 5 \ (1976): 307-21, published 

by Cambridge University Press; “The Metaphysical Science of Aristotle’s 

Generation of Animals and its Feminist Critics,” by Daryl Tress, which 

appeared in The Review of Metaphysics 46 (1992): 307-41, published by 

The Catholic University of America; “Feminism and Aristotle’s Rational 

Ideal,” by Marcia Homiak, which appeared in A Mind of One’s Own, edited 

by Louise Antony and Charlotte Witt, (1993) 1-17, published by Westview 

Press; “Aristotelian Visions of Moral Character in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. 

Dallowaf’ by Patricia Curd, which appeared in English Language Notes 

(forthcoming), published by The University of Colorado; Therapeutic 

Arguments and the Structure of Desire,” by Martha Nussbaum, which 

appeared in Differences 2,1 (1989): 46-66, published by the Pembroke 

Center for Teaching and Research on Women, Brown University. 



IKV- 

fi » 
^ ' 

■ '-I#* . I • ' *.« % » 
■. , ...• 

,’ ‘ ’ !:;i 
.. 'i 

■3.1. 

■'ll -3'ii' 

. .- iU i- ■ 

X • F 

- * 

4L 

J £^7 * ?■<’ii)> ,4 Ai!*«*.<^v v. 

- .«4,.. ^ ^wawt; 

1' jJiJ Wy€iw I 
to1 ^lUpuh* ttsfWl Ji>n4 ;{4)^ 

.-,. wriaftTiA >S&'j lii mi 

mif. . iMmiy.W iikW b;;*} r ^ I • AiJ 

H-sd* >tti wtJ] Jmi»» vj<K>f.* 

•wj irrt bwM ni>»<mR iiiwv9fe.T ’ iJ«w oaIh t 
~W- 

fctAfHdw} tJ-Jrof ^ t ^ 
*1) twiWitW 

. ,r.»*nth/. wbil v 

/Tiiifyr "- ivrtffte? >ViiW*«/v\n 

t«i '-ixw.: I r fir. 

UfUit' iiwO-t ^M)^.'| V.n'M K bo r uiTui^ yd ‘ ibtoltl 

.'■hV. ,)'*>•.«, lo u'olJh^ '.SRSti*? 

■ktWiVi %$inM»noJi n?.ii5tsa iti rt^-if v ,ij^fiO.^!i:^hH.g ^ ’'sfA>i«\>;ii>0 

b4*j<Wt*i»otFT*' ;obR‘i<>l(0 )o \(ii>!i*jv;i;!.< y^T 'd ,»n>(^/ntK)iltTot) 

<! iid w «d?V;K (d ■‘|»|^i>,i ;v. >.‘'»WJtnj8 ‘idi hfu< 

d^FirttJffHrt.viO V/* UodaiM»/q f > I I \ *u Lis^yfrfft 

i -V, -F «^'oalii4*, V W»'^ t>» u«0 /f X>V^2HmO 

J%ltT a/'Afl;.?i '■ 

j'lr.sy 
(£4. 

■H"» ■■-'^ t ' • IKSElkM •** jnHIIB 

..K' 

Pk^SL. 

•> 



Abbreviations 

Plato 

Ap. Apology 

Chrm. Charmides 

Crat. Cratylus 

Cri. Crito 

Epist. Epistles 

Euthyd. Euthydemus 

Euphr. Euthyphro 

Gorg. Gorgias 

Menex. Menexenus 

Phaed. Phaedo 

Phdr Phaedrus 

Phil. Philebus 

Pol. Politicus 

Parm. Parmenides 

Pwt. Protagoras 

Rep. Republic 

Symp. Symposium 

Thaet. Theaetetus 

Tim. Timaeus 



English Title 

Aristotle 

Abbreviation Latin Title 

Cat. Categoriae 

De Int. De Interpretatione 

An. Pr. Analytica Priora 

An. Post. Analytica Posteriora 

Top. Topica 

Soph. El. Sophistici Elenchi 

Phys. Physica 

GC De Generatione et Corruptione 

DA De Anima 

PA De Partibus Animalium 

MA De Motu Animalium 

GA De Generatione Animalium 

Meta. Metaphysica 

EN Ethica Nicomachea 

EE Ethica Eudemia 

Pol. Politica 

Rhet. Rhetorica 

Poet. Poetica 

Categories 

On Interpretation 

Prior Analytics 

Posterior Analytics 

Topics 

Sophistical 

Refutations 

Physics 

On Generation and 

Corruption 

On the Soul 

Parts of Animals 

Movement of 

Animals 

Generation of 

Animals 

Metaphysics 

Nicomachean Ethics 

Eudemian Ethics 

Politics 

Rhetoric 

Poetics 

Hellenistic Texts 

DL Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers 

SVF Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta 

Transliterations of the Greek letter upsilon in this volume use either the 

English letter “u” or “y,” according to the choice of the author. Both are 

standard usages. 



Introduction 

Julie K. Ward 

I. Feminist Interest in Ancient Philosophy 

Scholarly interest in the confluence of the fields of ancient Greek 

thought and feminism has been on the rise since the 1970s in Anglo- 

American academies. Yet many of the previous publications arising from 

this attention have been marked by two features. First, the works have tend¬ 

ed to focus more on the literature of ancient Greece and Rome than on its 

philosophy,’ and second, they have largely been written in the wake of what 

might be termed a “second wave” in feminist thinking, one that may be 

characterized by a kind of gynocentric theorizing. This followed an earlier 

period typified by a “humanistic” feminism in which the interpretation of 

past views about women were made in light of Enlightenment ideals of indi¬ 

vidual liberty and freedom.^ While these projects have provided needed 

perspectives on ancient Greek thought, they have not always done so accu¬ 

rately with respect to the actual historical texts, nor have they revealed the 

complexities of the ancient theories themselves. To mention one often- 

repeated example, one finds Aristotelian reproductive biology described as 

proposing what has been called the “flower pot” theory of reproduction, in 

which the male provides the seed, and the female, the matter, so that the 

female’s role is simply to provide the medium for the developing seed.^ 

However, such a “model” of reproduction would, in fact, be more closely 

parallel to the theory of preformationism current in Aristotle’s day—a theo¬ 

ry which Aristotle explicitly rejects. So it is inaccurate to equate this model 

with Aristotle’s theory of generation, whatever else one may say about the 

role of the female in supplying the material cause in reproduction as against 

the role of the male in supplying the formal cause. 

In light of the limitations of some previous feminist interpretations of 

ancient philosophy, a new school of interpreters has emerged that includes 
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women trained in ancient philosophy who are also feminists.'^ As historians 

of philosophy, we are interested in trying to explain, frequently to non-histo¬ 

rians, what the full texts reveal to us about issues relating to women and gen¬ 

der to which previous feminist thinkers have alerted us. As feminists, we find 

it valuable to take up the discussion where it has left off so as to further and 

enrich it. Although I doubt that all the contributors here conceive of femi¬ 

nism in exactly the same terms, making it pointless to try to define our femi¬ 

nism in some univocal sense,^ one may distinguish two approaches taken in 

these papers by virtue of which the volume can be considered feminist. 

The first approach assumes that a valuable goal in studying the history 

of philosophy consists in a careful analysis of the primary texts in their own 

context so that the arguments or passages concerning women or gender are 

explained in relation to the rest of a work belonging to a thinker or to a 

philosophical school. Here the goal in the analysis is not primarily to evalu¬ 

ate past theories or schools in light of present standards of equality or to 

attempt to discern sexism of influence, as Kathleen Cook (this volume, 66) 

describes it. For although the historical influence of a thinker or a theory 

may have contributed to the continuation of sexism, this is a separate issue 

from the question of whether (and to what extent) the original theory is sex¬ 

ist—the point being that it is unwarranted to hold a thinker responsible for 

the historical consequences of a theory or argument.^ Frequently, the current 

literature confuses the two questions, arguing that since Western intellectual 

history (which supports sexism) has been deeply influenced by Plato and 

Aristotle, their theories themselves are intellectually suspect.^ The second 

point is best determined by a careful historical analysis of the texts, a task 

for which historians of philosophy are well qualified. Thus, one of the aims 

of the present volume is to elucidate more carefully the precise outlines of 

the theories which deal with women’s nature and capacities. 

A second approach characteristic of certain papers in the volume is not 

only descriptive but evaluative. These papers try to indicate ways in which 

some aspects of the ancient view may be of interest to contemporary femi¬ 

nists. While they begin with a historical analysis of the texts belonging to a 

specific thinker or school, they also suggest ways in which the views pre¬ 

sented are fruitful as resources for feminist theorizing. This second 

approach is especially evident in the essays that are concerned with issues 

that have emerged from work in Anglo-American feminist ethics and moral 

psychology, such as the relation of reason to the emotions, the acquisition 

and nature of moral thinking, and the construction of desire. 

The present volume offers papers ranging from classical Greek philoso¬ 

phy through the Hellenistic periods. While it does not pretend to be com- 



Introduction xv 

plete in scope, as various schools in these periods are not considered 

(including the Sophists, Cyrenaics, Cynics, and Skeptics), it offers a repre¬ 

sentative selection of work on or relating to the major thinkers or schools of 

ancient philosophy; Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Stoics, and Epicureans. 

Spanning such a long period of ancient philosophy, the papers reflect a vari¬ 

ety of subjects from the Stoic conception of women’s nature to Aristotle’s 

theory of reproduction to an analysis of Plato’s use of narrative. While the 

collection is not marked by a single issue or approach, certain themes sur¬ 

face repeatedly among these papers such as the nature and capacities of 

women, the shape of moral thinking, and the role of the emotions, to name a 

few. Consequently, I have chosen to group the essays together on the basis 

of certain focal topics, rather than to separate them by school or by chrono¬ 

logical period. The topics of the various subject areas are: women’s nature 

and capabilities; the relation between reason and emotion in the good 

human life; special applications of Aristotle’s moral theory; and the affilia¬ 

tion between logos, or philosophical language, and desire. 

II. Description of the Papers 

The collection opens with a group of essays on women’s nature: do 

(free) women have the same nature as (free) men, and if they do, how can 

this be reconciled with their conventionally subordinate position? On this 

topic, we find Julia Annas and Susan Levin writing to rather different con¬ 

clusions in their papers considering Plato’s views of women’s nature. Julia 

Annas, in an early essay on the topic, argues that the limited scope of Plato’s 

proposal in Republic V that women, suitably educated, should rule the city 

along with men demonstrates that he should not be considered an early fem¬ 

inist. For Annas, contemporary feminism (in part, anyway) is concerned 

with producing equality of opportunity, suffrage, and the emancipation of 

women from the restrictions of domestic labor. Yet she finds that Plato’s 

proposal ignores all of these goals: it is confined to a select fraction of 

women, and it does not attempt to provide goods or equality for women as 

such. Although Plato does not hold that women as women are naturally 

inferior in capacities to men and in this respect appears to agree with the 

view of contemporary feminism, in fact, Annas thinks the similarity is 

rather deceptive. For Plato’s underlying interest in proposing that (some) 

women should rule is purely Utilitarian: women should be trained and be 

able to rule the city so as to free up an intellectual resource heretofore 

unavailable.* Furthermore, the actual argument in Republic V showing that 

women are by nature capable of performing any task which men perform 
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related to ruling the city is marred by a final caveat that men will execute 

these tasks better than women. Since the proposals for women’s ruling are 

contingent upon producing the greatest concord within the state and not 

upon a concern for women’s status as such, Annas concludes that the argu¬ 

ment of the Republic cannot be considered a precursor of contemporary 

arguments for women’s emancipation, nor Plato a proto-feminist. - 

Susan Levin’s paper comes to a rather different conclusion. By focusing 

on the distinction between the terms for “women” and “feminine” as 

opposed to “nature” and “being by nature,” she argues that Plato differenti¬ 

ates between women’s conventional and ideal capabilities. This fact 

explains what has troubled many interpreters of Plato, namely, that while he 

proposes women as philosopher-rulers in Republic V, elsewhere—Republic 

VIII and IX, for example—he makes various derogatory remarks about 

women and feminine behavior. Levin argues that if we are to understand 

Plato correctly in Republic V, we must read him as arguing about women’s 

nature within the conditions given by the education and socialization of the 

ideal city, not outside of it. Thus, the negative comments about women in 

Republic VIII and IX do not contradict his proposals in V since they con¬ 

cern women living under non-ideal conditions. In consideration of Plato’s 

other critical remarks about women. Levin canvasses texts outside the 

Republic, as well, and finds no contravening passage concerning the inferi¬ 

ority of women’s nature as such, only references to what women are “accus¬ 

tomed” to say or to do given conventional training. Platonic dualism plays a 

pivotal, though implicit, role in the proposal for women rulers in Republic 

V. For since the soul and its capacities are not physically determined, the sex 

of the body is not determinative of the embodied soul’s powers. Thus, pos¬ 

sessing a certain set of physical or physiological properties implies nothing 

about the set of psychological or mental properties one possesses. This 

shows that dualism itself, even substantial, cannot be counted as theoreti¬ 

cally opposed to feminism, as some critics have maintained.^ 

Plato’s proposal concerning “having women in common” from Republic 

V‘° appears to be echoed in Stoic recommendations by Zeno, the founder of 

Stoicism (334-262 B.C.E.), and Chrysippus (c. 280-c. 206 B.C.E.), one of 

its foremost thinkers. Yet whether or not this implied that the Stoics held 

that (free) women were equal to (free) men in moral and intellectual status 

remains difficult to ascertain given other evidence concerning the Stoic 

view regarding what is permissible, as Elizabeth Asmis points out in her 

paper. Eor both Zeno and Chrysippus maintained that nothing prohibits acts 

that are conventionally forbidden such as incest, pederasty, and cannibalism. 

In this light, the Stoic recommendation for having women in common might 
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appear to be nothing more than a claim about their interchangeability as 

sexual partners. Yet Asmis argues that in fact the Stoic proposals do amount 

to more than mere ridicule of sexual conventions, as was characteristic of 

the Cynics. Including in her discussion a series of overlooked texts by 

Antipater, Musonius, and Hierocles, as well as the more familiar ones by 

Chrysippus and Cicero, Asmis explains that the proposal about women 

must be seen in its connection with the Stoic account of the genesis of the 

larger human society. According to various Stoics, human society begins 

with the couple, followed by the family, and then the household, which is 

described as the “seed” of the state. The state is, in turn, superseded by the 

association of all humanity: this is the universal city termed cosmopolis in 

some sources. Located at the periphery of the widest circle of association, 

the universal city, one source, Cicero, places a select community of good 

men {boni viri) who are alike in being morally excellent. While the explicit 

reference to “men” in Cicero’s account makes it clear that women are 

excluded from this final association of the wise, Hierocles, Musonius, and 

Antipater find it otherwise. Musonius argues that women possess the same 

virtue as men, while Antipater and Hierocles appear to hold that women are 

equal partners to men in the household and that one aim of marriage is a 

harmony of minds. Yet the inclusion of women in the final association of the 

wise at first appears problematical since the Stoics appear to agree that free 

women, although part of the city, are not citizens; thus, their role in the cos¬ 

mopolis appears nonexistent, or at best, incidental. But Asmis argues that 

since the early Greek Stoics define the true city, that of the wise, as consist¬ 

ing of “human beings” (anthropos, plural), they do not restrict it to men and 

so do not deny that women can be as virtuous as men. Finally, Zeno’s claim 

initially cited concerning men “having women in common” is not to be 

interpreted as demeaning women. While sexual permissiveness is compati¬ 

ble with wisdom, the community of the wise includes women as partners in 

actual virtue (Asmis, 89). Consequently, we are to see that the place of 

women in the community of the wise is chiefly ethical, not sexual. 

In contrast to the Platonic and Stoic proposals concerning the possibility 

for some women to attain the same degree of virtue and wisdom as that of 

men, Aristotle is distinguished by his claims in the Politics that (free) 

women and men do not share the same kind of virtue or excellence 

(1260a2-24), that the male is more of a leader than the female (1259bl-2), 

and that the deliberative faculty in (free) women is present but “without 

authority” {akywn, 1260al2—13). However, whether these claims about 

women’s inferior moral and intellectual capacities can be traced to a founda¬ 

tion in his biological theories remains controversial. While various feminists 
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have argued that Aristotle’s biological and social views about women con¬ 

stitute a single piece of cloth, the two scholars included here disagree but 

come to rather different conclusions about the significance of Aristotle’s 

theory of reproduction in Generation of Animals. Daryl Tress argues that 

feminist critics of Aristotle’s theory of reproduction have erred in their esti¬ 

mation of the theory on two counts. First, most contemporary critics of his 

theory begin with materialist assumptions, having no use for the teleological 

kinds of explanation that Aristotle employs in his theory of generation. 

Thus, the modern scientific account of reproduction ignores much of the 

metaphysical side of the account that Aristotle provides and in so doing, dis¬ 

torts his theory. Second, she maintains that an examination of the actual the¬ 

ory of generation in GA Bks. I-II indicates that the female plays a crucial 

role in the generation of offspring. For the female contributes something 

analogous to the male’s semen in generation, namely, menstrual blood. 

While it must be admitted that the contributions are not equal in kind since 

menstrual blood contributes only the material cause in constrast to semen 

which provides formal, moving, and final causes in generation. Tress 

emphasizes that the activity of generation is the actualization of two poten¬ 

tialities (Tress, 46). Furthermore, by comparing Aristotle’s theory to that of 

“preformism” current in his time. Tress notes that his account actually ele¬ 

vates the role of the female in the process of reproduction. 

In contrast, Kathleen Cook argues that the role of the female in supply¬ 

ing the material cause in reproduction cannot save it from being unequal to 

the role of the male in supplying the three other causes (the moving, formal, 

and final causes). One problem, as she sees it, concerns the alleged inconsis¬ 

tency between the account of reproduction in GA Bks. I-II and that of inher¬ 

itance in Bk. IV. The inconsistency arises from those who hold to an 

“essentialist” notion of Aristotelian form, according to which the form cap¬ 

tures all and only the essential features of the human, is common to all 

members of the same species, and is supplied by the male parent. Other 

scholars have argued for a distinct view of form so as to preserve the consis¬ 

tency between the two accounts in GA. According to this second view, form 

includes characteristics below the species level and so covers attributes 

belonging to the individual features as well as those belonging to the 

species. Professor Cook, however, argues that the charge of inconsistency is 

misplaced: the account of inheritance in GA IV. 3 does not warrant the con¬ 

clusion that the female contributes form to the child simply because the 

child exhibits characteristics of the mother. Rather, Cook holds, if certain 

maternal characteristics manifest themselves in the offspring, it is because 

they are present in the kuema (the embryonic union of katamenia and 
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semen) by virtue of what is, essentially, a defieiency or lack in the female 

material contribution. So, while there is no inconsistency in Cook’s view 

between the accounts of reproduction and inheritance, it follows that the 

female contribution in generation cannot be equal to that of the male, a con¬ 

clusion driven at least partly by sexist assumptions. However, Cook rejects 

the idea that such assumptions overdetermine Aristotle’s theory, and in this 

sense, it remains intact. 

In the second group of papers, the authors are generally concerned with 

explaining the relation of reason to the emotions as it relates to Aristotle’s 

notion of the flourishing human life. In “Feminism and Aristotle’s Rational 

Ideal,” Marcia Homiak examines the ideal for living that Aristotle proposes 

in his ethics: the best human life is one consisting of rational activity. 

Professor Homiak argues that, instead of being oppressive, the Aristotelian 

ideal holds emancipatory potential for women. Part of her argument here 

depends upon the potential dangers that ideals of altruism and compassion, 

such as are mentioned in the work of Gilligan, Noddings, Ruddick, and oth¬ 

ers, can pose to women in their socially and economically subordinated 

positions. In contrast to norms for women that focus on their emotionality, 

sympathy, and altruism, Homiak suggests that women need to consider a 

moral ideal that attempts to balance the emotions with reason. For without a 

component of rational deliberation about the good, lives conducted accord¬ 

ing to altruistic standards can become destructive and unhealthy given 

women’s general secondary status in relation to men. 

That Aristotle’s ideal should be applicable to women is surprising given 

that his city, or polls, depends upon a hierarchical organization of human 

beings according to what Homiak calls “psychological freedom.” This kind 

of freedom consists in the degree to which people can make reasoned choic¬ 

es about their lives. A common classical Athenian opinion, and one that 

Aristotle shares, is that non-citizens, like slaves, manual laborers, and free 

women, do not possess an ability to deliberate well about the good.” 

Consequently, these groups, according to Aristotle, require that another 

group with full deliberative capacity have authority over them. Now, since 

this description of the social and political structure is undemocratic, we 

need to ask in what respect an ideal emerging from this perspective ean hold 

promise for women. 

Homiak answers that although Aristotle’s notion of the good society 

places free citizen men at its top and identifies the best human life as fol¬ 

lowing activities associated with men, it is, nevertheless, not “masculinist” 

in the sense in which feminists such as Lloyd (1984) have defined the term. 

For Aristotle’s ideal of the good life does not ignore the role of the emotions 
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in a well-lived life, nor does it lack a conception of the place of personal 

relationships in the moral sphere. On the contrary, his rational ideal pre¬ 

serves a close relationship between reason and the emotions such that the 

virtues of character depend equally upon feelings as upon calculation. Since 

an analysis of Aristotle’s rational ideal shows reason to be both guided and 

limited by emotion and feelings, it cannot be reduced to some form of 

impartialism. Furthermore, since it is bound up with character states such 

as justice, courage, and friendship that require a social community for their 

exercise, this ideal supports personal relationships and concern for others.*^ 

Thus, Aristotle’s ideal of the human good supports a notion of intellectual 

and emotional competence and independence that Homiak thinks necessary 

for women in a contemporary society in which they live and work in eco¬ 

nomic and emotional subordination to men. 

Deborah Achtenberg’s paper, “Aristotelian Resources for Feminist 

Thinking,” takes up the theme developed by Homiak concerning the rela¬ 

tion of reason and the emotions in the well-lived life and extends it in vari¬ 

ous directions. Achtenberg situates her analysis by reference to several 

contemporary thinkers on psychology and moral development, including 

Kohlberg and Gilligan, Noddings, Silverstein, and Chodorow. The separa¬ 

tion between an ethics of principle and of care that has emerged in recent 

moral and psychological discussions, however, preserves a distinction 

between reason and emotion that she finds inadequate to the demands of 

psychology and the moral life. Achtenberg argues that rather than follow¬ 

ing either the ethics of care or principle, feminists should consider a neo- 

Aristotelian conception of ethics in which emotions function along with 

reason in the activity of human virtues. Furthermore, she argues that since 

for Aristotle the emotions themselves are forms of perception, they, too, 

require cognition—the cognition of value—which is presented to us 

through particulars. 

To explain the way in which Aristotle’s position concerns itself with the 

emotions as well as with the weight of moral particulars, Achtenberg dis¬ 

cusses the role of perception of value as it relates to Aristotle’s theory of the 

moral virtues, or excellences. For Aristotle, moral virtues consist in part 

upon emotions—which depend upon feelings of pleasure or pain—and in 

part upon reason, but require being in a state of activity for their fulfillment. 

And that which makes possible their fulfillment, in part, is a moral situation 

and more importantly, a perception of what is good, or morally required, at 

that very time by the moral subject. Since “good” for Aristotle is an analog¬ 

ical equivocal,'^ it is not something that can be specified fully in abstraction 

from a moral context, but only grasped in the context itself by a type of 
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perception, according to Achtenberg. A full understanding of Aristotle’s 

moral theory, one taking account of the various elements mentioned, finds 

that it accomplishes two goals central to feminist theorizing: first, a unified 

conception of moral intelligence that ignores neither the emotions nor moral 

particulars, and second, a view of human beings whose individual nature is 

such as to flourish only in the society of flourishing others. According to 

Achtenberg, part of our adequacy as moral persons depends upon the capac¬ 

ity to recognize the good, that is, to provide what is needed for myself and 

others to grow. 

The third section presents two papers dealing with special cases of 

Aristotle’s moral theory: his account of moral character, and that of philia, 

or friendship. In the first paper, Patricia Curd begins with Virginia Woolf’s 

claim that fiction is about character, and by connecting this concern with 

Aristotle’s analysis of character in the Ethics, shows that an Aristotelian 

framework of moral character illuminates the reading of Woolf’s novel, 

Mrs. Dalloway. Virginia Woolf’s connection to Aristotle is not superficial, 

as Woolf herself studied and greatly admired Aristotle’s Poetics and most 

probably was familiar with his ethical views as well. What we find in the 

characters of Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway is a constant concern with the impor¬ 

tance of moral discernment, the place of emotion in the moral life, and a 

proper estimation of ends in life. Professor Curd argues that the picture that 

Woolf’s fiction provides concerning moral virtue and character, although 

not presented systematically, can be compared to the theoretical discussion 

Aristotle furnishes us in Nicomachean Ethics. There Aristotle focuses on 

the roles that practical reason, moral intuition, and the emotions play in his 

notion of the morally excellent life. As Curd points out, these components 

must be properly combined so as to produce the person of moral character, 

the one who is best able to judge character in others. Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway 

is herself such a person, according to Curd, or is, at least, in the process of 

becoming one. For Mrs. Dalloway has achieved a balance between her rea¬ 

son and her passions and made actions and emotions “a true part of herself” 

(Curd, 151). Furthermore, it is through Mrs. Dalloway’s eyes that we as re¬ 

aders perceive and understand the others around her; in this respect, also, we 

find Mrs. Dalloway to be Aristotle’s person of excellent moral character. 

In the second paper in this section, I consider whether and to what extent 

a feminist theory of friendship, that is, a friendship between women whose 

aim is the good of women, can profit from a reevaluation of Aristotle’s the¬ 

ory of philia. In spite of the fact that elsewhere Aristotle holds women to 

have differing moral virtues from men and to be less able to deliberate than 

men, in his Ethics he claims that women are able to have friendships of 
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character, or “virtue friendships,” as they are usually termed. Thus, although 

his focus centers on friendships between men, I argue that the theory allows 

that women are capable of mutual ties of affection that aim at promoting 

morally excellent lives. This conclusion is reached by considering various 

components of his theory of friendship in Nicomachean and Eudemian 

Ethics, including eunoia, or mutual well-wishing, philesis, loving affection, 

and pwhairesis, or choice. Further, Aristotle’s general notion of friendship 

as a hexis, a state of character that implies a balance between practical rea¬ 

son and emotion and aims at good activity, should be reconsidered for appli¬ 

cation to a feminist ideal of friendship. 

In the final section of the collection, two papers consider the relation 

between language and desire from different perspectives. In the first, Anne- 

Marie Bowery focuses her exposition on Diotima’s narrative speech in 

Plato’s Symposium, arguing that an analysis of the narrative structure of the 

speech reveals several characteristics of Diotima’s way of philosophizing 

that distinguishes it from Socrates’ own. The essay centers on three related 

issues arising from the narrative analysis. First, Diotima’s narrative style is 

more aptly suited to foster the philosophical education of her audience 

(namely, Socrates) than is Socrates’ own narrative style. Second, the feature 

of self-inclusion in Socrates’ narrative style distinguishes it from that of 

Diotima: in referring to himself in his narratives, Socrates demonstrates that 

his philosophy aims at self-knowledge. Finally, Plato employs narrative dif¬ 

ferently than does Socrates, in that Plato does not tell narratives about him¬ 

self but remains the absent narrator of the dialogues. After consideration of 

these points. Bowery comes to the surprising conclusion that Plato’s use of 

narrative closely mirrors that of Diotima, rather than that of Socrates. The 

implications of Diotima’s mode of narrative for contemporary feminism, 

particularly French feminism, are twofold. First, it serves to combat the crit¬ 

icisms voiced by some feminists that Continental philosophy, even French 

feminism, while promising to break with the “patriarchal hegemony” of tra¬ 

ditional Western philosophy (Bowery, 175), actually continues it. For 

Bowery argues that in the Symposium Plato gives us an account of truth 

“tethered to the female” (Bowery, 182-3), in the sense that Diotima’s narra¬ 

tive style is shown to be more adequate than Socrates.’ Second, the partici¬ 

patory aspect of Diotima’s narrative, distinct from Socrates’ narratives, 

allows her to foster philosophical exchange through interaction with her 

audience, an achievement that recalls the contemporary feminist conception 

of truth as created through mutual agreement and interaction.*'* 

In the final paper, Martha Nussbaum opens with a passage from Epicurus 

in which “women” and “boys” are listed in parallel fashion with “drinking 



Introduction xxiii 

bouts,” “fish,” and other “luxuries” of the table as things that do not conduce 

to the truly pleasant life. Standard translations of this passage, she notes, do 

not preserve the actual things named but substitute the words “sexual love” 

for the terms mentioned, “women” and “boys.” The implications of this sub¬ 

stitution are deeply suggestive showing that our conceptions of desire are 

not ahistorical and descriptive, but normative and historically determined. 

Whereas heterosexuality clothes the contemporary notion of what desire is 

and what its objects are, it obviously did not determine the ancient concep¬ 

tion. Furthermore, as the passage makes clear, the problem of sexual desire 

is subsumed under that of self-control, which Professor Nussbaum finds 

generally characteristic of the language of desire in the ancient world. But 

Nussbaum’s larger thesis is that much of the ancient philosophical discus¬ 

sion about desire presupposes that emotion and desire are largely formed by 

socially instilled beliefs which themselves can be changed. Consequently, 

the purpose of much of the ancient discourse, especially in the Hellenistic 

period, was to persuade the reader or listener of wrongfulness of beliefs 

supporting certain desires. The process by which these fundamental beliefs 

come to be changed—through philosophical analysis and argumentation— 

is regarded by Hellenistic schools, like the Epicureans, as a kind of “thera¬ 

py” considered to constitute an entire mode of living. Nor is this discussion 

of purely historical interest, for first, Nussbaum proposes the ancient notion 

of therapy as a model for change for the individual in contemporary society, 

arguing that the ancient debate about emotion and desire strikes a balance 

between the contributions of personal history and social learning. Second, 

she suggests that the ancient debate illuminates the extent to which desire 

and emotion, although socially constructed and culturally bound, are to a 

great extent culturally and historically overlapping experiences. 

The present collection does not and—given its limits of space—could 

not furnish a comprehensive account of the nexus of ancient philosophy and 

feminist theory. Its more modest aim is to provide the reader with an illus¬ 

trative survey of some of the recent work in these areas. 
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Plato’s Republican Feminism 

Julia Annas 

Not many philosophers have dealt seriously with the problems of 

women’s rights and status, and those that have, have unfortunately often 

been on the wrong sided In fact Plato and Mill are the only great philoso¬ 

phers who can plausibly be called feminists. But there has been surprisingly 

little serious effort made to analyze their arguments, perhaps because it has 

seemed like going over ground already won. 

This paper is concerned only with Plato. I shall maintain what may sur¬ 

prise some; It is quite wrong to think of Plato as “the first feminist.”^ His 

arguments are unacceptable to a feminist, and the proposals made in 

Republic V are irrelevant to the contemporary debate. 

The idea that Plato is a forerunner of Women’s Liberation has gained 

support from the fact that in Republic V Plato proposes not only that women 

should share men’s tasks but also that the nuclear family should be abol- 

ished.3 This idea is put forward by some radical feminists today as an essen¬ 

tial part of any program for the liberation of women. But I shall argue that 

Plato’s grounds for the proposal are so different from the modem ones that 

he is in no sense a forerunner of them. Furthermore, where they differ, 

empirical evidence suggests that it is Plato who is wrong. 

Plato’s proposals about women"* come at the beginning of Book V, where 

Socrates is represented as having to surmount three waves of opposition. 

The first wave concerns the admission of women as Guardians; the second 

concerns the communal life of the Guardians; the third concerns the practi¬ 

cability of the ideal state, and this leads into the discussion which occupies 

the rest of Books V-VII. The figure of separate “waves” is constantly 

brought before us; for Plato the capacity of women to be Guardians is a sep¬ 

arate question from the replacement of nuclear family life.^ 

Plato begins his treatment of the first problem {Rep. 451) by extending 

the metaphor he has used already. Female watchdogs do just what the male 

ones do, except that they are weaker, and their lives are interrupted by giv¬ 

ing birth. By analogy, the same is true of women; though they are weaker 
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than men and their lives are interrupted by childbirth, they are otherwise the 

same, and so should be given the same upbringing and tasks as men, how¬ 

ever distasteful the sight of ugly old women exercising in the gymnasium 

may be. 

Now this is only metaphor—and in fact it does not pretend to be serious 

argument. Plato wants to give us a picture first, perhaps so that we have a 

vivid idea of what the arguments are about before they are presented, per¬ 

haps also so that he can meet and deflect mere ridicule right at the start, 

before the serious discussion. Still, the initial metaphor is important, for it 

continues to influence Plato in the actual argument. 

Plato now (Rep. 453b-c) puts forward what he regards as a serious 

objection to the idea of women being Guardians. The opponent is made to 

say that it contradicts the principle on which the ideal state is constructed— 

namely, that each person is to do his own work, according to his nature 

(Rep. 453b5). As women differ greatly in nature from men, they should 

surely have different functions in the city (Rep. 453bl0-ll). 

Plato dismisses this objection as merely captious. Of course it is true that 

different natures should do different things, but it does not follow that men 

and women should do different things unless it can be shown that they have 

natures that are different in the important respect of affecting their capacity 

for the same pursuit. Otherwise it would be like letting bald men, but not 

hairy men, be cobblers. Plato now claims that men and women differ only in 

their sexual roles: men impregnate, women give birth (Rep. 454d-e). The 

objector fails to show that there is any capacity that is peculiar to women, 

and Plato claims to show that there are no civic pursuits which belong to a 

woman as such or to a man as such (this is the part of the argument we shall 

come back to). Since there are no specific male or female competencies, 

men and women should follow the same pursuits, and women who have 

natures suitable to be Guardians should therefore be appropriately trained. 

This is how Plato deals with the first “wave.” There are three important 

points to be made about his argument. 

1. Firstly, there is something very odd about the actual course of the 

argument from 455a-d. Plato has established the undeniable point that while 

women are different from men in some ways and similar in others, discus¬ 

sion at that level is sterile; the interesting question is whether the undisputed 

differences matter when we decide whether women should be able to hold 

certain jobs. This is the crucial point not only for Plato but for any sensible 

discussion of the topic. But Plato’s argument is seriously incomplete. 

At 455a9-b2 he poses the question, “Are there any occupations which 

contribute towards the running of the state which only a woman can do?” 
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Very swiftly he claims to show that there are none. Men are better equipped 

both mentally and physically (455b4-c6). So in every pursuit men can do 

better than women, though it is not true that all men do better than all 

women (455d3-5). Women, he says, are ridiculed when men do such tradi¬ 

tional feminine tasks as cooking and weaving better than they do; still, it 

follows from what has been said that if men bothered to turn their attention 

to these tasks they would do them better. “The one sex is, so to speak, far 

and away beaten in every field by the other” (455d2-3). 

Now it is hardly a feminist argument to claim that women do not have a 

special sphere because men can outdo them at absolutely everything. What 

is more important in the present context, however, is that Plato sums up his 

argument at 455d6-el by saying that there is no civic pursuit which belongs 

to a woman as such or to a man as such. But while he has argued that there 

are no pursuits appropriate for a woman as such, because men could do 

them all better, where is the argument that there are no specifically male 

competencies? There is not a trace of any such argument in the text, nor of 

any materials which could be used for one. 

This is a serious gap, both because it is the point that the objector, if he 

were not being shepherded by Socrates (cf. 455a5-b2), would in fact press 

and because what Plato says about male and female capacities actually pro¬ 

vides material for such an objector. 

Anyone acquainted with the modem literature will realize at once that 

someone objecting to the idea that men and women should share all roles is 

not very worried about whether there are some jobs that only women are 

suited for. The reason for this is obvious enough: jobs that women usually 

do are badly paid or unpaid and lack status, and men are generally not inter¬ 

ested in doing them. What really interests the objector is the claim that there 

are some occupations in society which only men are suited for: being doc¬ 

tors, lawyers, judges, taking part in politics by voting or holding office, own¬ 

ing and managing property. In the Athens of Plato’s day women were not 

allowed to do any of these things, and the average Athenian would no doubt 

have simply assumed that they could not do them (as we can see from 

Aristophanes’ Ecclesiazusae). Any feminist must take this objection seri¬ 

ously and meet it, simply because it has been historically the main objection 

to attempts by women to enter hitherto male professions or obtain hitherto 

male rights like the vote.^ Yet Plato not only does nothing to meet this over¬ 

whelmingly obvious objection, he even provides materials for the objector. 

At 455b4-c6 he distinguishes three ways in which a gifted nature differs 

from an ungifted one. The gifted learn quickly, the ungifted only with diffi¬ 

culty. The gifted do not have to be taught very long before they can go on to 
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make discoveries of their own; the ungifted need long instruction and are 

hard put to it to retain what they have learn. The gifted can put their thoughts 

into action; the ungifted are clumsy. Plato then asks rhetorically, “Do you 

know of any human pursuit in which men do not greatly excel women in all 

these qualities?” Clearly the answer is “No.” But if men always excel 

women in these very important respects, the objector has all he wants: surely 

there are some pursuits (e.g., generalship) where these qualities are needed 

in a high degree and which it is therefore not reasonable to open to women. 

It is no good saying, as Plato at once does, that, “many women are better 

than many men at many things” (455d3-4). The objector does not need to 

claim that all men are always better than all women in a specific respect. If 

only men excel in a quality, then if efficiency is our aim^ surely that makes it 

reasonable to regard a pursuit that requires a high degree of that quality as 

suited specially to men. The fact that women will not invariably come out on 

bottom is neither here nor there. In Plato’s fiercely specialized state, the aim 

will be the maximum number of alpha performances. 

This is an important argument. Scientific research into sex differences 

is an area of great controversy precisely because its results do have impor¬ 

tant social consequences; if men and women did have different types of 

intelligence, for example, then different types of education would surely be 

appropriate. But why does Plato not even notice the gap in his argument or 

the ammunition he is handing to the opposition? Of course he does not want 

to make the opponent’s case seem strong. But it is possible that he genuine¬ 

ly does not see the disastrous relevance of his claims about men’s superior 

intellectual gifts to his point about distinct fields of activity. He may be 

doing here what Aristotle often criticizes him for—taking metaphor for 

argument. 

The metaphor of male and female watchdogs with which the subject was 

introduced would naturally lead Plato to think predominantly of human 

tasks which are analogous. And this is what we find. At 455el, after the 

argument just discussed, he mentions that women are weaker than men at 

all pursuits. This suits his use of the analogy with the dogs, for there the dif¬ 

ference in strength between male and female was not succinct reason to 

give them different tasks. And in the whole discussion that follows he sim¬ 

ply shelves the question of intellectual differences between men and 

women. He never seriously discusses activities where these differences 

would matter and which are nevertheless to be open to women in the ideal 

state. There is only one reference to women officials (460b9-10) and even 

then they have a traditionally “feminine” role (inspecting newborn chil¬ 

dren). There is possibly a reference to women doctors at 454dl-3 (but the 
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text is very uncertain), and some women are said to be capable of being 

doctors at 455e6-7. Against these two (or possibly three) meager and off¬ 

hand references to women doing jobs requiring some intellectual capacity, 

there are at least nine references* to women fighting, serving in the army, 

and doing gymnastics. On this topic Plato’s discussion is full and emphatic. 

He is taking seriously the idea that the life of the human female is like that 

of any other female animal, with reproduction making only short breaks in 

physical activity otherwise like the male’s. No doubt this is because he is 

mainly interested in the eugenic possibilities for his “herd.”^ The picture of 

the female watchdog diverts him from the problems he faces given his 

beliefs about female intellectual capacities. 

So Plato’s argument here is not one which a feminist would find useful 

or even acceptable. In any case, it has a serious gap, and it is not clear that 

Plato could repair it except by abandoning his beliefs about the intellectual 

inferiority of women. 

2. Secondly, the argument is not based on, and makes no reference to, 

women’s desires or needs. Nothing at all is said about whether women’s 

present roles frustrate them or whether they will lead more satisfying lives 

as Guardians than as house-bound drudges. 

This is rather striking, since women in fourth-century Athens led lives 

that compare rather closely to the lives of women in present-day Saudi 

Arabia. The place of women in Athenian life is summed up forcibly in the 

notorious statement, “We have courtesans for our pleasure, concubines for 

the requirements of the body, and wives to bear us lawful children and look 

after the home faithfully” (Pseudo-Demosthenes, Aeaera, 122). The 

contrast between this and the life of the Guardians is so striking that one 

would have thought some comparison inevitable. Yet Plato shows no inter¬ 

est in this side of the picture. Later on in Book V (465bl2-c7) he talks about 

the liberating effect of communal life in freeing people from the struggle to 

make ends meet and the need to hand one’s money over to women and 

slaves to take care of it. Here the woman’s position in the household is pre¬ 

sented as something that the man is to be liberated from. There is nothing 

about the effect on her of communal living. 

Of course Plato is not bound to be interested in the psychology of 

women, but his complete lack of interest underlines the fact that his argu¬ 

ment does not recommend changing the present state of affairs on the 

ground that women suffer from being denied opportunities that are open to 

men. 

His argument has quite different grounds, in fact. The state benefits from 

having the best possible citizens, and if half the citizens sit at home doing 
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trivial jobs then usable talent is being wasted. Here Mrs. Huby gets the 

point exactly right: “There was nothing worth while for a woman to do at 

home; she should therefore share in man’s work outside the home” (Huby, 

1972, 23). Plato’s sole ground for his proposals is their usefulness to the 

state; the point is repeated several times." 

Of course there is nothing non-feminist about this argurnent.'^ But 

Plato’s argument gains rather different significance from the fact that this is 

his only ground. His argument is authoritarian in spirit rather than liberal; if 

a woman did not want to be a Guardian, Plato would surely be committed to 

compelling her to serve the state. Though this question never arises in the 

Republic, at Laws 780a-c the Athenian says openly that women are to be 

compelled to attend the communal meals (all that is left of the communal 

life of the Republic), because most women will be shy and used to seclu¬ 

sion and so will not want to take part. This is rather far from modem liberal 

arguments that women should have equal opportunities with men because 

otherwise they lead stunted and unhappy lives and lack the means for self¬ 

development. 

This point may have been missed because at 456c 1-2 Plato says that the 

present set-up of society is “contrary to nature” (para phusin). We are not, 

however,, entitled to claim that for Plato confinement to the home thwarts 

the nature of women. What is “contrary to nature” surely has to be under¬ 

stood as the opposite of what has just been said to be “according to nature” 

(kata phusin, 456cl), and this is the principle that similar natures should fol¬ 

low similar pursuits. The present set-up is contrary to nature only in the 

sense that women do not in fact do jobs that they are capable of doing. 

There is no suggestion in the present passage that by “contrary to nature” 

Plato means anything stronger, such as for example that women’s present 

roles are imposed on them in a way which deforms their lives. (This is not a 

point peculiar to the discussion of women. The arguments in Book II that 

each person should have one occupation make no appeal to people’s happi¬ 

ness or satisfaction in doing only one thing. Cf. 370b-c, 374 b-d.) 

In the Laws also (805a-b) Plato says that it is stupid not to train and bring 

up boys and girls in the same way to have the same pursuits and purposes, 

and adds that nearly every state is half a state as things are, whereas it could 

double its resources (cf. 806c). For Plato the reason why housewifery is not 

a real occupation is that it makes no irreplaceable contribution to the state, 

and absorbs time and energy that could be put to publicly beneficial use. He 

is completely unconcerned with the sort of objection which is nowadays 

familiar, namely that housewifery is incapable of providing an intelligent 

woman with a satisfying life, and leads to boredom, neurosis, and misery.'^ 
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3. The third point leads on naturally from the second, since it is also a 

consequence of the fact that Plato justifies his proposals solely in terms of 

benefit to the state. The proposals for women are not a matter of their rights. 

There is nothing in Republic V that one could apply to the question of 

women’s rights; the matter is simply not raised. 

Of course Plato nowhere discusses men’s rights either, and notoriously 

has no word for “rights,” any more than he has for “duty” or “obligation.” 

But the point is not lost if we abandon talk of rights and merely notice 

instead that Plato nowhere says that his proposals for women are just. It is 

remarkable in a work which makes proposals about women as radical as the 

Republic's, and which has as much to say about justice as the Republic has, 

that inequality of the sexes is not presented as an injustice, and that the pro¬ 

posals to treat the sexes equally are not presented as measures which will 

make the state more just than its rivals. Yet the ideal state is just for reasons, 

explained in Books II-IV, which have nothing to do with the position of 

women in it. Nothing is said about any connection between the decline to 

the various forms of unjust state and the position of women in them.''’^ 

In fact it is rather unclear how the proposals of Book V relate to justice 

at all, whether in the state or in the soul. If women are to be Guardians, they 

must have just souls. We know from Book IV that the just soul has rightly 

organized parts—the logistikon or rational element, epithumetikon or desir¬ 

ing element, and thumoeides, the part usually called “spirit” or the like. If 

the Guardian women are just, presumably they have these parts of soul. But 

do women’s souls have a thumoeidic part? As it is introduced in Book IV, 

thumoeides appears to be a capacity for aggressive and violent behavior, 

visible even in animals, but, one would have thought, notably lacking in 

fourth-century Athenian women. It is true that thumoeides is not limited to 

unthinking aggression, but even the more developed forms of behaviors that 

Plato regards as typically thumoeidic display, what Gosling’^ calls “admira¬ 

tion for manliness,” are what we might call machismo. Unless the account 

of the just soul is to be done all over again for women Guardians to take 

account of female psychology, Plato must assume that women have the 

same aggressive tendencies as men. And in Book V he does make this 

assumption, and says that some women at any rate will be of the predomi¬ 

nantly thumoeidic type (456al-5). But this seems to conflict with his state¬ 

ments elsewhere which say or imply that women’s psychology differs from 

men’s precisely in that they lack the thumoeidic qualities of courage and 

“guts”; by contrast with men they are weak, devious, and cowardly.'® 

I have argued so far that for Plato his proposals about women are justi¬ 

fied entirely by the resulting benefit to the state and not at all by women’s 
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needs or rights. It is important that the state in question is the ideal state. As 

far as I can see, there is nothing in Republic V which would commit Plato to 

the view that it was unjust for fourth-century Athenian women to be treated 

as they were. The proposals for women arise when the just constitution of 

the ideal state has been determined. There seems no reason why analogous 

proposals should be made in an unreformed state. Why should‘women be 

able to do men’s jobs where this will merely have the result that instead of 

operating in a private sphere in the home, they will be operating in a private 

sphere at work? Plato would have no grounds for arguing that it would be 

best and useful for the state for this to happen. 

Is this an ungenerous way to take the spirit of Plato’s proposals? We 

should notice that even in the ideal state Plato limits his proposals for 

women to the Guardian class. There is nothing to suggest that the worker 

class do not live like fourth-century Greeks, with the women at home doing 

the cooking and weaving. This seems to show that whether women should 

do men’s jobs depends, for Plato, on the nature of the jobs. The ideal state 

might contain many discontented potters’ wives wanting to be potters; but 

presumably the Guardians (male and female) would only tell them to stay 

at home and learn sophrosune in carrying out their appointed tasks. 

If Plato’s argument applies only to the performance of tasks which con¬ 

tribute towards the public good in the direct way that the Guardians’ tasks 

do, it is clearly irrelevant to modem arguments for equality of opportunity. 

No modern feminist would argue that women should be able to do men’s 

jobs when this will result in greater direct benefit to the state, and otherwise 

stay at home. The moment it could be shown that the state did not need the 

extra women public servants, there would be no grounds for letting them 

have the jobs. 

It would in fact be surprising if Plato’s argument were relevant to 

women’s rights, because it is a purely utilitarian argument. This is, however, 

precarious ground for a feminist, for once more efficient means to the 

desired end are found, women can at once be thrust back into the home. 

Mill begins On the Subjection of Women with the statement that “the legal 

subordination of one sex to the other is wrong in itself.” Plato is not com¬ 

mitted to this by the Republic, and I see no reason whatsoever to believe 

that he thought that it was true. He thinks only that the present situation is 

wasteful and inefficient, and, under ideal conditions, should be changed. 

This makes it easier to understand what seemed puzzling earlier, namely 

that Plato should combine a belief that the jobs of (Guardian) men should 

be open to women with a belief that women are physically and mentally 

inferior to men. It has always been difficult for those who see Plato as a 
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feminist to understand why he stresses so much the comparative feebleness 

of women’s contribution, for it is not usual to combine proposals like 

Plato’s with extreme contempt for women. But on a purely utilitarian argu¬ 

ment, since women represent a huge pool of untapped resources, it does not 

matter in the least if their contribution is not as good as that of men; and that 

is just what Plato seems to think. 

Throughout Plato’s works there are scattered examples of conventional 

contempt for women. At Cratylus 392bl-dl0, for example, we are told that 

the Trojan men called Hector’s son Astyanax and the Trojan women called 

him Scamandrius, and that this means that the former is the right name, as 

men are more intelligent than women. Of course nothing can be built on this 

kind of remark, and it would be unprofitable as well as depressing to comb 

Plato’s works for such passages. Nevertheless they are significant in that 

taken together they build up a consistent tone which is hard to reconcile 

with an attitude that could be called feminist. Even in Book V itself Plato 

remarks that the practice of despoiling the dead shows a “small and woman¬ 

ish mind” (469d7)—this in a context where half of the army doing the 

killing and despoiling are women. This might be put down to carelessness 

were it not for the Timaeus, where Plato not only says (42e), “Human nature 

being twofold, the better sort was that which should thereafter be called 

man,” but says twice (42b3-c4, 90e6-91a4) that evil and cowardly men are 

reborn as women, that being the first step downwards to rebirth as animals. 

There could hardly be a more open declaration that women are inferior to 

men. If the Timaeus was written at roughly the same time as the Republic, 

this embarrasses those who want to see Plato in the Republic as a feminist. 

But if what I have argued is right, then the Timaeus is quite compatible with 

the Republic. Even if women are inferior to men, it will still be of advan¬ 

tage to the state to have women do what men do if it is of public benefit. The 

argument in the Republic does not need, or claim, more than this. 

There is one striking and revealing passage which shows that even in the 

Republic Plato holds the view of women’s inferiority which has its uglier 

expression in the Timaeus. At 563b7-9, equality (isonomia) and freedom 

between men and women turns up as one of the deplorable corruptions of 

the democratic state. Now what is wrong with the democratic state, in 

Plato’s view, is that unequals are treated equally—young and old, for exam¬ 

ple, and slave and free. The only possible inference is that Plato himself 

holds that women are naturally inferior to men,'^ and that any actual state 

where they are on terms of equality has corrupted the natural hierarchy. It is 

true that in his hostile portrait of the democratic state Plato carries over 

some details from contemporary Athens (for example, the fact that slaves 
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cannot be distinguished at sight from free men by their clothes) and so not 

all features of his description embody serious theses. But even at his most 

careless Plato could hardly have thought of fourth-century Athens as an 

example of a place where men and women were on terms of freedom and 

equality. The passage must, then, be taken as a deliberate and important 

statement of what Plato believes, and it shows conclusively that the Republic 

does not differ on this point from the Timaeus. Even in the Republic, Plato 

never advocates the view that men and women are equal. 

It comes as no surprise, then, that when Plato stops believing that the 

ideal state can be realized, he also stops thinking that women should do the 

same jobs as men, even in a greatly improved state. In the Laws he has 

abandoned the idea that men and women might be totally devoted to the 

state as the Guardians were. And the Republic's, radical proposals about 

women lapse. Although women are -still educated and forced into public to 

some extent, this is merely so that they can be controlled, since their poten¬ 

tial for virtue is less than man’s and they would get up to mischief 

(780d9-781b6). They are still to learn how to fight, but only so as to defend 

their homes and children in the last resort (804-806, 813e-814c). The only 

office they hold seems to be that of organizing a kind of women’s moral vig¬ 

ilante group. Otherwise they are left in the position of fourth-century Greek 

women. They take no part in any political process, they are unable to own 

or inherit property in their own right, and they are perpetual legal minors 

always under the authority of male relatives or guardians. Women are mar¬ 

ried off by their fathers or brothers, and an heiress passes with the property 

to the nearest male relative,'* as was the normal Greek practice of the time.'® 

Plato’s argument that women should be Guardians thus has three crucial 

defects: it is not valid against an anti-feminist, it is irrelevant to facts about 

women’s desires, and it is irrelevant to the injustice of sexual inequality. 



Women’s Nature and Role in the 

Ideal Polis: Republic V Revisited 

Susan B. Levin 

Few of Plato’s claims have generated as much controversy as his pro¬ 

posal in Republic V that women may serve as Guardians, in particular as 

philosopher-rulers. This demand for equality has been dismissed as ludi¬ 

crous. Many commentators have raised doubts about the genuineness and 

extent of the proposed reforms. Bloom, for example, asserts that “Book V 

is preposterous, and Socrates expects it to be ridiculed” (1968, 380).' Others 

have maintained, in my view correctly, that Plato is indeed an advocate of 

women’s equality.^ In this paper I will introduce fresh arguments in sup¬ 

port of the view that Plato gives serious consideration to and in fact endors¬ 

es Republic V’s proposal regarding women. 

Though much attention has been paid to the remarks themselves, and to 

Plato’s comments about women elsewhere, more can be done to situate his 

proposal with reference to key areas of inquiry in the early and middle dia¬ 

logues. In my view, Plato’s discussion is fully intelligible only if placed in 

the context of his exploration of the concept of techne in numerous early 

and middle dialogues. Far from being merely transitional, the discussion 

of women in Republic V is part of the dialogue’s philosophical core. I con¬ 

tend that it plays an important role in Plato’s argument, above all in Books 

V-VII, that philosophy is the techne par excellence. Situating the discus¬ 

sion of women in the framework of techne shows, at the very least, that the 

proposal is one to which Plato gives serious attention. 

Having located Plato’s discussion of women in the context of his treat¬ 

ment of the techne issue, I turn to his reflections on women’s nature. The 

foundation for this discussion is provided by a consideration of the misog¬ 

ynist tradition in Greek literature and of Plato’s use of phusis (“nature”) 

and its cognates in his own discussions of human nature.^ Some have 

thought that Plato cannot actually be a proponent of women’s equality 
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because, notwithstanding his seemingly positive comments in Republic V, 

he criticizes women on numerous occasions. As Vlastos (1989) has shown, 

this view rests on a failure to distinguish adequately between Plato’s assess¬ 

ments of women under less than optimal and ideal circumstances. If one 

evaluates Plato’s derogatory comments about women with this distinction 

in mind, they do not count as evidence against the view that I am defend- 

ing."* The literary tradition—to which Plato relates himself in crucial ways 

in his treatment of women—makes frequent use of phusis in its criticisms 

of women, and Plato himself uses this terminology in a host of positive and 

negative comments about human nature. However, in none of those pas¬ 

sages in which Plato makes derogatory remarks about women does he use 

phusis to explain why they behave in the ways of which he is critical, as he 

“would have [done] if his point had been that those bad ‘womanish’ traits 

were inherent in femaleness as such.’’^ Study of passages containing gune, 

gunaikeios, and thelus on the one hand, and phusis and its cognates on the 

other, in dialogues up to and including the Republic supports the view that 

Plato distinguishes clearly between talk of women as they are at present 

and talk of them as they might be if evaluated and educated based on the 

caliber of their souls. The foregoing line of inquiry yields new evidence for 

the claim that Plato not only entertains but also endorses Republic V’s pro¬ 

posal regarding women. 

Following brief comments on Plato’s view of the soul, which makes 

possible his positive conclusion about women’s potential role as philoso¬ 

pher-rulers, I close by suggesting that the view of women presented in 

Republic V is compatible with what Plato says in the Phaedo and may actu¬ 

ally be implied by the Symposium. In some sense, then. Republic V is the 

culmination of what precedes—a position which can be only briefly \ 

sketched out here, but which buttresses the claim that Plato’s proposal is 

seriously intended. 

I. The Concept oe Techne in 

THE Early and Middle Dialogues 

In the early and middle dialogues, Plato is consistently occupied with 

two closely related questions: what entities can properly be said to be real 

(i.e., have natures) and who may justifiably be called eudaimdn (i.e., said 

to flourish)? Since one must practice certain technai in order to determine 

what is unqualifiedly real, and knowing what has this status is necessary 

for flourishing, one can understand Plato’s qualifications for being 

eudaimdn only if one examines his views about techne.^ 
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Plato reflects extensively on the character and value of those praxeis 

(“activities”) in which human beings engage. With a view toward defending 

philosophy’s claim to establish values, Plato must criticize other activities, 

above all poetry and rhetoric, which promote conceptions of eudaimonia 

(“flourishing”) that he finds untenable. Plato tries repeatedly to show that 

these activities do not merit the esteem in which they are presently held, 

and that, contrary to popular belief, philosophy is the most laudable praxis 

of all. The concept of techne provides a framework in terms of which Plato 

can criticize sophistry or rhetoric and poetry, and demonstrate the superi¬ 

ority of philosophy. His goal is to show that the former do not qualify as 

technai, while the latter, in contrast, is the techne par excellence. Plato sit¬ 

uates his positive characterization of philosophy against the backdrop of 

his negative account of rival praxeis', in his view, the praise of philosophy 

and demonstration of its rivals’ inadequacies are essential and complemen¬ 

tary aspects of a single project. 

Plato uses the term techne in broad and narrow, or nontechnical and 

technical, senses. In the former case he follows prevailing usage, accord¬ 

ing to which the term refers to activities involving skill in a general, unana¬ 

lyzed sense (i.e., in this context, use of the term techne is not based on a 

systematic inquiry into the nature of its referent).^ In the latter, Plato 

employs a distinction between technai and empeiriai (i.e., mere “knacks”) 

in order to differentiate what he takes to be two quite disparate sets of activ¬ 

ities. Plato grants that in some sense both types of activities involve skill, 

but central to his project is careful attention to the issue of what being a 

genuine expert entails. In this context the notion of techne becomes highly 

normative, and the appellation one that is properly applied only to a select 

group of praxeis. Although central techne requirements are introduced 

quite early,^ it is in the Gorgias that Plato provides a systematic account of 

those criteria which distinguish genuine technai from pseudo-tec/znai, or 

empeiriai. He presents there four major techne requirements: 

1. Peri ti: the “subject matter” of a genuine techne includes both the 

Form(s) in question and a specification of that toward which activ¬ 

ity is directed. 

2. Understanding: practitioners must be in the proper cognitive state, 

that is, operate with episteme (“knowledge” or “understanding”) 

rather than mere belief; presupposed here is the existence of a 

small class of expert practitioners. One with understanding of the 

subject matter in question will be able to provide a rational 
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account {logon didonai) of those procedures which comprise the 

activity and their relevance to the end in question. 

3. Teachability (and, by implication, leamability).® 

4. Goodness: the activity in question must be of genuine benefit to 

human beings, not simply cater to their whims and indiscriminate 

desires. 

In the Gorgias, the techne status of rhetoric is first assumed, then under¬ 

mined. In the course of several dialogues, and above all in the Republic, the 

techne status of poetry is challenged and that of philosophy defended. In 

all of these cases, affirmations and denials of techne status involve the nar¬ 

row or philosophic sense of that term. For purposes of illustration, and in 

order to situate most clearly Plato’s discussion of women in Republic V, I 

focus here on the Republic'?, use of the framework of techne as a tool for 

the critique of poetry and praise of philosophy.'® 

11. The Challenge to Poetry’s Techne Status 

Long before the establishment of “primary” schools, the Greeks had 

turned to poets for instruction on religion and morality. Marrou (1982, 3, 

xiv) emphasizes the preeminent role played by Homer in classical educa¬ 

tion, and identifies the Iliad as “the central pivot around which the whole of 

Greek education was to be organized.” Over time, Hesiod, Pindar, and the 

tragedians Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides were also recognized as 

influential educators." 

In Book X of the Republic, Plato refers to “an ancient quarrel between 

philosophy and poetry” (607b).While extant sources indicate that Pre- 

socratic philosophers were critical of poets from fairly early on, it is only 

with Plato that the rivalry between philosophy and poetry takes center stage. 

Ferrari (1989, 129) observes that “since the imitative scope of a Homer 

extends to nothing short of how the greatest communities are led by their 

princes, the user’s skill he can appear to arrogate is the very highest: that 

which Socrates would reserve for the Philosopher-King_Poetry is thus in 

direct competition with philosophy for the education of the ruling class.” In 

Plato’s view, only the philosopher can adequately perform this pedagogical 

function, and only a philosopher—one, moreover, who shares Plato’s basic 

metaphysical commitments—has the proper vantage point from which to 

assess poetry’s merits and shortcomings. 

Plato’s critique of poetry in the Republic focuses above all on the good¬ 

ness, understanding, and subject-matter conditions.With regard to the 
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goodness requirement, Plato emphasizes repeatedly that poets aim to pro¬ 

duce pleasure in the audience without a concern for what is beneficial. He 

states, for example, that if epic or lyric poetry is admitted into the city, plea¬ 

sure (hedone) and pain (lupe) will govern it rather than a concern for what 

is best (607a).If a poet of the familiar sort requested admission to the 

ideal state, he would be acknowledged as “sacred and marvelous and pleas¬ 

ant (hedun),” but refused entrance for the sake of the city’s well-being 

(dphelias heneka) (398a-b).'^ Plato insists that any poet who is to gain 

admission would have to show that his poetry “is not only pleasant (hedeia) 

but also beneficial (ophelime) to communities and to human life general¬ 

ly” (607d).'® Moreover, in Books VI-VII—beginning with the figure of the 

Sun—Plato makes clear that the good is fundamentally different in kind 

from anything to which the formulations of poets apply, f/'poets could meet 

the goodness requirement, they would be admitted into the ideal state. 

Failing that, regardless of how much gratification they produce, they must 

be excluded in order to prevent them from having a negative impact on the 

city’s well-being. 

Plato bases poets’ inability to meet the goodness requirement on their 

shortcomings with respect to the understanding and peri ti conditions. For 

example, in Book II (363e-364c) he states that, according to poets, licen¬ 

tiousness and injustice are only disgraceful in opinion (doxei) and by con¬ 

vention (nomoi), implying that poets only promote this view because they 

lack understanding and the right conception of what is natural (phusei). 

Shortly thereafter, he attributes poets’ promotion of a defective conception 

of flourishing to their preference for appearance {to dokein) over reality 

(365b-c). In Book III, Plato identifies as a precondition for mousike's hav¬ 

ing a beneficial effect that its practitioners have knowledge of the natures of 

virtues and vices—“in all the combinations that contain and convey 

them”—on the basis of which they may distinguish clearly and reliably 

between those natures and their images {eikonas) (402b-c; cf. 409d-e).'^ 

The conclusion reached in Books II and III is that only poets with a gen¬ 

uine understanding of the nature of virtue and vice, rather than merely 

opinions about appearances, would be able to promote the right conception 

of eudaimonia. 

Republic V, which presents a systematic distinction between knowledge 

and belief, above all by differentiating their objects, develops that distinc¬ 

tion articulated previously in the Gorgias (454). Books VI and X, which 

presuppose the careful analysis of Book V, comment most directly on how 

poets fare with regard to their level of cognition. In Book VI, where the 

populace is likened to a powerful beast (493), Plato links together poetry 

and sophistry with respect to their destructive impact. Apropos of the 
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understanding condition, Plato stresses that practitioners of these activities 

operate with and beget opinions rather than insight (regarding the produc¬ 

tion of beliefs cf. 496a); as in the Gorgias, Plato supports this claim by 

emphasizing practitioners’ inability to exhibit their alleged wisdom in a 

“rational account” (logos) of the procedures they employ and their rele¬ 

vance to the end in question (493b-c).'* In terms of the subject-matter 

requirement, Plato’s repeated contrasts earlier in Book VI between the 

activity of the few which is directed toward Forms, and that of the multi¬ 

tude which centers on participants (484b-e, 485a-b, 490a-b), provide the 

foundation for the beast analogy; to emphasize the centrality of that con¬ 

trast, the analogy is followed immediately by its repetition (493e-494a). 

In Book X Plato concentrates on poets and underscores repeatedly their 

lack of insight (598d-602b). While some say that poets know all technai 

(598d-e), Plato insists that they know none. One cannot reasonably hold 

them to account the way one would doctors and generals when they discuss 

medicine and generalship, respectively. One must, however, hold poets to 

account where the issue is virtue and vice, since it is on their handling of 

such issues that their claim to excellence rests. While they allege to have 

mastery of these subjects, in fact they lack knowledge of them altogether 

(600e-601b); instead, they create products three removes from reality 

(597e), and deceive the audience by manipulating onomata (“words”) and 

rhemata (“phrases”) to create false impressions of expertise. The conclusion 

to draw is not that virtue and vice are not the province of a genuine techne. 

They are the objects of a techne, but that techne is philosophy not poetry. 

III. Plato’s Defense of Philosophy 

AS THE Techne Par Excellence 

Plato’s most concerted attempt to depict philosophy as being at the top 

of the hierarchy of technai comes in Republic V-VII. There he makes clear 

that it not only satisfies all those conditions set forth in the Gorgias, but 

meets them to the fullest possible extent.'® Based on his exploration of the 

subject matter of philosophy, the cognitive state of its practitioners, and 

their superlative ability to meet the goodness requirement, Plato concludes 

that philosophy is the techne par excellence. 

In the early and middle dialogues, Plato distinguishes repeatedly 

between seeking merely to produce pleasure in others via flattery, and aim¬ 

ing to promote the good of those toward whom one’s activity is directed. In 

Republic VI it turns out that the good—the ultimate object of aspiration— 

occupies a position at the top of the hierarchy of Forms (see 505a-509b, 
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517b-c, and 518c-d). Training in dialectic is indispensable preparation for 

apprehending the Form of the Good, and it is this apprehension, possible 

only for philosophers, that enables one to maximize the presence of good 

in the spatio-temporal realm. Hence, it is philosophers who satisfy the good¬ 

ness requirement to the fullest possible extent. Practitioners of other technai 

function under the supervision of the dialectician insofar as they require the 

latter’s expertise in order to determine whether the goodness requirement 

is being met to the highest degree possible within their own “areas of spe¬ 

cialization. 

The peri ti or subject-matter requirement is central to the Gorgias. 

While Plato does not there specify the ontological status of that subject mat¬ 

ter, the Phaedo, Symposium, and Republic make clear that Forms play this 

role.In the Republic Plato emphasizes that technai are situated hierarchi¬ 

cally with reference to one another based on differences in the way in 

which the activity in question is related to Forms. The second tier is typified 

by mathematical activity, which involves the direction of one’s attention 

toward Forms, with, however, those natures being explored indirectly (i.e., 

via particulars like diagrams) rather than firsthand. Plato’s praise of it in 

Books VI and VII is qualified: insofar as mathematical activity is directed 

ultimately toward Forms, it is to be lauded, while it is rightly subject to crit¬ 

icism due to its reliance on particulars and unquestioning use of hypotheses. 

Above it is that activity which Plato views as constitutive of philosophy 

proper. Here one proceeds solely via Forms, and all movement from par¬ 

ticulars to Forms is viewed as merely preparatory (for a description of this 

type of activity, see 511b-c; cf. 533b-d). 

While the inquiries of mathematicians and philosophers both concern 

Forms, only the latter have immediate access to those entities, combined 

with a systematic understanding of how they are interrelated. This under¬ 

standing is based ultimately on that knowledge of the Good which sets the 

philosopher apart from everyone else. Hence, philosophy differs most fun¬ 

damentally from other technai with respect to its subject matter because only 

it has the Form of the Good as part of its domain. Since it is the apprehension 

of this Form that allows one to have the most direct and complete access 

possible to other eide, along with full knowledge of their interconnections, 

its being an element of philosophy’s domain ultimately explains why phi¬ 

losophy has Forms as its subject matter in the strictest possible sense. 

Books V-VII center on those individuals whose presence and ruling in 

the state make its very existence possible. There Plato emphasizes that they 

are distinguished from all others by their possession and depth of knowl¬ 

edge. In the final section of Book V, which initiates this discussion, Plato 
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argues that philosophers are distinguished from everyone else by the fact 

that they operate with knowledge which is directed toward Forms, while 

all others have only belief which has as its objects entities that are F (e.g., 

just or courageous) with some qualification.^^ 

At first glance that portion of Republic V in which Plato makes his 

remarks about women’s equality does not appear to be tied closely to what 

follows. According to Grube (1974, 111), the first two-thirds of the book 

“deal with subjects which have been omitted or but lightly touched upon in 

founding the city, while the last third begins the description of the Platonic 

philosopher, his wisdom and his methods, which continues through the next 

two books.” In a similar vein, Comford (1941, 144) states that the earlier 

sections “form an interlude ... only formally connected by the metaphor of 

the three ‘waves’” with the final section of the book.^^ If, however, one 

understands the discussion of women in terms of its role in Plato’s defense 

of philosophy as the techne par excellence, the structure of Republic V ceas¬ 

es to be problematic. As previously noted, the understanding requirement 

on technai, which stipulates that practitioners must operate with insight 

rather than mere belief, presupposes the existence—and delineation—of a 

small class of expert practitioners. In Plato’s assessments of activities’ 

claims to the rank of techne, discussions of these aspects of the understand¬ 

ing condition go hand in hand, and are mutually reinforcing. For example, 

in the Cratylus, which denies techne status to the praxis of naming as under¬ 

taken by the literary tradition, Plato’s handling of the understanding condi¬ 

tion comprises his argument both that the activity lacks practitioners of the 

requisite caliber and that those who have undertaken naming to date have 

operated based solely on doxa?^ Republic V also treats these two comple¬ 

mentary aspects of the understanding condition; the last section, which pre-' 

sents a systematic distinction between knowledge and belief, addresses the 

issue of what cognitive state distinguishes the philosopher, while the earlier 

portion, which contains Plato’s discussion of women, helps to specify the 

range of human beings who may count as expert practitioners of 

philosophia under ideal circumstances.^5 It is, thus, far from coincidental 

that Plato presents his insights about women, which pertain directly to the 

issue of who may possess this highest form of expertise, as a prelude to 

detailed remarks on the cognitive state in which that expertise is manifested. 

On this interpretation. Republic V is a unity in a far stronger sense than 

is captured by interpretations which treat the book as merely transitional.^^ 

At the very least, locating Book V in the context of Plato’s exploration of 

the techne issue supports the view that the proposal about women is one to 

which he gives serious attention. In my view, it also helps to buttress the 

conclusion that Plato endorses the proposal itself. For current purposes. 
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however, in arguing that second point I rely most directly on Plato’s dis¬ 

cussion of women’s nature. 

IV. Plato on the Nature oe Women 

Remarking on Plato’s relationship to Greek literary treatments of 

women, Vlastos asks; “Why should Plato have assumed that being female 

would decrease one’s chances of turning out to he a super-person instead 

of a mass-person? The Greek poetic vision of humanity would give no 

quarter to that prejudice” (1989, 139). This formulation does not do full 

justice to the originality of Plato’s views about women as presented in 

Republic V or to the complexity of “the Greek poetic vision.” In Greek lit¬ 

erature, there is a basic division between cases in which authors offer con¬ 

demnations of women as a genos and those in which women are assessed 

positively or negatively based on their psychological or behavioral charac¬ 

teristics.^’ With respect to the former, Andromache notes (if only for the 

sake of argument) that the female phusis is prone to evil (Eur. Andr. 

352-54). Sophocles emphasizes the fundamental difference between men’s 

and women’s phuseis, with women’s phusis portrayed in unflattering terms, 

at Trach. 1062.’* Another negative generalization about women which cen¬ 

ters on phusis is made at Eur. Med. 407-9, where Medea says that although 

women are by nature “most helpless in doing good deeds,” their nature also 

makes them “of every evil the cleverest of contrivers.”’^ At Eur. fr. 1061N’, 

in turn, a speaker, presumably male, laments that “we are exhausted from 

keeping watch over the race of women. Since women are not by nature just, 

why bother continuing to try to hold them in check when such attempts are 

bound to fail?” {Mochthoumen alios thelu phrourountes genos; hetis gar 

aute me pephuken endikos, ti dei phulassein kaxamartanein pleon?).^° For 

still other passages falling in this category, one may consult Eur. Med. 928; 

Phoen. 198; and Or. 605-6.’* 

With regard to the latter type of case, already in Homer one finds recog¬ 

nition of a tendency to speak negatively of women as a genos, combined 

with at least an intimation of regret that such a tendency exists: Penelope, 

who is praised highly for her virtuous conduct in Odysseus’ absence, is 

contrasted with Clytaemestra, and it is said that the song which conveys 

Clytaemestra’s story “will be forever hateful. A bad name she gave to 

womankind, even the best” (Od. 24.193-202).” Hesiod generalizes on sev¬ 

eral occasions {W.D. 53-105, 373-75, and Th. 570-602); however, he also 

sets good (agathai) women apart from bad (kakai) (W.D. 699-705). In 

addition, Semonides’ poem about women lists ten types, nine of which are 

characterized in negative terms; however, the tenth, who is likened to a bee. 
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is praised2^ While Semonides views most women in a negative light, the 

key point for present purposes is that he does not speak critically of the 

entire genos of women. At Eur. Bacc. 314-18, in turn, Teiresias distin¬ 

guishes between types of women with respect to the quality of chastity by 

speaking of their different phuseis, and in the Ion (399-400) Creusa 

laments the fact that “[sjince good and bad women are not distinguished, 

all of us are hated. To this misfortune we are born” {kan tais kakaisin 

agathai memeigmenai misoumeth’; houtd dustucheis pephukamen)?"^ 

Moreover, in two crucial fragments, Euripides argues that good and bad 

women differ quite markedly in their natures {diapherousi d’ hai phuseis, 

494N^), and criticizes sharply those who make unqualified, and indeed 

untenable, negative generalizations about women One can 

explain the presence of such pointed remarks only if one assumes the exis¬ 

tence of influential opponents holding the opposite view. 

One finds in Plato both a reliance on the literary tradition and a qualita¬ 

tive leap beyond it.^® On some level Plato aligns himself with both views 

articulated by the poets. On the one hand, he makes unreflective comments 

about women as a genos. On the other, he insists that women differ radi¬ 

cally in type. How can he do both? Crucial to his account—and here he 

diverges fundamentally from the literary tradition—is a distinction 

between assessments that apply correctly under current circumstances, and 

those that are appropriate if one has ideal conditions in view. It is with 

respect to the former that he aligns himself with those offering negative 

generalizations, though, even here, his condemnations do not always apply 

to all women (i.e., he recognizes some distinctions between better and 

worse even under present conditions). With respect to ideal circumstances, 

he sides unquestionably with those comments which make crucial distinc-' 

tions of type. In another key departure, while negative literary generaliza¬ 

tions do make use of the term phusis, when Plato addresses directly the 

issue of women’s phusis in dialogues up to and including the Republic, he 

does so in a positive light, with ideal conditions in view. Moreover, his 

treatment of this issue, like that of other topics, differs from literary 

approaches by virtue of its sustained and systematic character. In the pre¬ 

sent case, this feature of Plato’s account may be explained with reference 

to his conduct of the debate within the framework of techne. In fact, when 

Plato specifies what is at stake with regard to women, he emphasizes that 

the point of contention is their qualification to practice technai (454d7-9). 

Having established the general principle that women’s fitness to pursue any 

techne is based on the quality of their psuchai (“minds” or “souls”) 

(454c-e), Plato narrows his focus to the issue of immediate concern, which 
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is that subset of technai involved in the conduct of the ideal polis (455a). 

Above all, the central point of contention is women’s capacity to engage 

in the techne par excellence, that is, whether or not any may possess a 

philosophical phusis?'^ 

The Republic's discussion of naturalness in connection with human 

beings is extensive, and makes abundant use of phusis and terms cognate 

with it.^* In Book II Plato introduces the Principle of Specialization, accord¬ 

ing to which people are naturally suited for different types of jobs, and indi¬ 

viduals should pursue those occupations for which they are qualified “by 

nature” {kata phusin) (370a-c).^® There is a hierarchical relation between 

jobs; guardianship is far superior to any type of work involving production 

and manual labor, hence its practitioners must have superior natures. 

Having subdivided the Guardian class into two, and argued for the exis¬ 

tence of a tripartite soul, in Book IV Plato speaks again of what is natural in 

connection with human beings. From the perspective of the ideal, only one 

type of relation between the soul’s elements—reason’s ruling in the soul 

and making decisions with a view toward the welfare of the individual as a 

whole—is kata phusin (“in accord with nature” or “natural”); all other types 

are para phusin (“contrary to nature” or “unnatural”). One might wonder 

how Plato is able to speak, at the same time, of different types of human 

nature and of only one type of relation between the soul’s elements as “nat¬ 

ural.” The latter kind of remark is based on the idea that reason sets humans 

apart from animals and grants them access to reality. This view of reason is 

manifest, for example, in the Phaedo's frequent identification of soul with 

intellect (see, e.g., 65b9, 76c6, and 11-13) and in the Republic's use of a 

human being to stand for reason in a vivid representation of the three 

aspects of the psuche as fused in the individual (588c-d).'‘° To the extent 

that characteristics which humans share with animals dominate in minds of 

other types, one may conclude that those psuchai are structured in ways 

that do not give precedence to that which, in the strict sense, constitutes our 

nature as human beings; hence, Plato’s comment in Book IV that other 

arrangements are para phusin (444d). 

Based on what he has said in Books I-IV, Plato has essentially two 

options open to him when he considers in Book V how the male-female dis¬ 

tinction meshes with his earlier remarks on what is natural and unnatural. 

First, he could argue that the reason of women, unlike that of men, cannot 

but be subservient to the lower two elements of the soul, and hence that 

women’s souls will always be structured in ways that are para phusin. 

Second, Plato might insist that women, like men, may achieve that relation 

of mutual dominance and subordination of the soul’s elements which sets 
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the philosopher apart from all others and which Book IV depicts as kata 

phusin (444d). In what follows, I introduce considerations in support of the 

view that Plato embraces this second option. 

It has been claimed that Plato cannot seriously embrace Book V’s pro¬ 

posal regarding women because, despite what appear to be positive com¬ 

ments there (see 449a-457c and 466c-d), he criticizes them on numerous 

other occasions. Hence, what Plato bestows with one hand, he takes away 

with the other. If, however, one evaluates Plato’s derogatory comments with 

the distinction between current (or less than optimal) and ideal circum¬ 

stances in mind, those remarks need not, and in fact cannot, count as evi¬ 

dence against the view that he seriously intends the proposal concerning 

women’s equality."" In this regard, it is worth emphasizing that a large num¬ 

ber of Plato’s disparaging comments are found in Republic VIII and IX, 

where he discusses degenerate types of constitution and human being, that 

is, those departing to varying extents from the ideal (see 549c-550b, 550d, 

557c, 563b-d, and 579b-c). 

In such passages, Plato derides females because the spirited and appeti¬ 

tive elements of their psuchai dominate at reason’s expense (see most 

notably 387e-388a, 395d-e, 431b-c, 469d, 549c-550b, and 550d). How¬ 

ever, Plato is also typically critical of males for their shortcomings in this 

very same respect. In describing the origin of the timocratic man, for exam¬ 

ple, Plato says that his mother exhorts him in his youth to prize honor and 

money, the quest for which falls within the scope of the spirited and appeti¬ 

tive elements, respectively, but adds that when he consorts with males out¬ 

side the home he hears the very same things praised (549c-550b).‘^2 In 

addition, as Plato emphasizes in Book X, even the best man is vulnerable to 

feelings and emotions (e.g., grief) if his education has not strengthened his ' 

reason such that they may be experienced in a moderate fashion. Moreover, 

at key junctures Plato refuses to offer blanket condemnations of women 

even under present conditions. So, for example, at 387e-388a he qualifies 

his criticism by noting that lamentations must not be attributed to women 

who are spoudaiai (“good”). In this regard one may also consult 398e, 

where Plato rejects the use of certain modes because they are useless to 

women who are to be good (epieikeis). In fact, Plato shows himself, both in 

the Republic and in other dialogues, to be negatively inclined toward most 

people under present conditions. Ultimately Plato’s worry is that currently 

almost everyone—male and female—is prone to be governed by emotions 

and base desires. As Senter (1977, 9-11) argues, Plato views the traits he 

derides as undesirable in themselves, not because they are “feminine,” and 

the traits in question are equally undesirable for both sexes. 
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As discussed above, in Greek literature the terms phusis and phuein are 

used to convey wholesale condemnations of women. Moreover, Plato him¬ 

self uses phusis and its cognates in multiple contexts, prominent among 

them his reflections on human nature and subdivisions thereof. Yet in none 

of the passages cited above does Plato employ this terminology to explain 

why women behave in the ways of which he is critical, as he surely would 

have if he had wished to depict the traits in question as ineradicable. 

Based on the cross-referencing of passages featuring gune, gunaikeios, 

and thelus on the one hand, and phusis and its cognates on the other, one 

may venture the following observations.Instances in which members of 

these two classes of terms are found in a close relation to one another break 

down into three basic types."*^ In the first group of passages, Plato’s tone 

toward women is neutral. He does not single them out for a positive or neg¬ 

ative assessment, and, in all but one instance, phusis and its cognates are 

not used in direct or explicit references to women. At Symposium 

189d5-e4, for example, Aristophanes says that the present human phusis 

differs from the original one since human beings came initially in three 

types, one of which was an androgynous form composed of male and 

female (thelu) elements. He notes later that his speech is not aimed specifi¬ 

cally at Pausanias and Agathon: while they likely “belong to the group that 

are wholly masculine in nature (ten phusin)... I am speaking about every¬ 

one, men and women (gunaikon) alike” (193c 1-3).'*® For other passages 

falling in this category, one may consult Prot. 325a6-b2; Menex. 237d4- 

238a5; Symp. 191a5-b4, 191c4-d3, 206c4-5; Rep. 423e7-424a8, 451c2-6, 

and 62002.“^ 

The second group consists of passages in which Plato makes negative 

assessments of women either directly or by implication. The terminology 

of phusis is typically not found in close proximity to such remarks (see, 

e.g., ApoL 35b, Phdo. 60a, Rep. 387e-388a, 550d, 557c, and 605e). Even 

where it is, however, as at 579b4-8, Plato does not frame his criticisms in 

terms of what is natural or unnatural for women.'** Plato’s failure to use 

such terminology is noteworthy since, as previously noted, this is precisely 

the language one would expect him to use if he thought the deficiencies in 

question were irremediable.'*® Notably, far from using phusis to convey his 

critical assessments, in the Phaedo Socrates attributes Xanthippe’s conduct 

to habit, noting that she says “just the sorts of things which women are 

accustomed {eidthasin) to say” (60a4-5). This passage should be read in 

conjunction with 81b-c, where Plato notes that a soul which is in the habit 

(eithismene) of preferring the visible to the invisible world will be unable to 

recover that insight into Forms which all souls gain prior to embodiment. 
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With the exception of 620c, no passages falling in these first two groups 

speak directly or explicitly of women’s phusis. In contrast, in the third set 

of cases in which terms from the two groups appear in close proximity to 

one another, Plato does address that issue explicitly; in fact, at the start of 

the discussion in Republic V, Plato emphasizes that precisely this will be 

the focus of inquiry, stating that he must now consider “whether female 

human nature (phusis he anthropine he theleia) is capable of sharing with 

the male all tasks or none at all, or some but not others” (452e6-453a3). 

When Plato does treat the issue directly, all of the pertinent comments, 

without exception, involve or presuppose significant departures from pre¬ 

vailing ethos^^—which is itself criticized as para phusin (456c 1-2)—and 

pertain to women under optimal conditions (i.e., those in which assessments 

of human beings are made based on the quality of their psuchai, and people 

receive that education and nurture to which those psuchai entitle them). All 

but one of these passages are found in Book V, where Plato maintains that 

women are capable of becoming philosopher-rulers (for numerous related 

combinations of terms from the two groups, see 453al-458c8 and 466d3). 

The sole remaining passage occurs at the end of Book VII, where, at the 

close of his discussion of the philosopher-rulers and their paideia, he reit¬ 

erates for the sake of emphasis that “you must not suppose that my words 

apply to the men more than to all women who arise among them endowed 

with the requisite natures (phuseisY' (540c). 

Clearly there is a marked distinction for Plato between talk of women as 

they are presently and talk of them as they might be if assessed and edu¬ 

cated based on the caliber of their souls. When he makes pronouncements 

about their phusis, he nowhere criticizes them for what they are, but speaks 

only of what they might become. In his evaluation of women and men alike, ' 

Plato’s ultimate point of reference is the ability to use one’s reason to 

apprehend Forms or natures proper. Men and women with this capacity 

have a philosophical phusis. All others are assessed negatively to varying 

extents, depending on the distance between the caliber of their souls and 

that of the highest type of human being. 

V. Conclusion 

When Plato contrasts those who may and those who may not properly 

be called philosophoi prior to Republic V, both within and outside the 

Republic, he concentrates on differences in the quality of people’s minds. 

When Plato discusses the body, as in the Phaedo, he does so not as a basis 

for distinguishing between the natures of human beings due to their physical 
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or biological characteristics, but because differences in the quality of peo¬ 

ple’s minds are reflected in differences in the sort of relation that obtains 

between mind or soul and body.^' More generally, in treating the issue of 

who may be considered a techne practitioner, Plato separates those whose 

cognitive abilities and achievements qualify them for this role from those 

whose capacities and accomplishments do not equip them for it. Prior to 

Republic V, he does not combine discussion of this issue with consideration 

of possible correlations between physical or biological and mental charac¬ 

teristics, and he never says that women are precluded from being techne 

practitioners. Had Plato’s interests not prompted him to sketch a proposal 

for an ideal state, he might never have needed to treat directly the question 

of whether women are capable of practicing technai. However, since the 

Republic, which contains that proposal, discusses the roles of all citizens 

who combine to form that state, Plato must address the issue explicitly. 

Moreover, once the question arises, Plato must answer it in a particular way 

based on his theory of the soul, in particular its nature and independence. 

In Republic V, Plato states that one’s entitlement to practice a given 

techne is based on the quality of one’s psuche (454d). Moreover, he poses 

the question of whether observable physical or biological differences 

between human beings correlate reliably with differences in the quality of 

their psuchai. For purposes of illustration, Plato appeals to the distinction 

between baldness and hairiness (454c), which would be readily acknowl¬ 

edged as constituting an incidental type of physical difference between peo¬ 

ple in the present context.His focus then shifts to differences in 

reproductive roles, which were generally thought to correlate quite pre¬ 

dictably—and with restrictive implications for women—with differences 

in the quality of people’s minds and hence with their fitness to engage in a 

wide range of activities.^^ Rejecting the prevailing view, Plato denies that 

one can infer people’s fitness to perform a certain type of job in society 

based simply on whether they are biologically male or female.The rea¬ 

son for this denial was his recognition of a philosophical commitment, 

based on his conception of the soul, to the view that men and women could 

in principle reach the same level of psychic activity. 

Oddly enough it is Plato’s dualism, for which he has been criticized by 

feminist theorists, that helps make possible his revised account of women’s 

roles.^5 This dualism ensures that the soul’s powers are not determined by 

the sex of the body in which it is encased. In the persuasive formulation of 

N. Smith (1983, 473), “the reason it is unnatural to discriminate on the basis 

of sex in such cases is that the nature involved (the soul) is sexless. 

Smith’s argument focuses on Plato’s discussion of metempsychosis. In the 
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myth at the end of the Phaedo, and in the Myth of Er at the close of the 

Republic, Plato makes clear that souls are not attached to bodies of one par¬ 

ticular sex, or even to human bodies; with regard to the former, souls cur¬ 

rently encased in bodies of one sex may enter bodies of the other sex in a 

subsequent incarnation. Plato presents the case of Epeius as involving a 

shift from male to female {Rep. 620c). Epeius is identified by Horner as the 

winner of the boxing match in the funeral games for Patroclus {II. 

23.664-99), and as the builder of the Trojan horse {Od. 8.492-93). As 

Smith (1983, 473) notes, Plato’s example of a man becoming a woman 

involves an “awe-inspiring boxer” whose description by Homer “hardly 

distinguishes him as unjust and cowardly.” While it would be speculative to 

contend that any stronger conclusion follows from the fact that Epeius’ soul 

shifts from a male to a female body, there is certainly no suggestion that 

this change constitutes a demotion. Plato lays further stress on the irrele¬ 

vance of reproductive roles from the perspective of phusis by noting that 

all types of human lives—which may be lived by both men and women— 

are available for selection, and that the caliber of individual psuchai deter¬ 

mines the choices made (618a-b). 

Interestingly, although negative comments about women serve as stage¬ 

setting in the Phaedo, one finds no disparaging remarks in that dialogue 

when Plato discusses Forms and the soul’s immortality. Plato’s dualism is 

in the foreground there as in no other dialogue. In his consideration of 

immortality generally, and recollection specifically, Plato discusses the 

nature of the soul and its relation to the body. In the account of recollec¬ 

tion, he maintains that all psuchai, “before taking on human form ... had 

knowledge” (76c). A soul that is in the habit {eithismene) of preferring the 

visible to the invisible world will be unable to recover that insight which 

makes possible the soul’s separate existence at death (81b-c). As Plato 

emphasizes in the Affinity Argument (78b-84b), soul becomes entangled 

with body to the extent that the former is subject to the wrong influences. 

Only if its nurture orients it toward Forms will the soul be detached from 

the body as far as possible both during life and in death (84a-b). Plato 

stresses repeatedly (e.g., at 8Id, 83d, 84a-b, and 107d) that the education 

and upbringing one receives determine what becomes of one’s soul in life 

and following death. Philosophy is the only activity that releases the soul, 

often identified in this dialogue with the intellect, from its restrictive con¬ 

nection to the body, thereby making possible its contact with Forms 

(82bl0-83b4). All souls originally had some glimpse of the Forms. While 

under current circumstances women’s upbringing would seem to have as 

its result that they do not progress as far in the process of recollection as do 
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men, this is compatible, at any rate, with its having better and more equi¬ 

table results once both males and females are subject to the correct curric¬ 

ula and other pivotal influences.^^ 

A final point might be raised concerning the issue of precisely what can 

and cannot be inferred about Plato’s view of women based on what he says 

in the Phaedo. Socrates’ treatment of his wife Xanthippe has been cited as 

documenting Plato’s belief in women’s inherent inferiority (see Saxonhouse 

1976, 203). In my view, the evidence does not provide a clear justification 

for that conclusion. The difference between Xanthippe and Socrates’ male 

friends is certainly not that she is emotional while they are not, since, as 

Plato makes clear at the dialogue’s beginning and end, the men are all 

strongly affected as well (59a-b and 117c-d); in fact, at the latter juncture, 

Socrates observes that it was mainly to avoid this type of scene that he dis¬ 

missed the women (117d-e). Since women and men are not distinguished in 

the Phaedo by the fact that the former give way to displays of emotion 

while the latter do not, one may conjecture that the difference is that for 

women being governed by emotion is, at least currently, a more prevalent 

state of affairs. As previously emphasized, rather than speaking of a natural 

deficiency, Socrates criticizes Xanthippe for saying the sorts of things 

which women are accustomed (eidthasin) to say (60a4-5). Moreover, given 

certain characterizations of Xanthippe as idiosyncratic in crucial respects, 

nothing can be concluded about the nature of women based simply on ref¬ 

erences to her.^* 

I turn finally to the Symposium, which combines with the Phaedo and 

Republic to form the core group of dialogues in which the middle-period 

theory of Forms is presented and defended. The Symposium plays an inter¬ 

mediate role by exploring in more detail than the Phaedo the various stages 

through which recollection moves, and setting the stage for Republic VII’s 

detailed account of the advanced curriculum. The Symposium undertakes a 

revision of traditional paideia insofar as it emphasizes that the ultimate 

objects of human aspiration are Forms and sketches that process of abstrac¬ 

tion through which genuine learning moves. Plato emphasizes that the only 

erotic relationship between human beings truly worthy of that name must 

have this type of paideia as its core. Although Plato takes one aspect of the 

prevailing ethos as his point of departure, namely, the educative dimension 

of male homosexual relationships, he has Socrates’ teacher—i.e., the one 

who describes the content and objects of the new “curriculum”—be a 

woman. If he had wished, Plato could easily have avoided giving a woman 

this pivotal role in the dialogue, and I agree with Halperin (1990) that 

answers to the question “Why is Diotima a woman?” cannot be solely 
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negative in form. On the positive front, Plato may intend to signal by his 

choice that women are not in principle excluded from undergoing that 

process of recovery in which recollection consists. Indeed, on the assump¬ 

tion that Diotima as Plato describes her is not an historical being, his selec¬ 

tion of her for this crucial role in the dialogue may be indicative of his view 

that while no existing woman is in a position to occupy the position of 

philosopher, certain women are capable by nature of developing and ulti¬ 

mately performing in the ways required by that job.^^ It is also worth noting 

Plato’s strong emphasis in the Symposium, as in the Republic, on the dis¬ 

tinction between current and ideal circumstances, with the speeches of 

Phaedrus and Pausanias as the most definitive representatives of the for¬ 

mer, and that of Socrates—who insists that he is guided by Diotima—as the 

sole representative of the latter. 

With regard to the possibility thafwomen could be philosopher-rulers, it 

is important to stress that the attraction to beautiful bodies is only the point 

of departure for the ascent. Most importantly, as Moravcsik (1971) has 

argued, the causal relation between its steps is not such that each is a nec¬ 

essary condition for its successor. Each step’s constituting such a condition 

would entail the claim, which Moravcsik (1971, 289) rightly rejects, that 

“nobody can appreciate the beauty of mathematics without having appreci¬ 

ated bodily beauty.’’ If one accepts Moravcsik’s view of the causal relation 

between the steps of the ascent, then the physical attraction between males 

which serves, on level one, as an impetus to the creation of fine discourses 

is not an essential precondition for reaching those stages where the objects 

of eras become increasingly abstract. On the foregoing interpretation of 

the ascent and of why Plato makes Diotima Socrates’ mentor, what is stated 

explicitly in Republic V is not only compatible with what Plato says in the 

Phaedo, but perhaps also implied by the Symposium.^^ 

In a noteworthy fragment, Euripides states that anyone who stops 

maligning women will be on the receiving end of abuse {gunaika d’ hostis 

pausetai legon kakos, dustenos ara kou sophos keklesetai, 36N^). Remarks 

such as this indicate just how strong the social pressure must have been to 

continue being misogynistic. While it is certainly true that Plato does not 

support equality of training, education, or opportunity for all women, and in 

that sense cannot be considered an advocate of feminism, he does argue 

against the common and simplistic equation of the capacity to bear chil¬ 

dren, or relative physical weakness, with the inferiority of women by 

nature. Given the weight of that social pressure referred to by Euripides, 

Plato’s serious consideration and endorsement of Republic V’s proposal are 

remarkable indeed. 
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I 

How does life begin? How is it and why is it that a child comes into 

being? To answer these questions about life and its origins requires a sys¬ 

tem of presuppositions about a great many metaphysical matters, such as 

causation and its modes of operation, relations of identity and difference, 

and, perhaps above all, the transition from not-being to actualized exis¬ 

tence. In his treatise. Generation of Animals (GA), Aristotle takes up the 

theme of the origins of animal and human life. His treatment of the subject 

is both empirical, offering descriptions of how the process occurs in nature, 

and metaphysical, pursuing the deeper how and answering questions about 

why it is that offspring are generated and how this phenomenon is meaning¬ 

fully connected to the cosmos as a whole. 

In recent years, feminist critics of the history of philosophy have been 

severe in their condemnation of Aristotle as a chief spokesman, if not 

founder, of sexism in the philosophical tradition: “We have become accus¬ 

tomed to regarding Aristotle as the fountainhead of one long tradition of 

Western misogyny.”' The theory proposed in GA, which in outline reads 

that in generation the male parent contributes the form and the female par¬ 

ent contributes the matter, is adduced by some of Aristotle’s critics to show 

that he regards females as inferior to males in the process of reproduction 

and that this view of female inferiority can be seen to be carried into other, 

if not all, areas of his philosophizing.^ 

Despite Aristotle’s current status as defective from a feminist point of 

view, his treatise is worthy of renewed exposition for several reasons. First, 
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his path to understanding how and why life begins—his very ability to ask 

how and why together—is richer and more fruitful than our modem view of 

reproduction, which is constructed for the most part on materialistic pre¬ 

suppositions. It is largely a modern materialist view of reproduction that 

feminism has inherited. From the start, the phenomenon Aristotle is study¬ 

ing is generation rather than reproduction, and the method he adopts for 

apprehending this expanded phenomenon is empirical-metaphysical rather 

than strictly mechanical or medical. Aristotle’s ability to integrate meta¬ 

physical considerations with scientific ones offers modem readers a model 

for a rationally enlarged conception of generation.^ In anticipation, we may 

say at this point that the results of his analysis show generation to be 

entwined with multiple dimensions of the natural world, not merely the sex¬ 

ual partners who are the parents of the offspring.'* 

Second, one reason that the feminist critics fail to appreciate the virtues 

of Aristotle’s metaphysical science of generation has to do with the differing 

aims of classical metaphysics and modem feminism. Aristotle’s intentions 

in taking up generation are metaphysical; he asks. What is generation? and 

looks to see how the phenomenon accords with the principles he has laid 

down in the Metaphysics and the Physics. The feminist, on the other hand, 

asks about reproduction. Who controls it? That is, the question is one of 

power and the aim is political: the altering of perceived unfair power rela¬ 

tions. Because feminism is centrally concerned with power and politics, it 

tends to have little use for metaphysics and little patience with it. This impa¬ 

tience is apparent in the methodology of some feminist criticism of 

Aristotle, in the quoting of offensive sentences out of their context as evi¬ 

dence in the sexism case against him. This practice neglects the overall form 

and much of the content of Aristotle’s treatises, and inevitably leads to mis¬ 

readings of these complex and difficult texts, in particular to misconstruals 

of the very gender issues to which Aristotle’s feminist critics wish to draw 

attention. 

Third, when reading Aristotle’s offensive comments without the benefit 

of a knowledge of his historical context, his feminist critics generally have 

failed to notice the ways in which Aristotle’s theory of generation has the 

effect of elevating the female role in generation, when compared to another 

view that prevailed in his day. “Preformation,” according to which the 

mother does not significantly contribute to generation, had wide currency in 

Aristotle’s time (and was still holding its own into the nineteenth century). 

Aristotle argues against this approach on metaphysical grounds and states 

emphatically from the beginning of GA that male and female together are 

the principles of generation. In this respect, his treatise is worthy of our 



The Metaphysical Science of Aristotle’s generation of Animals 33 

attention because it represents an advance in biology and, contrary to the 

usual feminist interpretation, an advance also in the appreciation of the 

maternal contrihution to generation. As this exposition of GA proceeds, the 

three foregoing points will be shown in greater detail. 

This is not to say, however, that the feminist criticism is simply to he dis¬ 

missed. To begin with, there appears to be a long history of the use of 

Aristotle’s treatise against women.^ The text is complex and is liable to be 

misunderstood and misused. In GA, Aristotle devotes greater attention to the 

male contrihution to generation, and it may appear to modem readers that the 

female contribution is less active and important than that of the male. The 

association of the male contribution with the superior “form” and the female 

contribution with “matter,” along with the appearance of a preponderance of 

causal power in the male, is what feminists have noticed and is what has led, 

in part, to their objections against Aristotle’s unfairness. A feminist critic, 

whose aim is to avoid any devaluation of the maternal contribution to repro¬ 

duction, might insist that Aristotle be judged by a standard which at the very 

least makes the female and male equally active, and which guarantees that 

their contributions are of equal value by seeing them as the same in kind.® 

This implicit or explicit demand is, however, another instance of feminism’s 

inattention to Aristotle’s metaphysical aims. In fact, what imbalance there is 

in his treatment arises not from misogyny or sexism, but from particular 

philosophical problems Aristotle is addressing in the treatise.^ 

Examination of the philosophical problems involved in the subject of 

generation is what is required to move beyond accusation toward under¬ 

standing the extent and the source of the perceived sexual imbalance that 

develops in this work. Let us now consider what those philosophical prob¬ 

lems are and how they emerge within the original thinking that Aristotle 

brings to bear on the phenomenon of generation. 

II 

The work whose title is translated Generation of Animals is in the Greek 

peri zoion geneseos, “on the coming into being of living creatures.” 

Geneseos, from the verb gignomai, is used primarily to refer to the “origin” 

or “source” or “beginning” of a natural entity. The root gen- concerns family, 

offspring, creation, birth, descent. What should be noted from the outset is 

the contrast between modern concepts of “reproduction,” leaning on 

metaphors of production and manufacture of artifacts, and the ancient focus 

on procreation and begetting of living things as a process which occurs in a 

larger natural nexus.* 
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The expanded meaning available in the Greek title serves as a reminder 

that Aristotle raises his scientific questions regarding generation in a philo¬ 

sophical context; that is, his scientific questions are metaphysically 

informed and they are raised within a long lineage of attempts at under¬ 

standing genesis, the transition from not being to being. 

It is worth paying particular attention to the opening of GA to* determine 

what Aristotle’s own aims are in this treatise. The subject, announced in the 

title, is the generation of animals. But how does this subject itself arise? The 

very first lines of the treatise answer this question. Aristotle explains that 

with one exception, he has already spoken of all the parts of animals, and of 

the various causes of these parts. Thus, in respect to generation of animals, a 

part remains to be described and a cause explained. He does not make it 

plain why this subject was saved for a separate work. It is, however, the 

final, culminating treatise of his zoological works. This is a series of books 

which, according to traditional dating, begins with History of Animals— 

Aristotle’s general observations and descriptions of animal life—and pro¬ 

ceeds thence to consider, first, the material parts and functions {Parts of 

Animals), and then those parts and functions which involve both matter and 

psyche {Movement of Animals, Progression of Animals, and ultimately 

Generation of Animals)^ The progression of this series of investigations 

follows Aristotle’s general principle of learning: we first study that which is 

closest or most available in our actual experience (thus, in this case, the ini¬ 

tial record of observations of nature and inquiries into the material parts) 

and work from there toward that which is first in the order of being. So, at 

the start of GA we have with Aristotle, as it were, already gone through vir¬ 

tually every other part and principle of these creatures as preparation for the 

investigation of generation. Those studies lead to the present one, that is, 

back to the source of the “coming to be” of animal life. 

From the first lines of the treatise Aristotle speaks of causes, indicating 

that generation, governed by causes, is an ordered, intelligible process. By 

contrast, generation is not to be viewed as mere effluence, nor as a mere 

rearrangement of parts, nor as a divine dispensation. That is, generation is 

not to be understood poetically, or artistically, or religiously. He delineates 

the four basic causes: (1) the final cause, ‘“that for the sake of which’ a thing 

exists, considered as its ‘end’”; (2) the formal cause, “the logos of the 

thing’s essence” (715a4-5). Together, the final and formal causes determine 

a distinctively metaphysical trajectory for the discussion of generation, 

involving universal characterization of nature’s mode of operation and a 

vision of nature working not only in accord with the forces of necessity but 

also for the good.'° (3) The material cause is “the matter for the thing” 
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(715a6). As Aristotle says in the Physics, it is “material for the generating 

process to start from” (194b24). In GA, the female parent provides the 

material cause. (4) The moving cause is “that from which comes the princi¬ 

ple of the thing’s movement” (715a6). In speaking of the moving cause in 

the Physics he says, “There must he something to initiate the process of the 

change or its cessation” (194b30). In GA Aristotle singles out the moving 

cause as most germane to the phenomenon of generation; he is particularly 

interested in determining how life or the principle of motion arises. 

The inclusion of formal and hnal causes in a scheme explaining the orig¬ 

ination of an organism presents a chief point of difference between classical 

and modem scientific outlooks. Eliminating formal and final causes from 

scientific explanation proper was an explicit goal of some early modern 

empiricist philosophers, such as Francis Bacon and John Locke." In their 

battle with the Aristotelian outlook, they insisted that only the material and 

moving causes be used as instruments of scientific investigation. They in¬ 

tended, ultimately, to eliminate Aristotle’s concept of substance altogether 

from scientific analysis and thereby, from their point of view, eliminate sub¬ 

jective elements from scientific study. 

For different reasons, but with some similar results, contemporary femi¬ 

nists have targeted essentialism—in the relevant sense the position that 

human beings possess an original nature which determines or structures 

development in significant ways prior to social conditions—as a concept 

which must be eradicated. Feminist theorists oppose above all essential- 

ism’s deterministic consequences. For example, feminist critics might point 

to some passages in GA itself as evidence of the way in which Aristotle 

conceives of a woman’s nature as biologically determined and hence 

unchangeable, inescapable. It is true that in GA Aristotle defines female and 

male biologically, in terms of their differing generative roles. He says, “By 

a ‘male’ animal we mean one which generates in another, by ‘female’ one 

which generates in itself’ (716al4-15). Beyond this simple statement of 

fact, however, Aristotle presently does not venture. His essentialism has no 

necessary consequences here for differing valuations of the female and 

male roles in generation. Indeed, Aristotle makes the important declaration 

that “the male and the female are the principles of generation” (716a5-7).'2 

Aristotle’s statement at the opening of the treatise that male and female are 

the archai of generation functions as the principal thesis in his theory of 

generation. The remainder of his discussion is intended to display both how 

male and female function as archai and the physical and metaphysical con¬ 

siderations that derive from this basic thesis. Aristotle not only does not 

depart from this basic commitment, but the entirety of GA should be 
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regarded as the working out, scientifically and philosophically, of the basic 

observation that male and female together are the principles of generation.'^ 

As evidence that female and male are both principles of generation, 

Aristotle mentions that they both secrete sperma, generative fluid.'"' Even 

when, several lines later, he asserts that female and male differ with respect 

to their logos, “in that the power or faculty possessed by the one differs 

from that possessed by the other” (716al8), Aristotle’s explanation of the 

differing powers concerns, once again, the differing generative functions of 

the female and male and only those: the power to give rise to offspring 

either within oneself or within another. Clarifying further his understanding 

of the two sexes he states, “Male and female are indeed used as epithets of 

the whole of the animal, [but] it is not male or female in respect of the whole 

of itself, but only in respect of a particular faculty and a particular part” 

(716a28-31). That is, male and female do not differ substantially, but differ 

only with respect to their separate capacities to give rise to young, and with 

respect to the parts of their bodies which serve this function.'^ 

Essentialism need not be a source of gender problems, as many feminist 

critics contend. Rather, conceived along Aristotle’s lines it can provide the 

outline of a solution to a variety of practical and theoretical difficulties 

relating to the two sexes. As we will see in detail, Aristotle’s understanding 

of the four causes permits the distinctions in female and male anatomy and 

physiology to be acknowledged as far as they go, and allows for him to 

retain a way of indicating the dimensions, both physical and metaphysical, 

in which female and male are the same. 

In GA I, male and female are co-principles of generation and therefore 

stand as the principles of the orderly unfolding of nature. Aristotle supports 

this initial thesis first with descriptions of the generative anatomical parts of 

the two sexes in a variety of species, followed by a discussion of the more 

controversial subject, the generative fluids. So in GA 1. 3-16 Aristotle 

examines the arrangement of the testicles or seminal ducts in fishes and ser¬ 

pents, lizards and tortoises, birds and dolphins and man; as well as the 

placement of the uterus or uterus-like organs in Crustacea and cephalopods, 

insects and octopuses. He develops ideas, regarding the variations in gen¬ 

erative anatomy of different species of animals, which rest on nature’s oper¬ 

ating principles: what happens does so because it is necessary or because it 

is better. The anatomical forms serve the functions of copulation and of ges¬ 

tation, either because copulation and gestation must take place in a particu¬ 

lar way for a class of animals, or because it is better that it occur that way.'^ 

Then, having described those anatomical parts that serve generation (that is, 

having shown that female and male are both principles of generation in this 



The Metaphysical Science of Aristotle’s generation of Animals 37 

respect), in GA I. 17 Aristotle leaves behind the anatomy (or the “instru¬ 

mental parts”) and begins his discussion of the generative fluids, the 

spermata. The discussion of sperma bears crucially on the correct under¬ 

standing of Aristotle’s view of the role of female and male in generation. 

Ill 

Somewhat surprisingly, the question that first occupies Aristotle regard¬ 

ing sperma is. Is sperma drawn from the whole body? Two different theo¬ 

ries had currency in his time: Hippocratic pangenesis, the notion that 

sperma comes from all parts of the body and thereby provides the parts of 

the body for the offspring, and the “preformationist” or “homunculus” theo¬ 

ry that the sperma contains an animalcule or a little human already formed 

and waiting simply to grow.’^ Aristotle is trying to contend with these on his 

way to establishing his own claims about the nature of the generative fluids. 

He presents a variety of reasons for objecting to pangenesis and preforma¬ 

tion.'* All of his reasons argue against what he regards as the real problem; 

the materialistic reduction and oversimplification that those two theories 

represent. Both theories fail to explain what principle organizes the many 

parts of the body. Generation, after all, produces a substantial entity, a uni¬ 

fied and coherent creature. In the case of pangenesis it would be absurd, of 

course, to suppose that the many parts of the body come together in their 

ordered, regular way merely by chance; nor can it be imagined that the parts 

actively arrange themselves. Something above and beyond the parts alone 

must be operative in order to explain the regular generation of animals. For 

Aristotle, this something is psyche, soul, “the first actuality of a natural body 

which potentially has life” {DA 412a27). In his view, body is aimed at soul 

from the very beginning. This is a principle which the materialisms, pange¬ 

nesis and preformationism, do not comprehend. His conclusion to the prob¬ 

lem at hand, then, is that pangenesis must be rejected; sperma is not drawn 

from all parts of the body but rather goes to all parts of the body. In this 

way, he emphasizes final causality over what he regards as ultimately 

unworkable mechanical explanations (725a23).'® 

Aristotle will have more arguments to offer in Book II against preforma¬ 

tionism, the view that an animalcule or homunculus is transferred from the 

father and planted in the mother’s body, with her functions being strictly 

incubation and feeding.^" His mention of it at this point (722b5), however, 

permits us to note that preformationism had been employed in Greek cultur¬ 

al life to deny women any role in generation, and consequently to deny them 

any significant connection with their children and any connection of their 
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children with them. A stunning example of this can be found in Aeschylus’s 

Eumenides, when Apollo defends Orestes’ murder of his mother in this way: 

The mother of what is called her child is no parent of it, but nurse only of 

the young life that is sown in her. The parent is the male, and she but a 

stranger, a friend, who, if fate spares his plant, preserves it till it puts 

fourth.^' 

Aristotle’s opposition to preformationism is not founded on the grounds 

that it demeans women’s part in generation. Rather, it fails to make sense on 

its own terms because it cannot explain how female offspring could be pro¬ 

duced: how could the female generative parts arise from a male body? (cf. 

734al-12). Against this historical background, Aristotle’s alternative theo¬ 

ry, by establishing the female as a principle of generation, represents an 

important elevation of the woman’s role in generation. Furthermore, politi¬ 

cal assumptions and considerations are notably absent in Aristotle’s treat¬ 

ment of this subject. That is, his aims at this point, in distinction from the 

feminist critique which itself is already directed toward the politicization of 

sexuality, do not include the demotion or the elevation of women and their 

role in the process of generation. Instead, arguments are assessed by him 

one by one, on theoretical grounds or on observational grounds or on both, 

and conclusions are drawn about the phenomenon itself. 

Some of Aristotle’s feminist critics have misread him on this fundamen¬ 

tal issue, mistaking Aristotle’s theory for a version of preformationism, and 

hence they have assigned to him the sexist consequences of that theory. The 

claim frequently made is that Aristotle reproduces and enlarges a model in 

which the female body serves only passively in generation as a source of 

warmth and nourishment for the growing embryo whose source is strictly 

the male parent.^^ But his effort in Book I of GA, as we have begun to see, is 

to reject preformationism, which these critics confuse with Aristotle’s own 

view, and to establish the validity of his own initial thesis that male and 

female are both archai of generation. 

Other feminists criticize Aristotle’s theory as inferior to the other of his 

rival iYiQor'iQ^, pangene sis Pangenesis, in Empedocles’ version, holds that 

male and female both make contributions of the same sort,^^ and so this the¬ 

ory appears more acceptable by general feminist criteria. But proponents of 

pangenesis fail to take seriously Aristotle’s stated objections to Empe¬ 

docles’ theory, namely, that the parts torn apart from each other (in the 

female and male parents, prior to being fitted together) would be in such an 

incomplete and imperfect state that they could not stay alive and healthy. On 
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the other hand, if each separate part of the body had a vital principle of its 

own to maintain its life and health, then it would remain to be shown what 

organizes or coordinates all these separate vital principles and how they 

merge to form one unified organism. Aristotle’s objections to Empedocles 

here (and explicitly later in GA 764al-765a4) are in keeping with the other 

arguments he has made against excessively materialistic theories of genera¬ 

tion: these theories, Empedocles’ included, which rely for their explanations 

exclusively on a thing’s material constituents, simply cannot account fully 

for the regularity and ordered nature of generation. Thus, Aristotle’s rejec¬ 

tion of Empedocles’ approach is not motivated by an unwillingness to allow 

the female a fuller share in generation, as these feminist critics believe. His 

end here is to establish a metaphysical point: the necessary inclusion of non¬ 

material explanatory principles (in this case, the soul or form of the body as 

organized, and the whole, unified, mature animal as the telos or final cause 

of the process, along with the action of the eternal and divine). 

Returning to the progress of the discussion in GA, we can, in fact, make 

some sense of why Aristotle’s discussion of the generative fluids should 

begin as it does, with what sounds like a subordinate and somewhat techni¬ 

cal question about whether or not sperma derives from the body as a whole. 

This question allows him at the outset to display the current rival theories 

of generation and to critique them in terms of their reliance on limited mate¬ 

rialist presuppositions. Having explained the insufficiency of these 

approaches and stated in a preliminary way his own alternative—that is, a 

generative theory which fully includes physical causal components as well 

as nonmaterial organizing and directing principles whose aims and mode of 

operation differ from material causal principles—Aristotle can pursue his 

examination of the working of both physical (material and moving) causes 

and the metaphysical (formal and final) ones, along with the ways in which 

these causes cohere. 

We might note, then, the way in which Aristotle’s discussion is shaped 

by rival theories against which he defines his own. His determination to 

establish the metaphysical dimension of generation against both the 

Presocratic materialists and the Hippocratic medical establishment leads to 

special highlighting of form over matter in Books I and II, perhaps in part to 

make form more readily evident to his opponents. In the treatise, the spe¬ 

cial attention to form, later to be identified as the male’s contribution to gen¬ 

eration, may seem to some modern readers to be one more instance of 

Aristotle’s concentration on the male at the expense of the female. Read in 

its historical context, however, we see that the chief point of difference 

between Aristotle’s theory and other theories concerned the concept of 
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form, and so it naturally required fuller explication. On the other hand, 

another rival theory which remains within Aristotle’s range of vision is 

Plato’s, in which eternal Forms remain at some removal from material 

things. Aristotle wants to be sure that no mistake is made in this direction 

either. In his own theory, form is united with matter fundamentally to pro¬ 

duce substantial entities. It is this very union which Aristotle is challenged 

to demonstrate in GA. 

Next ^Aristotle examines the general nature of sperma and says, “Now 

the aim of sperma is to be, in its nature, the sort of stuff from which the 

things that take their rise in the realm of Nature are originally formed” 

(724al7). Analyzing the meaning of the “from which” in his definition of 

sperma, he shows that the two senses of “from which” that are relevant for 

generation are the matter from which and the movement from which a liv¬ 

ing creature derives. The question whether sperma is one or the other, or 

perhaps both material and moving cause, is raised and then temporarily set 

aside while a more precise determination of sperma and its derivation is 

pursued. Aristotle concludes that sperma is derived from a healthy residue, 

what remains from the body’s useful nourishment (725all). He then raises a 

crucial question: 

Does the female discharge sperma as the male does, which would mean 

that the object formed is a single mixture produced from two spermations; 

or is there no discharge of sperma from the female? And if there is none, 

then does the female contribute nothing whatever to generation, merely 

providing a place where generation may happen; or does it contribute 

something else, and if so, how and in what manner does it do so? 

(726a31-32) 

The question reveals why Aristotle is concerned about the claim that the 

female discharges sperma as the male does. If the female’s sperma is the 

same as the male’s, the fetation resulting from copulation might appear to be 

(merely) a mixture; that is, each of the two parents would contribute the very 

same thing, and then somehow when they are added together a living crea¬ 

ture comes into being. On such a view, the appearance of a new substance 

would depend entirely on the accumulation of a sufficient quantity of mater¬ 

ial being. According to Aristotle, however, such a “mixture” view leads to 

impossible results. Primarily, if the contribution to generation by the male 

and the female were identical, there would be nothing to prevent each from 

generating on its own, without the other, or for that matter for females to gen¬ 

erate together by mixing menstrual blood, or for males to mix their fluids to 
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produce offspring.^® But this is manifestly not the way nature operates. Male 

and female, together, constitute the archai of generation, as Aristotle has 

already established. Their separate insufficiency indicates, for him, that their 

contributions must be of different kinds. Furthermore, Aristotle’s dissatis¬ 

faction with a strictly materialist reading of generation reveals why he would 

be unwilling to accept a “mixture” theory of the phenomenon, a view to 

which he would be committed if the female fluid were the same sperma as 

the male’s. Either (a) there is no organizing principle, which is inadequate; or 

(b) there are two organizing principles, which is one principle too many. If 

(a), the material mixture has no organizing principle, then there is no possi¬ 

ble explanation for how a unified, coherent, highly complex and directed 

creature is formed or forms itself from the body’s residual food. But if (b), 

the male and female sperma are identical and so both contain organizing 

principles, one is then left with the daunting task of explaining how these 

independent principles could unite, as they must, to create a single principle 

to direct the unified development of the particular creature. 

Here is what Aristotle decides on the question: menstrual fluid is a 

residue of healthy nourishment and it is “the analogous thing” in females to 

the male fluid. (The generative fluids of both male and female are blood or 

are derived from blood.) He demonstrates the status of menstrual blood as 

healthy (it is not a colliquescence, he explains), as a residue (which has been 

distilled from the body’s nourishment, as has semen), and above all as gener¬ 

ative or spermaiic, that is, as playing a causative role in generation. In 

Aristotle’s scheme, menstrual blood is not a waste product, nor is a woman’s 

body regarded as simply a warm environment for the growth of the fetation. 

Despite the feminist claim that for Aristotle the female makes little, if any, 

genuine contribution and functions only as a container for the developing 

embryo, his determination that the menstrual fluid is spermatic is exactly 

what we would expect, since it is perfectly consistent with the initial thesis 

that male and female are both archai of generation. 

Aristotle must now, for the reasons mentioned above, find a way of differ¬ 

entiating menstrual fluid from semen. Thus to his original question. Does the 

female discharge sperma as the male does? the answer must be yes and no. 

The female contributes sperma but not as the male does; she does not con¬ 

tribute semen. Her contribution is less fully heated or concocted than the 

male’s semen. Misogyny does not direct Aristotle’s analysis and lead to his 

yes and no conclusion. On the contrary, Aristotle here is rejecting the identi¬ 

fication of generative fluid with the male semen, and establishing instead a 

fuller conception of sperma that includes both male and female contributions, 

contributions that do differ in kind. Each is unique; both are necessary.^’ 
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From the opening of the treatise this scheme is being prepared, as 

Aristotle reminds his readers of the basic four causes. Two of these causes, 

the material and the moving, are components of causality physically under¬ 

stood; and the other two, the formal and the final, are components of causal¬ 

ity metaphysically understood. Having established in GA I, both by way of 

empirical scrutiny and theoretical considerations, that male and'female are 

co-principles of generation and that they differ with respect to their contri¬ 

butions to generation, Aristotle begins to assign causal efficacy to the male 

and female parents according to his scheme of the four causes. 

Aristotle makes his first assignment seem easy. The menstrual blood, the 

katamenia, being heavier and bulkier, looks like a material contribution. 

Aristotle could also draw upon the evidence that during gestation the devel¬ 

oping fetus must be nourished; the female parent can generally be said to be 

the source of nourishment for growth, so the association with material might 

seem obvious on these grounds as well. So Aristotle declares that “the con¬ 

tribution which the female makes to generation is the matter used therein” 

(727b30); the katamenia, then, is the material cause of the offspring. There 

is, of course, nothing commonplace about the material the female parent 

provides; rather, it is specialized and highly refined for generation. Unlike 

ordinary material, it contains all the parts of a body, potentially (737a23). 

Furthermore, it is specialized for generating just the kind of animal the 

female parent is. Aristotle soon takes an opportunity to make his second and 

third assignments on his list of philosophical causes: “The male provides the 

‘form’ as well as the ‘principle of movement,”’ that is, the male provides 

the moving and formal causes (729al0). The analogy he offers to justify 

associating both the moving and the formal principles with the male is the 

coagulation of milk when rennet is added to it. Just as the rennet initiates a 

reaction in the milk such that the fluid is set in motion and begins to coa¬ 

lesce, so the semen imparts a motion to the generative material of the female 

which causes it to set. 

However unsatisfactory this analogy is, since animals and human beings 

decidedly do not begin simply by being “set” like cheese or custard—and 

Aristotle himself would reject any materialistic explanation of substantial 

generation by means of chemical or other strictly physical reaction—the 

analogy is illuminating in at least one way. After having assigned the first 

sort of physical principle, the matter, to the female, Aristotle looks to assign 

the second kind of physical principle, the moving cause, to the male. This 

he will do (with a good deal of the explanation of how still to come in 

Book II), thereby providing full physical accountability, via female and 

male, for the generation of the offspring. But the physical dimension, while 
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distinguishable, is not separable from the metaphysical one, as Aristotle’s 

example about the rennet setting the milk shows. When the rennet and milk 

react, setting up a motion in the milk, the motion is not arbitrary, but is 

already ordered; it is motion toward the form. It might better be said that the 

motion is the forming. (Additionally, we can observe that the fully actual¬ 

ized form functions as that for the sake of which, that is, as the final cause.) 

With this analogy of rennet and milk which he calls upon several times in 

GA (739b21-34, and at 772a22-25, where he notes the disanalogy), 

Aristotle indicates the linkage between physical and metaphysical levels of 

explanation, and why it is in his system that the moving and material causes 

of the physical level are especially bound to the metaphysical. Living 

motion is always directed, always ordered, and its order and direction can 

be properly understood only in terms of form and telos3^ 

In elaborating his ideas about semen and its causal powers, Aristotle 

moves as far as possible away from the materialisms of pangenesis and pre¬ 

formation. His idea is that the semen does not contribute in any way to gen¬ 

eration by its material (729bl-22), but rather produces a specific effect by 

way of “some disposition, and some principle of movement” (726b21). 

Aristotle is emphatic that the male’s contribution is nonmaterial; instead, he 

says, the semen is a tool which Nature uses to impart motion (730bl9). 

Aristotle certainly makes his point against the materialist philosophers 

and physicians by regarding semen in this way. He also furthers his own 

philosophical mapping of generation by way of the four causes; in terms of 

physical causality, he now has the two necessary components, matter and 

motion, which together in his scheme are adequate to provide a physical 

explanation of the phenomenon of generation. But he has yet to explain how 

the semen, a material fluid, could convey form or soul.^® This is a philosoph¬ 

ical problem, to which Aristotle develops a startling answer in Book II. But 

in Book II, the linkage of moving cause with the male, and material cause 

with the female, as it is developed in terms of act and potency, has furnished 

further evidence in the sexism case, and this also needs to be examined. 

IV 

Aristotle’s move from the level of physical causality to that of metaphys¬ 

ical causality is apparent immediately at the start of GA II. If we were to 

express the central question of Book I as. How does generation occur? and 

see Aristotle’s answer to be that generation occurs through the archai, male 

and female, then his metaphysical deepening of that initial question is pre¬ 

sented at the beginning of Book II; How are these archai themselves gener- 



44 Daryl McGowan Tress 

ated? Aristotle takes note of the route of physical explanation available for 

answering the question about the source of the sources, but he postpones 

that exploration (until Book IV) and instead offers a commentary on how 

the two archai arise: not out of the forces of necessity but because of “what 

is better (to beltion),” that is, on account of the final cause (the cause ‘for 

the sake of which,’ 731b23). Aristotle declares that, viewed in this meta¬ 

physical way, the determining principle of generation has its source in the 

upper cosmos. He seems to realize that his readers might wonder about such 

a statement, and he explains that there are some things which are eternal and 

divine, other things that admit both of being and non-being. The things that 

are eternal and divine reside in the upper cosmos and they act “as a cause 

which produces that which is better in the things that admit of it” 

(731b26-27). As he explains in the Metaphysics, the final cause “causes 

motion as being an object of love’’ (1072b4). Living creatures like our¬ 

selves, who come into being and pass away, are acted upon by the divine 

and the beautiful to the extent that we are capable of being affected. The 

divine and beautiful give rise in us (by means of final causality) to that 

which it is better to have or be: it is better to be ensouled than to be only a 

body; it is better to be than not to be; it is better to be alive than dead. This 

is the metaphysical “why” of the generation of animals: generation occurs 

for the sake of actualizing a good. The good is not actualized absolutely in 

this way, since it is impossible for individual creatures to exist eternally; but 

it is accomplished specifically, Aristotle says, that is, by way of the eternal 

perpetuation of the species.^® Thus, male and female as such serve genera¬ 

tion, and generation serves the end of actualizing the good (eternal, beauti¬ 

ful, divine being). 

In his thoroughness Aristotle wishes to give not only the metaphysical 

explanation for the existence of male and female but to explain as well the 

fact that these two principles for the most part are separate in the animal 

world. He states that because that which possesses the form is better and 

more divine than that which possesses the matter, “it is better also that the 

superior one should be separate from the inferior one” (732a5). In this 

instance, as in some other in GA, we have evidence of the infusion of 

Aristotle’s commonplace views into his more careful philosophical think¬ 

ing. There is, after all, no reason he has given to hold that those whose gen¬ 

erative fluid transmits form are superior as a kind or class to those whose 

generative fluid transmits matter. It is true, of course, that within Aristotle’s 

metaphysics form has pre-eminence over matter, but neither Aristotle nor 

his reader is entitled, on the basis of what has been established so far in GA, 

to conclude that this pre-eminence accrues to male creatures qua male. 
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Recall from Book I that organisms are male or female not as a whole but 

only with respect to their generative roles; he establishes further that both 

male and female are fully members of the same species, one implication of 

which is that both male and female individuals possess the same “substan¬ 

tial formula” of matter and form (see 730b34-5, for example; and Meta¬ 

physics X. 9). There is no philosophical justification, then, for his remark 

about the superiority of the male. 

Aristotle’s attention returns to sperma. It is “no small puzzle,” he states, 

to determine how any animal is formed out of the sperma. He analyzes the 

process of forming into three components; (a) out of something, (b) by 

something, and (c) into something. The “out of something” is the “material 

out of which,” supplied by the mother.^' But the question Aristotle says he is 

interested in pursuing at this point is not, Out of what? but. By what? This 

“by what” is analyzed as something either external or internal to the feta¬ 

tion. He acknowledges that he is confronted with a problem: it is hard to see 

how something external could be in a position to act to form the fetation, for 

what is in close enough contact with it to form it? On the other hand, if there 

is something in the fetation from the start that forms it, Aristotle is then dan¬ 

gerously close to the pangenesis and preformation theories which hold that 

the miniaturized creature or the parts of the creature are already in the gen¬ 

erative fluid. Aristotle opts for a more subtle dichotomy than internal-exter¬ 

nal, and switches to the concepts of “actual” and “potential” to solve the 

dilemma.^^ The “something” by which the fetation is formed is declared to 

be soul; this must be so since the fetus is living and growing, and all living 

things possess soul, the first actualization (or perfection, entelechia) of a liv¬ 

ing body {DA II. 1). Aristotle takes the opportunity to repeat that none of the 

physical properties alone can explain the logos or the highly organized 

nature of the organism (734b32-33).^^ The logos derives from the parent 

who imparts movement. This parent is in actuality (that is, a living animal 

of a specific kind) what the offspring is potentially.With the conjunction 

of material and moving causes, the newly formed organism has separate 

identity, and one part develops which can direct the rest of the new animal’s 

growth. As Aristotle puts it, “Nothing generates itself, though as soon as it 

has been formed a thing makes itself grow” (735al4). 

What are we to understand happens here? The generation of a new crea¬ 

ture is, within Aristotle’s conceptual scheme, the actualizing of a potential. 

The two specialized potentialities contributed by the female and male 

archai actualize in conjunction with one another. The offspring is the actual¬ 

ization of the union of the two potentials. His theory has been read by femi¬ 

nist critics and other commentators as maintaining that in the act of 
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generation the passive, potential female matter is bestowed with life by the 

actualized and soul-bearing form of the male. This, however, is not 

Aristotle’s view. Rather, the dynamic of generation which he develops in 

GA is subtle and at the same time is perfectly consistent with principles he 

lays down in both the Physics and Metaphysics regarding potency and act. 

Instead of associating the female and her contribution with passive poten¬ 

tiality and the male and his contribution with activating actuality, Aristotle 

sees both adult parents as actualities, both female and male fluids as poten¬ 

tialities, and the offspring resulting from their conjunction as an actuality.^^ 

Even though the male parent’s sperma bears the form which, in Aristotle’s 

system, has preeminence over matter, that pre-eminence is minimized by 

virtue of the potential status of both the female and male sperma and the 

actual status of the female and male parents. Thus male and female continue 

to be regarded by him as co-principles of generation. 

Aristotle’s discussion of act and potency in connection with movement 

in Physics III. 3 is illuminating in this regard. There he explains that the two 

potentialities, mover and moved, actualize together, and that the result is 

singular: “The actualizing of the two potentialities coincides” (Physics 

202al9). In the passage in the Physics mover and moved together give rise to 

motion.Correspondingly, in GA the conjunction of mover (male fluid) and 

moved (female fluid) gives rise to generation. Moreover, because in the gen¬ 

eration of animals the moving cause is also bearing the formal and final 

causes (that is, the structure for and aim of the animal’s development), once 

the conjunction of the material and moving causes occurs all four causes are 

really at work, and the necessary and sufficient conditions have been met 

for (the beginning of) the realization of the new offspring. Everything it 

needs is available. So, Aristotle states, “Nothing generates itself, though as 

soon as it has been formed it makes itself grow” (735al4); and he repeats 

and develops this conclusion (735al6-17) that once a creature is formed—in 

the coactualization of the female and male principles—it must grow. The 

parallel case of motion is again pertinent since, for Aristotle, nothing moves 

itself, just as nothing generates itself. But having been generated, being a 

natural creature now possessing its own internal principle of motion, it must 

move, or, biologically speaking, it must grow. 

At the start of GA II.2, Aristotle returns to the topic of sperma and of 

semen in particular. One of his questions is, what becomes of the stuff of the 

semen after it has done its job? An explanation is required here to meet the 

suspicions of the partisans of pangenesis and preformation. That the semen 

cannot all be recovered after copulation is taken by them as evidence that 

the substance of the semen has been used up materially in the creation of the 
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fetation. Now Aristotle can make short work of this question. He states as a 

general rule that the soul principle for which the semen is a vehicle is partly 

separable from physical matter (especially in those animals which possess a 

divine element) and partly inseparable from it. Here, once again, Aristotle 

stakes out his own position, distinct from the materialists and from Plato. 

The physical part of the semen, as fluid, “dissolves and evaporates.” Semen 

has conveyed something indispensable to the fetation, but this something is 

the soul principle, neither an animalcule nor unassembled anatomical parts, 

as Aristotle’s rival theorists contend. He closes these questions by reiterat¬ 

ing his position that spermata and fetations have soul potentially but not in 

actuality (737al7-18). The semen is a residue, and, Aristotle says. 

The female’s contribution, of course, is a residue too, just as the male’s is, 

and contains all the parts of the body potentially, though none in actuality; 

and “all” includes those parts which distinguish the two sexes. Just as it 

sometimes happens that deformed (peperomenon) offspring are produced 

by deformed parents, and sometimes not, so the offspring produced by a 

female are sometimes female, sometimes not, but male. The reason is that 

the female is as it were a deformed male; and the menstmal blood is sper- 

ma, though in an impure condition; i.e. it lacks one constituent, and one 

only, the principle of soul. (737a22-30) 

Aristotle’s comment that the female is “as it were a deformed male” is no 

doubt the one most frequently quoted by his feminist opponents. It is on the 

face of it a disturbing remark. We find, however, in the immediate context of 

the comment, confirmation that Aristotle regards both semen and menstrual 

fluid as spermatic residues. We also have seen through the course of this dis¬ 

cussion that in order to maintain that both are truly generative and to avoid 

simultaneously a materialistic theory of generation, Aristotle has had to dif¬ 

ferentiate the two fluids, and the differentiation turns on the conveyance of 

sentient soul by the semen. His unfortunate comment about the female as a 

deformed male is prompted in this passage by a speeific difficulty encoun¬ 

tered earlier: to the extent that Aristotle’s theory of generation includes a 

material component, and to the extent that is associated exclusively with the 

female, he must explain how it is that the material for the formation of a male 

body is available in a physical female body which does not possess male 

anatomical parts. Recall that he rejeeted preformationism on just such 

grounds: How could the father’s body supply the sex-specific body parts for 

female offspring? His comment here about deformity is intended to anticipate 

and counter an objection to his theory; his crude-sounding analogy is meant 
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to show that females can and do produce male offspring because they do pos¬ 

sess (potentially) the “extra” male organs. But they themselves, as females, 

do not manifest them and so might be said, in this way only, to be like those 

who are deformed or underdeveloped in that they possess parts which are of 

no use to them.^^ Aristotle is not in this passage offering a philosophy of 

woman as a deformity of nature or as an underdeveloped human but rather he 

is trying to solve some technical difficulties facing his theory. He overcomes 

them by positing an extended potentiality to this generative material of the 

female, potential to generate what the female herself does not exhibit. 

Returning for a moment to Book I, we find that in attributing the materi¬ 

al cause to the female, Aristotle makes the following remark: “The natural 

substance of the menstrual fluid is to be classed as prime matter” (730a32). 

Prime matter comes up for discussion in the Metaphysics and in the Physics. 

He explains there that “prime” means “primary in general,” that is, that out 

of which the four elements arise, the most fundamental stuff of the cosmos, 

and also “primary in relation to the thing,” the very first material of a partic¬ 

ular entity {Meta. 1015a8-9). It has been suggested that the remark about 

menstrual fluid as prime matter should be interpreted as “primary in rela¬ 

tion to the thing.But considering Aristotle’s comment now in connection 

with his celestial move in Book II where he tells of the tie between semen 

and the element of the stars, aether, there is reason to suppose that Aristotle 

has in mind both the particular and the cosmic meaning of “primary.” What 

he posits in his remark that the menstrual fluid is prime matter, therefore, is 

that it serves as a highly specialized basic material out of which the new 

entity will arise, and also that there exists a tie between the generated crea¬ 

ture and the most primordial stratum of the natural world. What is pro¬ 

duced, then, in the first two books of GA is an “axis” that stretches from the 

bottom to the top edges of the universe, along which the appearance of the 

new creature must be understood. The primordial, pre-elemental power that 

inheres in prime matter expresses itself (as potentiality) in the adult female’s 

generative material. The active, moving power that is unique to the heavens 

expresses itself (as potentiality) in the male generative material. Viewed on 

a cosmic scale, then, the generated offspring is the outcome of the meeting 

of a vast scale of forces as these are embodied in the archai of generation, 

the female and male.^^ 

Aristotle turns his attention next to the different patterns of embryological 

development found among the creatures in his classificatory scale (the scale 

of GA II. I based on the creatures’ perfection). Consideration of this topic 

and the others he studies later in the treatise is beyond the scope of this paper. 

In assessing the course of the discussion in Book II up to this point, however. 
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it is evident that Aristotle has provided a deepened and more thorough meta¬ 

physical analysis of generation and its sources in the female and male. This is 

precisely what he indicates he will do in the first lines of Book II: 

I have already said that the female and male are archai of generation and I 

have also said what is their dynamis and the logos of their essence. As for 

the reason why one comes to be formed and is female and another male ... 

insofar as this occurs on account of what is better, i.e. on account of the 

final cause (the cause “for the sake of which”), the principle is derived 

from the upper cosmos (anothen echei ten archen). (731b 18-24)^° 

In these lines Aristotle offers the thesis developed in the discussion that 

follows: the principles of generation, the female and male archai, are them¬ 

selves generated according to the direction of the better, that is, final causal¬ 

ity as it affects nature as a whole. This direction has its ties to the upper 

cosmos, he says, the system of concentric spheres whose movement is con¬ 

tinuous and eternal.After explaining the working of this causality, that 

things are affected by the noble and eternal to the extent that they are able to 

be, Aristotle moves immediately to the classification of animals in the nat¬ 

ural world. Having supplied the details of the distinctions among the animal 

kinds in his hierarchy, he observes, “We should notice how well nature 

brings generation about in its several forms: they are arranged in a regular 

series” (733a35-bl). We are now in a position to see that Aristotle regards 

the female and male as the means for this orderly unfolding of nature’s 

series according to the direction of the better. This is what it means in his 

system to be a principle of generation, rather than a tool or machine. The 

principles of generation are themselves tied to all four aspects of causality 

as it operates from the particular individual case to the universal. The 

female and male archai generate particular offspring, and they stand at the 

head of the ordering of the animal species. At the same time they themselves 

stand on an extended axis of cosmic causal influence, actualizing more 

remote potentialities. 

It is evident now why Aristotle’s discussion turns to potency and act in 

Book II (734b). It is not, as sometimes supposed, that he turns to these con¬ 

cepts because there is no other solution available to the aporia about the for¬ 

mation of the fetation by an internal or external agent. A solution is needed 

for this technical problem, to be sure; but by introducing potency and act 

Aristotle shows, first, that the process of generating offspring requires the 

application of the same physical and metaphysical concepts as other phe¬ 

nomena require in order to be understood. The action involved in giving rise 
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to offspring is consistent with the way nature moves and changes always 

and in all respects (the potency of the spermata becoming actualized), and 

thus generation is an intelligible process. He also shows, second, that gener¬ 

ation, understood on the full natural scale, beyond the capacities and activi¬ 

ties of the individual parents, is itself the actualization, insofar as it is 

possible, of nature’s ultimate aims.'*^ 

V 

In Book I, Aristotle accomplishes his aim of demonstrating that male and 

female are both principles of generation. He shows there that they are both, 

clearly, anatomically fitted for the work of generating offspring, and he also 

establishes the more controversial point that both contribute generative flu¬ 

ids so that male and female must both be regarded as causally efficacious in 

generation. He studies their coeffectiveness, however, primarily at the level 

on which material and motive causality operates, that is, the physical level 

where necessity is the dominant factor. In Book II Aristotle deepens his 

reflections on metaphysical causality in generation in his effort to give a full 

reckoning of generation in terms of all four causes stated at the outset of the 

treatise. He does this, as we have seen, both with respect to generation of 

individual offspring and to generation understood as the coming into being 

of nature itself as an ordered whole directed by final causality. 

In our examination of these sections of Books I and II we have seen 

Aristotle’s complex philosophical elaboration of his initial thesis that female 

and male are both archai of generation. Contrary to the feminist claim, then, 

that in his system only the male parent effects generation, it is now clear that 

for Aristotle both are causally effective. In establishing his thesis, Aristotle 

critiques rival theories, demonstrating that among their shortcomings, they 

become unworkable because of the sexual imbalance upon which they are 

premised. Indeed, it is Aristotle’s theory in which the female and her dis¬ 

tinctive contribution is recognized and integrated. Methodologically, the 

necessity for a full and detailed reading of Aristotle’s text has become evi¬ 

dent; excerpted sentences or passages can neither convey the intellectual 

context within and against which he worked nor represent accurately the 

intricacies of his thinking on this subject. Above all, a close reading of the 

text provides us with a glimpse of a theory quite unlike the reproduction 

theory bequeathed by modern science; Aristotle’s metaphysical science of 

generation ties the offspring meaningfully to the parents, and the parents 

and offspring together to the whole of nature. 



Sexual Inequality in Aristotle’s 

Theories of Reproduction and 

Inheritance 

Kathleen C. Cook 

Much feminist criticism of Aristotle has focused primarily on two areas: 

(1) his views about the biological inferiority and even deformity of female 

animals and human beings and the relative insignificance of the role he 

seems to assign them in reproduction and inheritance; and (2) his claim in 

the Politics that women should be ruled by their husbands and the further 

claim he offers by way of justification—that while women are rational 

beings, their reason is akouron (not authoritative).' Moreover, these views 

and claims are seen to be made more pernicious because Aristotle himself 

is seen as the first to intellectually rationalize popular beliefs concerning 

the biological, moral, and intellectual inferiority of women, and his claims 

and arguments are seen as having had a pervasive and longlasting effect in 

and on the Western cultural tradition. 

The accusation of intellectual rationalization is clearly articulated by 

DuBois: “... [AJlthough women had long been subordinated to men in 

Greek culture, Aristotle rationalizes and explains their status in terms of 

abstract principles” (DuBois, 1988, 184). Many writers have attributed 

widespread influence to Aristotle and implied blame: 

It is impossible to exaggerate the influence of Aristotle’s claims that 

women are physically, mentally, and socially, although not sexually, infe¬ 

rior by nature to men. These ideas were to pervade the theological, philo¬ 

sophical, medical, and political writings of later ages. (Peradotto and 

Sullivan, 1984, 3) 

Others have blamed him more straightforwardly.^ Not only a recognition 

of this influence but in some cases even a willingness to call it a kind of 
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sexism can be found in authors whose main project is in some way to 

“defend” Aristotle against feminist charges of sexism.^ 

Extensive feminist criticism has provoked some writers to mount a 

defense of Aristotle or his ideas. Johannes Morsink, for example (1979), 

and more recently, Daryl M. Tress (1992) have sought to deflect some of 

the criticism directed by feminists towards Aristotle’s biology. Morsink is 

motivated by a desire to preserve Aristotle’s honor as a scientist by defend¬ 

ing against claims that his science is infected by “prejudice.” Similarly, 

Tress (Tress, 1992, and this volume) seeks to view Aristotle’s claims about 

the role of females in generation in the fuller context of his theorizing and 

in comparison to the competing accounts of his contemporaries and prede¬ 

cessors. Moreover, a debate is ongoing concerning the presence and loca¬ 

tion of sexism and sexist assumptions and motivation within Aristotle’s 

biological writings. Parties to this debate include both feminist critics and 

defenders of Aristotle. The feminist critics disagree about the level(s) at 

which sexist assumptions come into play and whether or not such assump¬ 

tions or claims render Aristotle’s views or theories inconsistent. 

In this paper I shall consider Aristotle’s theories of reproduction and 

inheritance as found in his Generation of Animals with two goals in mind: 

clarifying to what extent Aristotle’s premises, conclusions, and theories 

commit hint to claims that females are inferior and defective and attempting 

to understand to what extent Aristole should be seen as the sources of such 

ideas or should be blamed for their influence on later philosophical and sci¬ 

entific thought. I shall also consider some methodological issues that arise 

in the practice of feminist historians of philosophy, and more generally, I 

shall consider the usefulness to the history of philosophy of praising and 

blaming the philosophers of the past. 

I. The Theory of Reproduction 

I shall here present various points that, loosely conceived, constitute a 

long argument.^ First, Aristotle assigns unequal roles to male and female 

parents in the theory of reproduction found in GA I-II. Second, it seems 

difficult to sustain a reading of this material that suggests there is some way 

in which the contributions are equal, even in spirit. Third, there seems to 

be reason to think that the primary determinant of Aristotle’s position con¬ 

cerning the unequal parental contributions to reproduction are his views 

about explanation—that it must be based on an account in terms of four 

aitiai or causes^—and his understanding of sensible substances in terms of 

his form-matter analysis.® However, while that unequal assignment is 
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constrained in major ways by certain features of his metaphysics and his 

account of explanation, it would not seem to be fully determined by them. 

Fourth and moreover, beliefs about female inferiority and a tendency to link 

females and matter seem to be operating as further assumptions of some 

sort, enabling Aristotle to conclude that the male and female contributions 

are what he claims them to be. Fifth, the assumptions mentioned in my third 

point above are not simply based on popular “sexist” prejudice, but seem to 

have roots in an intellectual tradition formulated in the Pythagorean “Table 

of Opposites,” evidenced in, for example, Plato’s Timaeus, and paralleled in 

literary sources.^ Sixth, although there is strong evidence for a linkage in 

and before Aristotle between matter and females and form and males, there 

would not seem to be reason to claim that Aristotle was employing “gen¬ 

dered” metaphysical principles if by that is meant something stronger than 

association or analogy. Consequently, if this analysis is correct, it will be 

incorrect to identify Aristotle as either the originator of these views or their 

initial intellectual validator. It will be true, however, that he is seen to be 

relying in some way on views of the inferiority of females in deriving cer¬ 

tain of his theoretical conclusions, and it will not be possible to maintain 

that he arrived at these conclusions solely on the basis of philosophical or 

scientific considerations and “value free” premises.* It will, however, be 

equally incorrect to say that he simply appropriated common prejudices or 

biased opinions about female inferiority.® 

Aristotle’s theory of reproduction as found in GA I-II has been a com¬ 

mon focus of feminist criticism in that it seems to assign to female parents a 

far less significant role in sexual animal reproduction than that assigned to 

male parents. In addition, some scholars have tried to defend Aristotle’s 

account on the grounds that both male and female parents play significant 

and necessary roles in his theory and by stressing the ways in which that 

theory actually assigns a more significant role to female parents than does 

at least one competing theory. Furthermore, there has been some contro¬ 

versy concerning to what extent “sexist” claims or claims about female 

inferiority are being relied upon as premises in Aristotle’s arguments in 

support of various aspects of his theory. It seems worth sorting out on pre¬ 

cisely what grounds, if any, Aristotle’s theory of reproduction is an appro¬ 

priate target for feminist criticism. 

There seems to be clear and relatively abundant textual support here for 

(1) and (2) : 

(1) The form which Aristotle says is contributed to the developing 

animal offspring by the father, the male parent, is in his view 
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more important and superior to the matter which, in his theory, is 

contributed by the mother, the female parent (729a 10-12, 

730a26-27, 732a4-10, 738b20-28). 

(2) The male parent is said to be the source of three of the four caus¬ 

es that contribute to the coming to be of the offspring: the formal, 

efficient or moving, and final cause or end. The female con¬ 

tributes only the matter (cf. above passages and 641a 21-43). 

Tress has argued that Aristotle demonstrates “... that male and female 

are both principles of generation.... [and] he also establishes the more con¬ 

troversial point that both contribute generative fluids so that the male and 

female must both be regarded as causally efficacious in generation” (1992, 

30). She further speaks of their “coeffectiveness” and on the final page 

states: “Contrary to the feminist claim, then, that in his system only the 

male parent effects generation, it is now clear that for Aristotle both are 

causally effective” (1994, 340-41). 

I do not think that talk about “causal efficaciousness” and “coeffective¬ 

ness” and even “distinctive contribution” can in the end mean anything 

more than the clearly correct claim (disputed only perhaps by those writ¬ 

ers who conflate Aristotle’s view with those of people who think females 

are mere flowerpots or furrows in the earth) that the female parent’s contri¬ 

bution to the offspring is necessary and unique—that is, the male does not 

contribute anything material and that she and only she contributes one of 

the four causes, the material cause. It would seem, however, that what is 

most striking to feminist critics of Aristotle’s account of reproduction (and 

what is surely the case) is that Aristotle assigns to females here a role which 

by the lights of his own metaphysics is inferior and less significant, albeit 

necessary. It seems difficult to sustain the claim that the roles of the two 

parents are equally important or to avoid the fact that female parents are 

given a less significant and inferior position by the theory,but we can now 

ask to what extent views about female inferiority are used to arrive at these 

conclusions. 

Morsink is particularly interested in responding to Horowitz and to 

those parts of her paper in which he sees her suggesting that the form-mat¬ 

ter hypothesis might be an already value-ridden premise or that it had a 

“sexist origin.” He declares, “In the case of the form-matter hypothesis it is 

very important that we discover the non-sexist reasons Aristotle may have 

had for adopting this view” (1979, 86). It is the honor of Aristotle as a great 

man of science that is to be protected. “If the form-matter hypothesis which 

runs throughout Aristotle’s biology is a value laden and a priori premise. 
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then we must reassess our estimate of Aristotle’s contribution to the life 

sciences” (1979, 86). An important difference between the attempts of 

Morsink and Tress to defend Aristotle is that Tress seeks (though I think 

unsuccessfully) to defend Aristotle’s conclusions', she believes that the 

inequality of the assigned roles is required unless one wishes to be a mate¬ 

rialist, which Aristotle does not. Morsink is more concerned with preserv¬ 

ing the integrity of the argument and the theory formation through insuring 

that the premises that are used are not adopted for sexist or value-laden rea¬ 

sons. He develops a rather convincing account of how Aristotle arrives at 

his conclusions in a dialectical context in which the theory of pangenesis 

is seen as the other alternative." This account involves explaining the 

importance to Aristotle of the difference in sex-organs of the two sexes and 

his view that different organs must indicate different jobs, as well as a dis¬ 

cussion of Aristotle’s assignment of relative temperatures to males and 

females and the reasons why Aristotle thought the female katamenia, or 

menstrual blood, must be the material contribution. But towards the end of 

this discussion Morsink notes: 

In addition to these empirical considerations, it is important to note that 

Aristotle, from the very beginning of the treatise, has the theory of the 

four causes in mind .... So he is prejudiced, but it is a scientific rather 

than a sexist prejudice. Given the success his theory of the four causes 

and the concomitant form-matter distinction has given him in other areas, 

his attempt to extend the application of the theory to the problem of the 

generation of animals is by no means misplaced. Against this back¬ 

ground and the need to identify a material and a formal cause, the men¬ 

strual blood is more likely than not to be identified with the material 

cause. (1979, 99) 

Like Morsink, I, too, think that Aristotle’s commitment to matter-form 

analyses and to explanations by the four causes are important here. I believe 

his commitment to them puts constraints on his theory of reproduction. I 

differ from Morsink here in that I believe these are settled commitments on 

Aristotle’s part that it is most unlikely that he would abandon. Since he 

thinks that all cases of genuine or “unqualified” coming to be or generation 

proceed in accordance with a certain account in which matter and form play 

a role (see Phys. 190bl-5, 10-16, and 319b4-21, 320a2-8), I do not think 

he should be seen as attempting “to extend the application of his theory to 

the problem of the generation of animals.” Moreover, I suppose I am less 

convinced that these decisions to associate males with heat or menstrual 
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blood with the matter are being made simply on empirical grounds. It is not 

so much that I am inclined to attribute sexist motivations to Aristotle here as 

that I am struck by the truth of the claim that the female contribution, men¬ 

strual blood in this case, “is more likely than not to be identified with the 

material cause.” This is so, I would argue, not merely because that is an 

inferior contribution and sexism assigns it to the female parent, but because 

there was already in Aristotle’s time a strong pattern of associating females 

with the unlimited or indefinite (through the Pythagorean Table of 

Opposites) and, indeed, with something like matter (in Plato’s Timaeus 

50d-51a). So, while I think that it would be unlikely that Aristotle would 

assign to female parents a superior reproductive role (equal roles not being 

available given the hylomorphic analysis), I also think it unlikely, given his 

intellectual context, that he would attribute to the female the causal factor 

responsible for giving structure, definition, or boundary. 

The grouping together of the three causes—formal, moving, and final— 

on the one hand and matter alone on the other (see PA 415b8-12), and the 

relative valuations of form and matter are positions already found in 

Aristotle’s other metaphysical and scientific writings, and so a view in 

which both parents were assigned equal contributions would seem to be 

ruled out. We need, then, to look at the assignment of matter to the female 

and form to the male parent. Concerning inequality in the male and female 

contributions to reproduction, there is inequality of significance and value 

between matter and form ontologically. Furthermore, the grouping together 

of form, moving cause, and final cause is present both in living things and, 

in a looser way, even in artificial production. So these two ways in which 

females are clearly accorded inferior positions—the form contributed by 

the male parent being more important than the matter contributed by the 

female, and the fact that the male parent is the source of three of the four 

causes to the female parent’s one—is all in place once the female is 

assigned to the matter and male to the form. 

However, the following may help us to see why one might think that 

Aristotle’s views on explanation and form and matter are not totally deter¬ 

minative of his parental division of labor: Aristotle could have said the male 

semen was like matter that was poured or injected into a mold. But he did 

not, and if we were to ask why he did not, I think it might be fair to say that 

his not doing so was overdetermined. A possible answer might be that he 

held the “prejudice” that the male parent played a more important role, but 

not only popular opinion, but also some scientific theories, the material con¬ 

ditions of women’s lives, and the intellectual background I just spoke of all 

point towards assigning matter to the female parent. 
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Sabina Lovibond has pointed out the extent to which the paired opposi¬ 

tions of the Pythagorean Table of Opposites reflect both binary thinking 

and a grouping together of “female” with not only “bad” but also with the 

unlimited or indefinite and odd (1994). While much of her discussion focus¬ 

es on the apparent influence of these Pythagorean ideas on Plato, I would 

like to suggest that it seems to have significant implications for how we 

should view the sources of some of Aristotle’s apparent assumptions about 

female inferiority and the “naturalness” (in our sense, not his) of his assign¬ 

ing matter (which is more indefinite than the defining form) as the contri¬ 

bution of the female rather than the male parent. There can be, of course, no 

question about the extent to which Aristotle was aware of these ideas since 

he himself is the source of our information about the table {Meta. 986a22ff). 

It would seem both that Aristotle’s theory of reproduction is not simply 

premised upon popular prejudice about the inferiority of females, and that 

there is reason not to attribute these ideas to Aristotle as their source or ini¬ 

tial intellectual legitimator, although these ideas are used by him. While his 

metaphysical theory puts constraints on the sort of theory of reproduction 

that he is able to formulate in that it precludes equal parental roles, he also 

fails to associate the better position with females as opposed to males, 

though perhaps it was overdetermined that Aristotle did not choose that 

option. Without suggesting that we should blame Aristotle for not formu¬ 

lating a theory which gave females the more important role, it seems unnec¬ 

essary to me to insist for the sake of maintaining his scientific reputation 

that extra-scientific claims (whether from common opinion or earlier philo¬ 

sophical ideas) never entered into his theorizing.'^ 

At this point someone might object that what I have said about the influ¬ 

ence of Pythagoreanism and Plato, for example, shows that there is no neat 

line in Aristotle’s thought between metaphysical concepts and gender cate¬ 

gories and that what has been said is compatible with Aristotle’s working 

within a gendered metaphysics. This seems to me true perhaps in some 

weak sense but not in the sense that matter and female are identified, for 

example. Aristotle himself stresses the mere coincidence of the two in a 

passage from Phys. 1.9 (192 a20-24). 

II. The Theory oe Inheritance 

Here we are interested in understanding Aristotle’s views concerning 

the male and female contributions to inheritance and again asking the ques¬ 

tion of what role, if any, is played by views about female inferiority in the 

formulation and argument for this theory. Before setting out, however, we 
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must note that both for some feminist critics of Aristotle and for his inter¬ 

preters more generally, the central question here is often seen to be that of 

the relation between this account of inheritance and the discussion of repro¬ 

duction. An inconsistency or change of position is often alleged for two rea¬ 

sons. First, the accounts of form are sometimes seen as incompatible. It is 

thought that the theory of inheritance in GA IV requires or implies that sub¬ 

stantial form is not shared by all the members of a species. Form is thus 

able to incorporate the inherited traits from the male parent that are not 

the species-common ones. It is also often thought that the conception of 

form operative in the theory of reproduction is just that of a species-wide 

essence that is either common or individual in number only. And therein is 

sometimes thought to lie an inconsistency.'^ Second, the views of the nature 

of the female contribution to the offspring are sometimes thought to be 

inconsistent. In the account of reproduction, the female parent is said to 

contribute matter only, whereas some have thought the account of inheri¬ 

tance commits Aristotle (willingly or not) to some female parental contri¬ 

bution of form or some quasi-formal component. 

Gareth Matthews in his extremely suggestive paper, “Gender and 

Essence in Aristotle,” argues for the claim that gender cannot be for 

Aristotle included in the essence (1986). He also points out Aristotle’s 

embrace of what he has called the “norm-defect” theory of gender, which 

sees the male animal as the norm and the female as defective by contrast. I 

shall contend that the norm-defect theory plays an important role in 

enabling Aristotle to continue to maintain that the female parent contributes 

only matter to the offspring and that only the male parent is a moving cause 

and contributes form, even after he has acknowledged in GA IV that ani¬ 

mal offspring are able to inherit traits such as being snub-nosed from their 

female parents and maternal ancestors as well as from male parents and 

paternal ancestors.''' 

That is, if we were to set aside Aristotle’s belief in the norm-defect the¬ 

ory for a moment and try to understand how he can both believe that (1) the 

female contributes only matter and not form or moving cause to the off¬ 

spring and (2) the offspring can inherit inessential traits from the female as 

well as the male parent, we run into the following problem. Let us suppose 

that Aristotle thinks that there is a species-common essence that is con¬ 

tributed by the male parent, that the male semen is the moving cause of the 

offspring, and that a number of different features of the offspring (including 

those associated with the genus, those associated with the species [these 

both included in the essence], its sexual identity [not in the essence] and 

such other inherited traits as shape of nose, chin, and so on) are determined 
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through movements which it sets up in the material contributed by the 

female parent. Let us suppose, further, that in the material contributed by 

the female parent to the offspring are included a set of powers or capacities 

{dunameis) which may be activated by incorporation in cases in which the 

movements of the semen fail to master the matter as a result of insufficient 

heat (766b26-34, 767b22-24 and 768a2-15). These dunameis find their 

way into the female generative material, or katamenia, through there being 

present in the blood of all blooded animals (including male and female par¬ 

ents) a set of potential movements which can be actualized by the soul as 

nature (which is the internal principle of movement) or the moving cause. 

This set of potential movements is for the transmission of inherited charac¬ 

teristics to the various parts of the body. This happens not only as those 

parts are initially formed in the embryonic stage, but as they grow in the 

embryo and in the complete animal after birth, and are maintained, nour¬ 

ished, and sometimes even replaced throughout the life of the organism. 

It is the soul of the organism working through its heart that makes this 

transference possible, but it is by virtue of these dunameis in the blood that 

it is able to resemble its parents to the extent that it does. Both the male 

semen and the female katamenia are concocted residues of blood with such 

powers, but the more concocted male semen also contains, according to 

Aristotle, dunameis which will convey the genus-common and species- 

common essential features.'^ So there are present in the katamenia poten¬ 

tially or in potentiality {dunamei) a set of movements for conveying to the 

offspring a variety of inessential traits including sexual identity, nose shape, 

etc. But just as in adults of either sex such capacities in the blood need a 

source of motion coming from the heart to activate them,'® so, also, in the 

developing embryo such powers must be activated by being incorporated 

into the motion of the semen contributed by the male parent. 

However, in the embryo, this activation of the dunameis from the female 

parent’s contribution occurs only in those cases in which the parallel set of 

motions actually present in the male semen does not prevail or fails to mas¬ 

ter the matter. (This can happen in a variety of partial ways: I can as a 

female have my mother’s nose and my father’s chin, for example.) So it 

turns out that what seem to be similar traits or, in fact, the very same trait (a 

snub-nose, say) can be conveyed to the offspring by two rather different 

mechanisms and, moreover, that the cases in which the movements in the 

male semen fail to prevail over or master the matter contributed by the 

female are described by Aristotle as cases in which they change into their 

opposite. It is here that the notion of the female as not only the opposite of 

the male, but also as defective or lacking becomes important (cf. 765b8-9, 
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766a30-36, 766b8-18, and 775al4-15). I think that all the traits that are 

inherited from the female on this model are seen by Aristotle from a meta¬ 

physical standpoint as the absence, or privation, of the male traits—includ¬ 

ing not only the trait of being female itself, but also, e.g., the mother’s nose 

shape (cf. 767b22-24, 768a2-15). Now, this may seem easier to make sense 

of in the case of being female (however outraged we may be by Aristotle’s 

embrace of this doctrine), but how are we to make sense of the fact that the 

shape of my (alas!) snub-nose inherited from my mother is to be described 

as the absence of the shape of my father’s Jimmy Stewart nose? My sug¬ 

gestion is this; that Aristotle thinks that this is all analogous to what we 

(playing Aristotle) might say in the case of a sculptor who has in mind to 

form the arms of his statue in a certain way. Insofar as he starts out with a 

particular shape of arm in his mind but fails to impose it because he, as 

moving cause, is not able to fully or in this way fully prevail over the mat¬ 

ter, the product with regard to this feature—the arm—is characterized by 

the absence of his idea: his idea fails to be imposed, but it does have an 

arm, and an arm of a certain sort. But which sort it is is a result of the fea¬ 

tures (in this case dunameis) already present in the matter—features which 

would have never come to the fore in a case of fully successful mastering.*'^ 

In addition to criticizing Aristotle for sexist inconsistency, feminists 

have also criticized Aristotle here for his account of the female animal as 

defective, for what Matthews has called the norm-defect view. While this 

view is often somewhat neglected in scholarly interpretations of the theory 

of inheritance (Matthews being, of course, an obvious exception), I believe 

that without it Aristotle’s account would be at best plagued by unresolved 

tensions. It is the fact that Aristotle sees not just being female but considers 

the hereditary contribution of the female parent to the offspring as being 

not just the opposite of the male contribution, but defective (and character- 

izable as the absence or lack of it) that enables him to avoid a kind of equal¬ 

ity of contribution that his form-matter account makes it difficult to 

consistently sustain. So rather than sexism driving Aristotle’s inconsistency 

here, a view about females as defective seems to be playing a role in help¬ 

ing him avoid inconsistency.'^ 

In what way(s), if any, is Aristotle’s biological theory sexist?'® We 

begin by noting that among feminist criticisms of Aristotle’s biology we 

find a number of different complaints, including: (1) that the conclusions 

incorporated into his theories of reproduction and inheritance, for exam¬ 

ple, claim that females are inferior and defective, (2) that Aristotle is 

alleged to be responsible for originating or rationalizing such claims, (3) 

that his philosophical or scientific method is undermined by his reliance on 
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assumptions about the inferiority and defectiveness of the female, and (4) 

that his theories of reproduction and inheritance are inconsistent and that 

this inconsistency is a product of Aristotle’s ingrained sexism. 

A number of these issues have been considered in my discussion so far. 

Roughly, I have found (1) to be true, and while being unsympathetic to the 

spirit of (3), I nevertheless have identified two places in which Aristotle’s 

argument seems best understood as partially explained by assumptions that 

females are inferior, defective, or both. I have argued against the claims 

made by (2) and (4). However, as I noted at the start of our discussion, 

Aristotle is also frequently blamed as a central and powerful influence on 

the biological, intellectual, and moral conceptions of women and female 

animals more generally. I shall momentarily turn to the issue of Aristotle’s 

influence and to the justifiabilty and value of praising or blaming philoso¬ 

phers of the past for such historical influence. First, however, I need to 

explore further some methodological issues raised by criticisms (3) and (4) 

and my responses to them. 

III. Consistency, Charity, and Method 

IN THE History of Philosophy 

Claims that the theories or arguments of past philosophers are flawed or 

even totally undermined by their incorporation of views about female infe¬ 

riority have been somewhat common in feminist philosophical criticism of 

canonical figures.^® Inspired by writers such as Skinner and Macpherson,^* I 

would like to suggest that it may make more sense to assume that there is 

not a simple or, at any rate, obvious inconsistency. I believe there is some 

way of understanding what they intend to be saying by which their claims 

do not appear inconsistent, some way in which, for example, one or more of 

their claims (written or spoken) mean something different from what they 

are being read by us as saying. They may mean something different from 

what they would mean if we wrote or spoke them, but they could, never¬ 

theless, be understood as consistent by their contemporary audiences. 

If we return to Aristotle with these sorts of suggestions in mind, we 

notice that both some feminist critics and a number of other interpreters 

have tended to find a surface inconsistency—even if they struggle to inter¬ 

pret it away—-in Aristotle’s views concerning the equality or inequality of 

the male and female contributions. Aristotle clearly says that the offspring 

can inherit traits from both male and female parents as well as more dis¬ 

tant relatives, but I think we may be too ready to assume that these contri¬ 

butions must be equal or similar. It is clear if we take Aristotle at his word 
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that he sees the contributions to inheritance as being unequal and dissimilar, 

but taking him at his word in this instance involves, in turn, taking serious¬ 

ly his view that the production of offspring resembling the male parent is 

most natural and perfect and that females are defective. Aristotle would 

presumably take it as a given that the contributions are different and he 

does not seem to regard the chances for hereditary success of male and 

female parents to be equal so it is unclear why we should think that/rom 

his perspective (as opposed to ours) there would be a presumption of either 

equality of contributions or similarity of the mechanisms of transmission 

of inherited traits by male and female parents. 

These questions about consistency and interpretation are closely related 

to another question that we need to consider; namely, how should we decide 

which premises or assumptions we take to be operative in the arguments of 

philosophers like Aristotle in cases in which the premises are not explicitly 

stated or the conclusion cannot be derived from those assumptions that are 

stated or known to be accepted on the basis of independent evidence? Some 

distinctions drawn by Michael Frede in the methodological introduction to 

his collected papers (1987) may help to highlight some important issues at 

this point. 

Frede distinguishes between studying ancient philosophy as part of the 

history of philosophy or as part of some other history. He describes a 

methodological procedure for studying the history of philosophy in which 

we first try to construct an interpretation of the past philosophers’ views 

which we ourselves would consider reasonable, not just in its reasoning, 

but also in its premises. Only when we cannot do that do we retreat to try¬ 

ing to find an interpretation that the past thinker would himself find reason¬ 

able but that we would not—one based, for example, on reasoning or 

premises which we would reject but which given the historical context 

would seem true to the philosopher of the past. Only if and when that fails 

would we rely on nonphilosophical reasons (e.g., he was afraid of women, 

or he wanted to please the king). Frede himself is very sensitive to the fact 

that the procedure just described will not on its own yield a true under¬ 

standing of the thought of past philosophers. He thinks this is true partly 

because even in cases in which these philosophers have what they take to 

be good reasons for their views, there may also be nonphilosophical rea¬ 

sons (e.g., moral concerns, social conditions, facts about the history of reli¬ 

gion) affecting the formation of their views: 

To consider the philosophical thoughts of ancient philosophers only as 

such, will provide one with a very partial understanding of ancient 
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philosophy. The history of philosophy goes further than this. But it, too, 

does not provide us with more than an abstract, general understanding of 

ancient philosophy. To understand it as much as possible, in its concrete, 

complex detail, one has also to look at all the other histories to which it is 

tied by an intricate web of causal connections which run both ways, (xix) 

I am in agreement with almost all of what Frede says about the different 

histories that we need to attend to in order to study ancient philosophy well 

and the sort of philosophical-reason-respecting methods we need to put at 

the center of our practice as historians of philosophy.^^ However, leaving 

aside whether we would want to fully embrace the methodology for 

approaching the history of philosophy that Frede describes, I think we 

could agree that something like this order of business would seem right to 

many who are practitioners of the history of philosophy, and it is there that 

I would like to suggest an important tension arises concerning feminism 

and the practice of the history of philosophy. While feminist historians of 

philosophy seeking to interpret the work of a figure like Aristotle might be 

willing to attempt to restrict the use of nonphilosophical reasons in their 

interpretations, and in that way differ from feminists who are not trying to 

construct a history of philosophy, they may sometimes be uncomfortable 

in giving priority to interpretations that would either produce an argument 

reasonable to us or one that we think might be reasonable to Aristotle, for 

example. By doing that, we might eliminate that part of the philosophy of 

the past figure that as feminists studying the history of philosophy we feel a 

particular duty to reveal—for example, his views about female inferiority. 

We are interested in whether Aristotle held such views and in trying to 

understand their role in his theorizing. Therefore, when there are interpre¬ 

tive decisions to be made, it will not be enough to say we should follow 

some generally agreed upon principles of philosophical charity, historical or 

otherwise. This is because it is just such a principle (the one according to 

which the most charitable interpretation is one we would find reasonable 

ourselves), that will leave the feminist historian of philosophy uneasy in a 

range of cases in which questions of female inferiority and sexual inequali¬ 

ty are at issue. Cynthia Freeland has observed that .. feminist readings 

of historical texts should attend to paradox, contradiction, and what has 

been repressed.While not all feminist historians of philosophy will see 

their practice in exactly this way, they surely see it as part of their project to 

refuse to read away contradictions and inconsistencies or to repress sexist 

assumptions, and they will not be able to fully embrace a methodology that 

requires these things in the service of an ideal of philosophical charity.^^ 



64 Kathleen C. Cook 

Interestingly, Frede’s own ideas about the other sorts of histories we need to 

attend to in order to understand ancient philosophy (e.g., social history) pro¬ 

vide us with the tools we may need to be able to think about how to 

approach the history of philosophy as feminists. Different feminists who 

are historians of philosophy will make different decisions about just how 

to proceed—at which point, for example, to bring in one of the other histo¬ 

ries. Moreover, even those who choose not to use this model will, I think, 

be able to identify their own methodological commitments (and those of 

others) more clearly by attending to the distinctions Frede draws. 

In the end, Frede’s position is that to gain a full and robust understand¬ 

ing of ancient philosophy, one cannot simply approach the subject as a 

philosopher or even as a historian of philosophy. How does this bear on the 

issues we have been considering here? First, I think it may help put into 

perspective the various interpretations of feminist writers who are not 

philosophers, feminist philosophers, feminist historians of philosophy, his¬ 

torians of philosophy, and others. It may be that some who have written 

about Aristotle’s theories of reproduction and inheritance are happy to 

explain Aristotle’s views about female inferiority and defectiveness or his 

“inconsistency” and the motivation for it by appealing to explanations that 

are not philosophical or even drawn from the history of philosophy. Others 

trying to follow the general sort of history-of-philosophy methodology 

described by Frede (or some close approximation of it) produce philosoph¬ 

ical explanations or explanations from the history of philosophy which, as a 

result of their charitable principles of interpretation, minimize or even 

ignore what look to some feminist readers like sexist aspects of the philoso¬ 

pher’s thought. Such historians of philosophy may then be accused, often 

unjustifiably, of being sexist apologists for the philosopher of the past. 

Frede’s distinctions help us to see clearly that it is the methodology being 

employed in such cases which we might want to question, rather than the 

motives of its practioners. 

On a more personal note, when I began this project I thought a good 

interpretation of these theories in GA would end up acknowledging that 

Aristotle’s conclusions and, in some cases, some of the assumptions in the 

theories, judged females as inferior and defective. While I had no desire to 

defend Aristotle, it seemed we should try to figure out what Monty Furth 

called in one of his section headings “the underlying and interesting source 

of the sexism” (1988, 132). My hunch was that it should be possible to 

locate discrete sections of the argument in which assumptions about inferi¬ 

ority and deficiency were playing a role. I thought I had given a correct 

diagnosis of where the assumptions came into play, and then I began to 
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worry. What did I mean by saying that Aristotle was relying on those 

assumptions? Did I want to say they were functioning as premises for him? 

Was I sure he had no other philosophical or scientific reason to hold them? 

Why not say he believed females were inferior because they had less heat? 

This did not seem adequate. It was so clear he had additional reasons for 

thinking this. I found myself focusing on overdetermination. Why should I 

try so hard to locate the place where the views about inferiority entered if 

so much of this was to be seen as socially determined? In the work of Frede 

just discussed and in an exemplary paper of Gareth Matthews’ (1986), I see 

a methodological framework in which to attempt to answer some of these 

questions. 

Matthews’ paper is distinguished by the ways in which he reminds his 

readers that there are distinctions to be drawn between philosophical and 

nonphilosophical reasons and explanatory factors and his measured will¬ 

ingness to attempt to locate the places in which the nonphilosophical factors 

may be coming into play. These features of his methodology can be seen 

in his discussion of the norm-defect theory. 

That Aristotle should have been inclined to accept the norm-defect theory 

is, no doubt, overdetermined. He lived in a male chauvinist society in 

which a popular version of the norm-defect theory was widely accepted. 

He was not, by temperament, a radical or revisionistic thinker. Thus one is 

not at all surprised to find him giving expression to the norm-defect theo¬ 

ry.... In any case it is not the sociological or psychological reasons for 

expecting Aristotle to opt for the norm-defect theory that I shall be inter¬ 

ested in, but rather the philosophical and especially the metaphysical rea¬ 

sons (1986, 19). 

Matthews believes that Aristotle’s other commitments, in particular his 

view that animals reproduce by the transmission of eidos, or form, and his 

view that it is by paternal agency only that eidos is transmitted,^^ make it 

impossible for him to say that each feature-cluster constitutes an eidos, and 

so he turns to the notion of a natural failure to help explain “stable gender- 

related feature clusters” (1986, 23): 

As I have constructed Aristotle, then, his main philosophical reason for 

accepting the norm-defect theory of gender difference is that he needs to 

account for the stability of these two [male and female] feature clusters. It 

is not open to him to suppose these clusters are anchored in distinct 

eide,[forms, species] given his views on generation. His only option 
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seems to be to understand the feature cluster of one of the two sexes as a 

natural failure. That, as it turns out, males are supposed to be successes 

and females failures is, I think, better explained by psychological and 

physiological factors than by philosophical ones. (Matthews, 1986, 23) 

IV. Searching for Sexism and Blaming 

THE Dead for Their Influence 

In addition to blaming Aristotle as a source or intellectual legitimizer of 

a variety of ideas about the inferiority of females and women, feminist crit¬ 

ics often point to the strength, pervasiveness, and long-lasting effects of his 

intellectual authority in a number of areas of Western thought. I would like 

to suggest, first, that such claims may not be completely accurate and are at 

least somewhat exaggerated. More importantly, however, despite willing¬ 

ness among commentators to see this as a legitimate sort of criticism, it 

seems to me to be quite strange and rtiorally puzzling. We might think that 

whatever problematic features attach to such criticisms would attach equal¬ 

ly to praise given to past thinkers for being “feminists” ahead of their time. 

However, although I would argue that such claims are often peculiarly inap¬ 

propriate and anachronistic and can have a distorting effect on historical 

work, at least we may be able to make moral sense of praising someone for 

the ability to transcend her social and historical context to see the truth 

about some matter of morality or political theory that now seems rather 

obvious to us but would have been totally missed by most of the praised 

philosopher’s contemporaries (e.g., J. S. Mill’s understanding of various 

aspects of the oppression of women). But from a moral perspective, such 

praise would seem to fall under the general heading of praising someone 

for heroic moral sensibility and, in some cases, moral activity. To blame 

people for failing to demonstrate such sensibility would seem to fall under 

the general heading of blaming them for not being a kind of moral hero or 

saint—something many of us think to be a mistake. It also seems that 

Aristotle is being blamed for consequences he had no reason to foresee, 

even assuming he was hoping to convert readers and listeners to his ideas. 

His ideas about the inferiority of females and women were hardly likely to 

change how women were treated or thought of in his society. Those ideas 

had strong intellectual antecedents and were not at odds with common 

opinion or the societal treatment of women. How could he foresee, for 

example, the use that Christianity would make of his ideas about women or 

the use that Spanish conquerors and colonists in the New World would 

make of his arguments concerning slavery 
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In addition to questioning the moral justification for and coherence of 

blaming philosophers for their historical influence, I would suggest that 

searches for either villains or heroes and heroines are very often a distortion 

of the history of philosophy, just as approaching the work of a particular 

past philosopher with a critical or defensive stance can cause distortion in 

our interpretation of his ideas, arguments, and theories.As feminists, we 

need to understand the origins and historical development of ideas and 

arguments about, for example, women’s nature. As historians of philoso¬ 

phy, we are also attempting to understand the role(s) played by these ideas 

and arguments in the philosophical work of earlier philosophers. I would 

suggest that searching too hard for villains (or heroes and heroines) among 

the philosophers of the past has the potential to interfere with both of these 

projects. 



The Stoics on Women . 
Elizabeth Asmis 

Zeno (334-262 B.C.E.), the founder of Stoicism, wrote in his Republic 

{Politeia) that “women should be common to wise [men] so that any [man] 

has any [woman] he comes upon by chance.” The Stoic Chrysippus (c. 280- 

c. 206 B.C.E.) agreed in his “On the Politeia.”' This arrangement was said 

to result in a paternal love for all children equally and the elimination of the 

jealousy associated with adultery. The'details point to an underlying agree¬ 

ment with Plato’s proposal in the Republic that men and women are equally 

fit to be philosopher rulers in a state that forms a single, sexually permis¬ 

sive family. Zeno also demanded that men and women “wear the same 

clothing and that no part [of the body] be hidden” (DL VII. 33-SVF 1.257). 

Yet more shocking provisions follow. Both Zeno and Chrysippus argued 

that there is nothing wrong with incest, pederasty, sodomy, or eating human 

flesh. There is nothing wrong with a son having intercourse with his mother, 

or a father with his daughter, or anyone having sex with anyone at all. 

Sexual promiscuity is as permissible as cannibalism (SVF 1.249-56, 

3.743-53). 

Did the early Stoics, then, advocate the equality of women? The usual 

answer is; it appears so, but the evidence is insufficient.^ An additional bit of 

evidence is the title of a work by the Stoic Cleanthes, “On [the claim] that 

the virtue of a man and a woman is the same,” which suggests an affirmative 

answer (DL VII. 175). Late in antiquity, the Christian Lactantius attributes 

to the Stoics the view that men and women have an equal capacity for 

virtue, so that both men and women should philosophize.^ This view was 

argued explicitly by the Roman Stoic Musonius in the first century C.E."* 

But the apparent equality of women, along with sexual promiscuity and 

other affronts to convention, is usually regarded as a Cynicizing aberration 

of the early Stoics. Indeed, there is a remarkable overlap in the evidence. The 

Cynic Diogenes wrote a Republic in which he said that “women should be 

[held] in common.” Diogenes did not recognize the convention of marriage, 

but proposed that a man should mate with any woman he has persuaded.^ 
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Diogenes also assigned the same dress and occupations to men and women.® 

Another early Cynic, Antisthenes, held that “the virtue of a man and a 

woman is the same” (DL VI. 12.). Hipparchia joined the Cynic Crates in 

marriage as his equal as a Cynic philosopher (DL VI. 96-98). Notoriously, 

the Cynics flouted all conventions, especially sexual conventions. 

There are important differences, however, between the Stoics and 

Cynics. Whereas the Cynics shunned theory, the Stoics constructed an elab¬ 

orated ethical system as justification for their precepts. How do women fit 

into this system? Further, the Stoics were known from the beginning as 

upholders of law and order, in contrast with the anti-social Cynics and the 

apolitical Epicureans. According to numerous reports, Zeno and his fol¬ 

lowers were agreed that the wise man should marry, have children and 

engage in politics. How does Stoic political conservatism agree with 

Cynical challenges to tradition? It is not surprising that the most shocking 

of their remarks are segregated in Von Arnim’s collection of Stoic frag¬ 

ments (Von Arnim, 1964) under the separate title “Cynica,” as though they 

cannot be integrated with the rest of Stoic philosophy. 

If the Stoics did advocate the equality of women, we may well ask, what 

sort of equality is this? The sources for the early Stoa focus on their equali¬ 

ty as sex objects. Any woman is equal to any other woman or man as a sex¬ 

ual partner. How is this type of equality related to moral and intellectual 

equality between women and men? How do women figure in the very elab¬ 

orate ethical trajectory mapped out by the Stoics? The usual answer is that 

in the Hellenistic period, only the Cynics and Epicureans admitted women 

to the ranks of the wise. This paper aims to obtain a clearer picture by plac¬ 

ing the bits of evidence into the wider context of Stoic social and ethical 

theory. It will have a wide sweep, both in its survey of Stoic theory and in 

chronological range. Even though the Stoics kept revising their doctrines 

and shifting their emphases, there is a strong continuity in the overall struc¬ 

ture of Stoic thought. Among the writings that will be highlighted is a 

rather neglected series of texts on marriage by Antipater (second or first 

century B.C.E.), Musonius, and Hierocles (second century C.E.).^ 

I. Social Circles 

The Stoics embedded the family in a social order which ultimately 

encompassed the entire human race. We have two sources; one is well 

known; the other has been overlooked. Frequently cited, Hierocles sketch¬ 

es an elaborate pattern of concentric circles. Cicero does so before him in 

his book On Duties, and we will start with him. 
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Following the Stoic Panaetius, Cicero distinguishes three main circles in 

his set of concentric circles; the family, political society, and the communi¬ 

ty of all humans. He subdivides the family into numerous smaller circles: 

Since it is common to the nature of animals that they have a desire (libido) 

for procreation, the first community consists of the conjugal couple (coni- 

ugium)-, the next consists of children; then there is a single household 

(domus) [in which] everything is in common. This is the starting-point of 

the city (urbis) and the seed, as it were, of the state (rei publicae). There 

follow associations of brothers, then of first and second cousins, who 

depart to other households, like colonies, because they can no longer be 

contained in the same household. There follow marriages and connections 

by marriage, from whom come still more relatives. This propagation and 

progeny is the origin of states (civitatum). Blood connection and benevo¬ 

lence binds humans in friendship. For it is important to have the same 

ancestral monuments, to celebrate the same rites, to have common graves. 

(On Duties I. 54) 

Society begins with the couple. Humans share with other animals the 

desire for procreation; and this accounts for the first association, the couple 

(coniugium). Next is the association that encompasses children. Next is a 

single household, described as the “seed” of the state. After the single 

household, there are communities of siblings, then cousins. These associa¬ 

tions consist of several households. Next, the communities widen to include 

links by marriage, from which arise further family connections. The 

extended family, held together by the sharing of ancestral rites and graves, 

is “the origin of states.” 

Cicero mentions only two stages of political development; states (civD 

tales, Greek poleis); and nations (gentes, nationes). The former lie “within” 

the latter. A state is bound by common laws, contracts, roads, temples, and 

so on; a nation may be bound by a common language (On Duties I. 53 and 

III. 69). Finally, there is the association of all humans, united by their com¬ 

mon humanity: 

The widest association among humans, uniting all among all, is that in 

which it is necessary to hold in common whatever nature has created for 

the common use of humans. Whatever is prescribed by laws and civic 

statutes must be observed in the way determined by the laws themselves, 

but other things must observed in such a way that, as the Greek proverb 

says, friends have all things in common. (On Duties 1.51, cf. III. 69) 
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This widest of all communities is the universal city that includes all 

humans. It is called cosmopolis in our other sources. It is governed by nat¬ 

ural law, which determines everything that has not been regulated by civil 

law. Cicero lists fire, water, and advice as examples of what all humans 

should share with each other. 

Against these concentrically expanding communities, Cicero places the 

union of “good men” {boni viri). This is the most unified and “firmest” of 

all social unions. At this stage, men are joined in friendship by the similar¬ 

ity of their moral dispositions. This similarity consists in the perfection of 

reason, that is, the attainment of virtue. Members of this community resem¬ 

ble each other perfectly in their virtue. In consequence, one man is so 

attracted by the virtue of another as to love another as much as himself, so 

that in the words of Pythagoras there is a union of “one out of several.”* 

This community is the crowning development of the community of all 

humans. Restricted to a very few individuals, it may be regarded as a kind 

of periphery of the entire circle. 

Cicero’s reference to “good men” immediately raises the question: is this 

a community of males only? In the Greek sources, it is called the communi¬ 

ty of the “wise” (sophoi). Although the grammatical gender of the adjective 

sophoi is masculine, this usage need not refer only to males; it may refer 

also to a group consisting of both males and females. Cicero’s addition of 

the term viri (“men” as opposed to “women”) to the adjective boni (“good”) 

restricts the community of the good to males. Are the “wise”, then, only 

men? Or does Cicero unnecessarily, or even unwittingly, use language that 

refers only to men because he personally favors men as candidates for wis¬ 

dom? Does Stoic theory accommodate women among the wise? 

The key to the answer lies, I suggest, in the notion of “common.” This is 

the underlying theme that unites all communities. Each stage is a “commu¬ 

nity,” (Latin communitas, societas, Greek koindnia), in which certain things 

are held in “common” (communia, koina). First, couples unite for the com¬ 

mon goal of having children. In the second community, parents hold chil¬ 

dren in common. Next is the common household. As families extend over 

ever more households, family members are united by common ancestral 

rites and graves. In the city, laws and public spaces are in common; nations 

are joined by a common ethnicity or language. In the widest circle, all 

humans have their humanity in common. In the special community of the 

good, what is common is virtue. If women are capable of virtue, then both 

men and women will have each other’s virtue in common. 

We need to consider, then, whether women can grow equally with men 

in moral and intellectual development as they pass from one community to 
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another. The first step is to supply an element that is missing from Cicero’s 

circles: the center. Hierocles fills in this gap. He sets out a similar pattern of 

concentrically expanding communities from the family to political organi¬ 

zations to the community of all humankind.® In addition, he places the indi¬ 

vidual at the center as the first circle. Cicero omits this focal point because 

he deals only with communities, consisting in the successive growth of 

what is “common.” Hierocles’ theme is “appropriation” or “conciliation,” 

oikeidsis, making something “one’s own,” oikeion. This process begins 

with the individual human being: the mind is at the very center of the circle, 

and the body is the innermost circle around the mind. Hierocles’ second 

circle is the family composed of parents, siblings, wife and children. Third 

is a wider family circle encompassing uncles, aunts, grandparents, cousins. 

Next is the circle of all family members. Then comes the local organiza¬ 

tion (deme), the tribe, the city, a confederation with neighbors, the nation. 

The largest circle, which comprizes all others, is humankind. 

Hierocles’ circles are demarcated'somewhat differently from Cicero’s, 

but they map the same progress. Although Hierocles jumps immediately 

from the individual to an already extended family, elsewhere he also rec¬ 

ognizes the couple as the first social union. He calls the couple the “first 

and most elementary community (koinonia).” Neither can a city exist with¬ 

out households, he argues, nor is a household complete without marriage— 

it is only “half-complete”. The couple is “syndyadic,” to be succeeded by 

ever larger forms of “synagelastic” (“herding”) associations, in which one 

person needs another. Hierocles mentions common meals and the theater 

as public events that foster friendship among members of the city.'® 

By placing the individual at the center, Hierocles shows that the growth 

of society is a continuation of the process of oikeidsis that begins with the 

individual. Appropriation begins with an individual’s affection for himself 

or herself. As soon as an animal is born, it so loves itself as to have an 

impulse to preserve itself. But “appropriation” is directed not only at one¬ 

self, but also at others. Hierocles distinguishes between two kinds of affec¬ 

tion: “good will” (eunoetike), directed at oneself, and “cherishing” 

(sterktike), directed at kin {syggenike)}^ We are not here concerned with 

self-appropriation, which consists in the development of one’s reasoning 

capacity. Self-appropriation, however, goes hand in hand with social appro¬ 

priation. In social development, we not only make things our “own,” but 

also make them “common.” Hierocles’ term syggenike suggests that there is 

a recognition of ever wider groups of “kin” or family, extending as far as 

kinship with the whole human race (genos).^^ Finally, the closest type of 
kin is the family of the wise. 
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Chrysippus shows how the two types of appropriation are connected. 

“As soon as we are bom,” he states, “we are conciliated to ourselves and 

our parts and our own offspring.”'^ We are born as reproductive creatures, 

even though we cannot exercise this function until later. According to Stoic 

psychology, the human soul has eight parts: reason, the five senses, voice, 

and the reproductive capacity {SVF 1.143). In being conciliated to our 

“parts,” we are also conciliated to having children. Self-love, therefore, is 

followed by the love of offspring and then by an ever-expanding love of 

others. Each successive stage enfolds the previous stage. At its greatest 

expansion, human love extends to all human beings. At its perfection, it 

unites the wise in a meeting of minds. 

Beginning with “appropriation” of oneself, the second step is appropri¬ 

ation of a partner for the sake of having children. Third is the appropria¬ 

tion of one’s children. The second and third stages are closely linked. The 

conjugal bond is not simply a sexual, but rather a reproductive bond. 

Couples unite for the sake of having children. Moreover, as Cicero argues, 

nature would not have bestowed this reproductive urge if it did not also 

instill in parents a love for their children. This love, which can be seen in 

other animals besides humans, makes parents tend and care for the young. 

From this parental love arises the love for all of humanity. Cicero explains 

the connection as follows: 

Just as it is manifest that we shun pain by nature, so it is clear that we are 

impelled by nature itself to love those to whom we have given birth. From 

this arises the natural, communal “appropriation” (commendatio) of 

humans among themselves, so that it is necessary that a human does not 

appear “alien” from another for the very reason that he (she) is human. 

(Cicero, On Ends III. 62-63) 

The avoidance of pain belongs to the type of appropriation that is direct¬ 

ed at oneself, or self-love. Altruism begins with a desire for children and 

the consequent love of children. By filling in successive stages of social 

appropriation, we move from the love of children to the love of all 

humankind. After appropriating a reproductive partner and children, we 

appropriate an ever larger circle of family members, then neighbors, fellow 

citizens, and finally the whole of humankind. With each succeeding stage, 

an individual strives to help and protect an ever larger domain of “his own” 

(oikeion). At every stage, the “other” becomes something “of one’s own”; it 

is no longer “alien.” Finally, in the community of all humans, no human is 

“alien” to another. 
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This is the most detailed genealogy of human society that we have from 

antiquity. It is also highly original. Although the Stoics are clearly indebted 

to Aristotle’s construction of the city from households, their analysis is both 

more comprehensive and more cohesive.'^ The Stoics start the social 

process by joining a reproductive partner to an individual, then extend it all 

the way to the cosmopolis, and pack the entire progression with a dense 

array of intervening stages. As the ultimate state of perfection, they add the 

community of wise persons. This entire growth is teleological. From the 

beginning, the individual aims at an ever-closer as well as more extensive 

union with other human beings. This union has two stages. First, the indi¬ 

vidual aims at preserving an ever-larger group of humans, from the birth of 

children to the community of all humans. Second, as a member of the 

human community, an individual strives to achieve the most intimate union 

of all, union with another fully rational being. At this final goal, individual¬ 

ity is transcended by a perfect union with another. 

The Stoics transformed the ordinary contrast between nature and con¬ 

vention by asserting that all stages of socialization are “in accordance with 

nature.” By nature, humans are animals that differ from the rest by being 

rational. Among the things humans have in common with other animals is a 

strong impulse for procreation, together with a love for their offspring. Our 

common animal nature accounts for the first two stages of socialization, the 

married couple and the community of parents and children. There is, 

nonetheless, something that is unique to humans at these stages. As rational 

beings, humans have the impulse to reproduce rational creatures. This 

impulse grows naturally into a bond with all rational creatures in the cos¬ 

mopolis. Ultimately, nature achieves the union of one perfectly rational 

being with another as another “self.” 

This complete progress has two main stages. First is a progression from 

self-love to love of all human beings. Humans are imperfectly rational in this 

progression. Second, there is an instantaneous change to a perfectly rational 

being who is “conciliated” only to other perfectly rational beings. From pure 

egotism we proceed to the purest altruism. In Stoic terminology, the first type 

of progress consists of “first things according to nature.” Examples are 

health, physical beauty, good memory, marriage, having children, political 

office. The second stage is the attainment of what is “perfectly” natural, that 

is, perfect rationality. It includes altruistic love of others (SVF 3.178, 186, 

188, etc.). An individual learns successively to subordinate self-interest to 

the interests of family, fatherland, humankind, and the rational order of the 

universe (Cicero, On Ends III. 64). The interest of the individual is not there¬ 

by abandoned. For by benefiting the whole, a person also benefits the part.'® 
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We proceed from one stage to the other by performing “duties,” kathekon- 

ta. Duties are either intermediate or perfect. Intermediate duties all belong 

to the first stage of development. They include obligations to take care of 

one’s health, marry, have children, honor parents, participate in politics, 

honor one’s fatherland, help other humans. Perfect duty consists in perform¬ 

ing all these activities “well,” that is, on the basis of a virtuous disposition. A 

person begins by performing a duty, then learns to perform it well {SVF 

3.494, 495, 498, 516, 517). A further distinction is that duties are with or 

without “special circumstances.” So far, duties have been stated without qual¬ 

ification: they are duties “without special circumstances.” “Under special cir¬ 

cumstances” {kata peristasin), it may be a duty to do the opposite, such as 

maim oneself, not marry, and so on {SVF 3.496; see Inwood 1985, 202-205). 

The progression of social circles forms in this way an ethical progres¬ 

sion. A person ascends to virtue or wisdom by making it an aim to marry, 

have children, participate in politics, and so on. A person need not attain 

these aims, for circumstances may prevent their attainment. But in order to 

attain virtue, a human being must endeavor to attain marriage, parenthood, 

participation in politics, and so on, except in special circumstances. These 

initial aims are distinguished from the final goal, virtue, by being called 

“first things according to nature.” They are all “indifferent,” that is, neither 

good nor bad. Only virtue is good, and only vice is bad. “Indifferent” 

things, however, are not wholly without distinction. Zeno, followed by 

almost all Stoics, divided them into “preferred,” “dispreferred,” and nei¬ 

ther. “First things in accordance with nature” are “preferred” indifferents. 

Whereas marriage and having children of one’s own are “preferred,” adul¬ 

tery and destroying another household are said to be “dispreferred.” The 

latter are “contrary to nature;” yet they too are “indifferent.” Adultery is 

not bad unless it arises from a morally bad disposition. The ultimate goal is 

virtue. It is reached when the intention to marry, have children, and so on, 

arises from a good moral disposition.'^ 

Women clearly have an important role in this progression. First, they 

are joined in partnership with men in a series of family relationships. As 

human beings, they have a role in the cosmic city that consists of all 

humans. What is not clear is their status in particular cities or in the com¬ 

munity of the wise. We need to ask also what is their function in the family. 

In general, are women viewed as morally or intellectually equal to men, or 

not? We do not have Stoic texts by women. Therefore, we cannot look 

directly at their self-image. We have many texts by men, on the other hand, 

that reveal a great diversity of attitudes to women. They also reveal, I think, 

a common theoretical structure underlying the different perspectives. 
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II. Women 

This section will focus, first, on the couple together with the family and 

household, then on the city, including the cosmic city. The final section will 

treat the ideal city, the community of the wise. 

(A) THE COUPLE 
The Stoics wrote on the topic of marriage throughout their history. 

Persaeus, a student of Zeno, wrote a book. On Marriage, which is not 

extant {SVF 1.435). The first extended text that we have is an excerpt from 

Antipater’s book On Marriage. It is not clear whether this is Antipater of 

Tarsus, student of Diogenes of Babylon and head of the Stoic school after 

him (c. 150-130 B.C.E.), who engaged in philosophical debate with the 

Academic Cameades, or Antipater of Tyre in the first century B.C.E., who 

wrote a work On the Cosmos and is said to have introduced the Roman 

Cato to Stoicism. In any case, the document is clearly Stoic and belongs to 

the second or first century B.C.E. In addition, we have excerpts on marriage 

by Musonius (first century C.E.) and Hierocles (second century C.E.). 

Seneca (first century C.E.) also wrote a treatise on marriage, but only a few 

anecdotes are preserved. 

These writings form part of a huge literary tradition. Although they are 

infused with Stoic doctrine, it is often difficult to disentangle commonplace 

sentiments from Stoic theory. It is a major aim of this section to determine 

how the Stoics reformulated traditional ideas on marriage. As we have 

seen, it is a key element of Stoic ethics that altruism begins with the desire 

for children. The desire for children is the foundation of marriage, and the 

consequent love of children is the foundation of the family and subse¬ 

quently of all friendships. This view had an enormous influence on 

Hellenistic, Roman, and Christian ethics. 

In the first union, the couple, each partner is drawn to the other for the 

sake of having children, not for the sake of each other. “Conciliation” is 

directed at the production of children; the spouses are “conciliated” to each 

other only insofar as they help each other reproduce. The process of con¬ 

ciliation continues when children are born: father and mother are now 

joined in the effort to raise their children. Each successive stage aims at the 

propagation of an ever larger circle of family members. Members are joined 

to each other as helpmates for the particular purpose of the association. 

In the initial “dyadic” association, the spouses do not love each other as 

their “own.” Loving a person as another self belongs to the final stage of 
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development, the community of wise people. At the stage of the couple, 

what the spouses have as their “own” and in common with each other is a 

joint reproductive effort. Their love for each other consists in the “passion 

to reproduce” (libido procreandi) in Cicero’s words. This desire for off¬ 

spring is eros, but it is not just that: it is an eros for procreation. The Stoics 

defined eros in a number of ways. Understood simply as sexual passion, 

the Stoics held, it is indifferent—neither good nor bad.‘^ The eros for pro¬ 

creation is also indifferent, but it is natural and “preferred.” Zeus himself 

experienced it when he mated with Hera to create the world (SVF 2.622). 

Lust is something else again, though it has the same name, eros. When it is 

defined as a “desire for bodily intercourse,” eros is an irrational emotion, 

contrary to nature, and bad.'® What makes sexual passion between man and 

wife natural is that it is an impulse to propagate the human race. 

The young man begins his effort to raise a family by choosing a bride. 

Antipater’s advice to the bridegroom is highly pragmatic (SVF 3.62, 

Antipater). It contains nothing about the feelings of the bride and groom 

for each other. Instead, Antipater urges the young man to investigate her 

circle of acquaintances, first the father, then the mother, then a wider circle 

consisting of slaves and free servants, neighbors, and any other persons 

who have had occasion to enter the house. Wealth, good, birth, and beauty 

do not matter. What matters is the moral character of both parents and 

whether the parents have been able to transmit it to their daughter or have 

failed because of “too great a love.” All this is general good advice. But it 

also fits Stoicism, as exemplified by the narrower and larger circle of 

acquaintances, parental love, and the exclusive concern with moral char¬ 

acter. There is more emphasis on the father, who comes first in the list, than 

on the mother. Antipater describes the father as “political,” judicious, just, 

and so on, whereas about the mother he says only that the daughter usually 

takes after her. This emphasis does not imply that the mother (or wife) is 

inferior to the male partner. But the perspective is certainly male: the hus- 

band-to-be scrutinizes the father in detail as a kind of model for himself. 

It is a duty. Antipater contends, for a well-born, “political” young man 

to marry (SVF 3.63, Antipater). Just as a city is incomplete without women. 

Antipater argues, so a household is incomplete without a wife. As a citi¬ 

zen, a man has the duty to preserve the city by leaving behind offspring. 

As we have seen, people marry in order to reproduce. Antipater does not 

present this, however, as the only reason for marrying. Without marriage 

and children. Antipater adds, a man will miss out on the “truest and gen¬ 

uine good will.” 
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It happens that the man who does not have experience of a married wife 

and children has not tasted the truest and genuine good will. For other 

friendships and loves resemble mixtures composed of juxtaposed items, 

like beans, but the [love] of husband and wife resembles homogeneous 

mixtures, just as wine mixes completely with water. For they alone share 

not only property, children who are dearest to all humans, and soul, but 

also bodies. In another way, too, it is reasonable to regard it as the greatest 

[love]. For other associations have other recourses as well. “But [a wife] 

must look toward one soul” [Euripides, Medea 247], that of the husband 

(for a wife who comes from a sensible mother and father agrees to this), 

and [she] must make this one person the goal of life and make it [her] aim 

to please him. Both sets of parents willingly grant that the first [shares] of 

good will should be bestowed by the wife to the husband, and by the hus¬ 

band to the wife. 

Antipater offers two arguments. First, he uses the Stoic distinction 

between mixtures by juxtaposition, as exemplified by seeds, and through- 

and-through mixtures, as exemplified by wine and water.Marriage 

belongs to the second kind; husband and wife share completely their prop¬ 

erty, children, souls, and bodies. The mingling of souls appears to be their 

common good will. The emphasis on the mingling of bodies is somewhat 

puzzling. For one might expect a mingling of souls, but only a juxtaposi¬ 

tion of bodies. A possible explanation is that couples mingle their bodies 

by mingling their seed. A more radical interpretation is that each partner 

acquires the other’s body as a part of oneself. As we shall see, Musonius 

also highlights the body when he says that spouses have everything in com¬ 

mon, “even the body” (fr. 13a). By marrying, a man can overcome even the 

isolation of the body which, as Hierocles shows, is the initial condition of 

human existence. 

Antipater’s first argument on good will treats husband and wife as 

equals. The second begins with a shift of emphasis to the husband. Quoting 

Euripides, Antipater says that a wife must make it her aim to please her hus¬ 

band alone. But he concludes by assigning equal affection to the husband 

for the wife and to the wife for the husband. Before they are married, chil¬ 

dren love their parents above all. In marriage, as the parents consent, this 

affection is transferred from parents to the spouse; husband and wife must 

love each other first of all. In both of his arguments, therefore. Antipater 

shows that as far as love and good will are concerned, the spouses are equal. 

In the first sentence of the quoted passage. Antipater joins conjugal love 

to love of children as exemplifying the “truest good will.” This may seem 
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surprising in view of the well-attested primacy of parental love in Stoic the¬ 

ory. There is no conflict, however, if we assume that spouses love each 

other in the first place as helpmates in the production of children. From this 

starting-point, spouses learn to care for each other. Conjugal good will 

grows as each partner subordinates his or her own interest to the household 

as a whole. Antipater shows this progression in the remainder of his pas¬ 

sage on marriage. The husband, he says, must teach the wife to administer 

the household, to be pious, self-restrained, and foresighted, and in general 

to consider along with him “whence and how, and whether [something] will 

be beneficial and preserve the whole.” By learning to assume these tasks, 

the wife makes it possible for the husband to have the leisure time to 

engage in discussion and politics. Husband and wife are bound to each 

other in good will as he helps her run the household and she helps him par¬ 

ticipate in civic affairs. 

This system of mutual help sounds remarkably conventional. Aristotle 

proposed that the wife should serve the husband by taking care of the 

household while he participates in the leisure of political life. In Aristotle’s 

view, the “male is by nature more of a leader than the female,” whereas the 

deliberative faculty of a woman is akyron, “without authority” {Pol. 

1259bl-2 and 1260al23-13). The virtues of men and women, such as tem¬ 

perance, courage, and justice, are not the same. Instead, those of the male 

are “ruling,” those of the woman “serving” {Pol. 1260a21-24). The hus¬ 

band rules the household, while the wife is ruled. Before Aristotle, 

Xenophon expressed a similar position; he, too, assigned different virtues 

to husband and wife {Oeconomicus 1). 

Just like Xenophon, Antipater would have the experienced husband train 

the young wife. Like Aristotle, he has the wife serve the husband so he can 

have time to spend outside the house. But there is a difference. Although 

Antipater assigns a directive role to the husband, he regards husband and 

wife as partners that have an equal role in supporting the household. 

Against those who contend that a wife is a burden. Antipater argues, 

a married wife would seem to be one of the most pleasant of burdens, and 

the lightest. For it is just like acquiring another hand from somewhere if 

one has a single hand, or obtaining another foot from elsewhere if one has 

a single foot. For just as he would walk much more easily where he want¬ 

ed, and bring things and carry them away, so the person who brought in a 

wife would more easily acquire the amenities that preserve life and are 

useful. Instead of two eyes they use four, and instead of two hands they 

use a second pair, so that by using all together a person can more easily do 
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the work of the hands. Therefore if one pair should tire, it could be tended 

by the other. In general, having become two instead of one, a person 

would be more likely to succeed in life. (SVF 3.63, Antipater) 

Antipater stresses the egalitarian role of the husband in the household 

by comparing him to one of two hands or feet. Instead of showing him rule 

the household, he shows him collaborating on an equal basis with the wife. 

Further, this partnership of equals is more than the sum of the parts. It is 

“much easier” to walk with two feet than with one. One foot or one hand, 

used by itself, can accomplish much less than a foot or hand used in a pair. 

By collaborating with each other, the two partners achieve a whole that pro¬ 

cures greater benefits than two persons could achieve by working separate¬ 

ly. By contributing to the whole, moreover, a spouse does not neglect his 

or her own advantage, but secures a greater advantage for himself or her¬ 

self. 

The Stoics used the metaphor of’parts of a body all along the social 

ascent. Hierocles compares the individual citizen to one finger in a hand 

composed of five fingers.^* The five-fingered hand stands for the city (which 

could hypothetically have just five citizens), just as the two-handed or two- 

footed body stands for the household. Likewise, each member of the cosmic 

city is viewed as a part, such as a hand or foot, of the whole cosmic body.^^ 

In all cases, the community is viewed as an organic whole. The individual 

subordinates private interest to the whole and thereby promotes his or her 

own interest. 

This emphasis on cooperation does not imply intellectual equality, but 

neither does the directive role of the husband imply inferior intellectual 

capacity on the part of the wife. Did Antipater and other Stoics go on to add 

moral equality to the equality of helpfulness and good will? We have seen 

that Cleanthes at least discussed the topic of moral equality. In the preserved 

texts, Seneca is the first Stoic to state explicitly that men and women have 

an equal capacity for virtue.^^ Seneca did not elaborate, and it is easy to miss 

this observation among the many misogynist remarks that he makes. A little 

later, his compatriot Musonius defended the equality of women in detail. 

Using Stoic terminology, he claimed that “the conciliation for virtue natu¬ 

rally belongs not only to men, but also to women.” Women, he argued, have 

precisely the same virtues as men. In consequenee, both men and women 

must seek to be philosophers, and boys and girls must be educated in the 

same way.^"* This is how Plato argued in the Republic. Both Seneca and 

Musonius were practical ethical philosophers, not theorists, and they were 

open to influence by other philosophical schools. We must ask, therefore. 
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whether they grafted a Platonic view on Stoic ethics or whether the earlier 

Stoics, too, held that women have the same capacity for virtue as men. 

Musonius argued that, as human beings, women have the same virtue 

as men. He added this premise (fr. 4): 

If both [men and women] must become good in the virtue that befits a 

human being (anthropos), and be alike capable of wisdom and temper¬ 

ance, and share in courage and justice, the one no less than the other, will 

we not educate each alike and teach both equally the skill from which 

each would come to be a good human being? 

Since women and men have the same capacity for virtue, it follows that 

both must be taught equally the skill of being good. There is, indeed, a dif¬ 

ference in physical strength; and this makes a difference to the jobs they 

hold: 

Since in the human race, the nature of males is stronger and that of 

women weaker, the most suitable jobs must be assigned to each nature 

and heavier jobs must be given to the stronger and lighter to the weaker. 

Thus, wool-working and housekeeping are more suitable to women, and 

gymnastics and outdoor camping to men. Nonetheless, women can do any 

job that men can do: 

All human jobs are equally in common and are common to men and 

women, and none must be assigned by necessity to one [sex]. Rather, 

some are more suitable to one nature, others to the other. 

Because men and women differ in physical strength, some jobs are more 

suitable to one sex than the other. But all jobs can be done by either sex. 

When “strength, or need, or opportunity dictate,” a job usually done by one 

sex will be done by the other. All jobs are “common” to all humans. 

Although Musonius’ position has much in common with Plato’s, there is 

a striking difference. Although he assigns equal moral capacity to women, 

Musonius does not draw the consequence that women must share all jobs 

equally. In Plato’s Republic, women are soldiers and rulers equally with 

men. Musonius thinks that the household is more suitable to women—not, 

of course, that they must stay in the household: women can assume the jobs 

usually done by men, but that is the exception. What makes some jobs more 

suitable than others is physical strength. Plato, too, pointed out the differ- 
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ence in strength. But he argued that women must share all jobs equally with 

men, and he added that they are on the average not as good as men. 

Musonius does not hint at any inferiority except in physical strength. The 

unequal distribution of jobs does not prevent women from attaining the 

virtue of a human being, which is the same for men and women. 

The main difference in jobs, according to Musonius, is that a woman is 

usually a householder, whereas a man is usually active as a citizen. This 

makes no difference, however, to the virtue of each. Musonius argues that a 

woman needs to be just in order to be a good householder, whereas a man 

needs to be just in order to be a good citizen. The jobs tend to be different, 

but the virtue is the same. In pointed opposition to Plato, as well as 

Aristotle, Musonius asserts that the job of being a householder “belongs 

most of all to a philosopher” (fr. 3). A person does not need to be a soldier 

or ruler in order to be a philosopher. Musonius assigns to men the job of 

“fighting on behalf of women and children” (fr. 7). It is part of a citizen’s 

duty to be a soldier, and this demands gymnastic training and outdoor 

camping, which are more suitable to men than to women. But a woman’s 

courage is the same as a man’s (fr. 3). Even though a woman may not have a 

role as a citizen, she can still be a philosopher. 

Musonius defended marriage vigorously. His arguments contain numer¬ 

ous reminiscences of Antipater. He points out that “a household or a city” 

does not consist of men alone (fr. 14). His claim that the wife “serves her 

husband with her hands” (fr. 3) recalls Antipater’s hands argument, even 

though it also hints at a directive role on the part of the husband. Like 

Antipater, Musonius demands equality of service from husband and wife: 

Husband and wife must . .. consider all things in common and nothing 

private, not even the body itself. For great is the creation of a human 

being, which this bond achieves. But this is not yet sufficient for the per¬ 

son who marries; for this can come about also when people join without 

marriage, just as animals join with each other. But in marriage there must 

be a completely joint life and care of husband and wife for each other, in 

health and in sickness and at all times. Each partner goes into marriage 

desiring this, just as each desires to have children, (fr. 13a) 

In language that has been taken over into Christian marriage vows, 

Musonius assigns two aims to marriage: reproduction, and the care of hus¬ 

band and wife for each other. Musonius agrees on this with Antipater, but he 

goes further. He depicts a perfect union. When the spouses have “perfect” 

care and concern for each other, then the association is “beautiful” (kale). 
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Using Stoic terminology, Musonius presents the perfect state of caring as 

morally good. Reproduction is indeed the purpose for which man and wife 

marry, but the conjugal relationship is not complete until the partners, each 

of whom must be good (fr. 13b), are joined in a perfect sharing of concern 

for each other. This conforms to the Stoic distinction between “primary 

things of nature” and the ultimate goal of nature. In Musonius’ view of 

marriage, the first natural aim is to have children and the ultimate goal is 

conjugal altruism.In keeping with his recognition of a woman’s capacity 

for virtue, he places her in the community of the good. 

Hierocles charts a similar progress. He assigns two advantages to the 

husband: the assistance of children, and the “sympathetic good will” of the 

wife.^’ Procreation redounds ultimately to the benefit of the parents, for 

while parents help their children at first, the children reciprocate later. 

Hierocles illustrates the good will of the wife with many commonplace 

arguments. The wife cheers up the husband, for example, when he comes 

home weary from work. She inquires solicitously how he fared outside and 

imparts to him her concerns about the household inside. Hierocles crowns 

these commonplaces by ascending to the stage of moral perfection. Apart 

from the practical benefits, he points out, married life is intrinsically “beau¬ 

tiful” (kalon). The partnership of husband and wife is the ultimate “adorn¬ 

ment” of a household, sanctified by the “gods of marriage and birth.” The 

spouses have everything in common “as far even as their bodies and, even 

more, their souls.” Like Antipater and Musonius, Hierocles singles out the 

union of bodies. At the same time, he gives preference (as indeed all the 

Stoics did) to the union of souls. This consists in concord. Hierocles 

appears to agree that while the primary purpose of marriage is procreation, 

the ultimate goal is a harmony of minds. 

Hierocles clearly places the wife in the traditional position inside the 

household and the husband outside. More than that, he reiterates the 

Aristotelian view that a wife is ruled by her husband. A household without 

marriage is incomplete, he argues, for the reason that “a ruler is inconceiv¬ 

able without the ruled, nor is the ruled conceivable without a ruler.In 

Hierocles’ view, perfect sharing goes hand in hand with the subordination 

of the wife. This looks like a subversion of the view that a woman has the 

same capacity for virtue as a man. But it need not be. As we saw, Musonius 

combined a household role for the wife with a capacity for virtue and wis¬ 

dom. Aristotle held that a woman is morally inferior in her role as house¬ 

wife. But is this necessary? The Stoics maintained that a slave can be just as 

morally good as a free man. Why not, then, a woman? 

We have come around in our discussion from the first union, the couple. 
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to the final union, the community of the wise. It remains to give separate 

attention to the role of marriage among the wise. But before this, we need 

to move quickly through the family to the city. As the family expands, both 

husband and wife take on new duties. Joining their household to other 

households, they participate in a wide array of family activities, including 

religious rites. The city brings a whole new set of duties. 

(B) THE CITY 

We have already noted that both the household and the city are incom¬ 

plete without women. The woman is a part of the city, just as much as she is 

a part of the household. What is her role in the city? If she is not a citizen, 

can she yet ascend to virtue? 

Let us return, for a moment, to Aristotle. Like the Stoics, Aristotle began 

society with the pairing of man and wife, which he valued as a natural form 

of friendship iphilia, see EN 1162al6-17). But Aristotle admitted only men 

to the rank of citizen and to the highest stage of human rationality. Defining 

a “citizen” as a person capable of holding political office and making judi¬ 

cial decisions {Pol. 1275a22-23), he excluded women from this function 

and confined them within the household. The friendship among citizens, he 

held, transcends the natural friendship between husband and wife as the 

more worthy choice. 

A “city” was defined by the Stoics as “a multitude of human beings liv¬ 

ing in the same place, governed by law” {SVF 3.329). We also have a set of 

three definitions: “a place in which to live,” “an arrangement of human 

beings,” and the combination of these definitions {SVF 3.328). A variant is 

that it is an “arrangement of humans who live in a place together with citi¬ 

zens” {SVF 2.528). The last definition implies a distinction between inhab¬ 

itants and citizens. This agrees with the conventional distinction between 

citizens and other inhabitants, such as slaves and foreigners, although it 

does not tell us anything specifically about women. 

The largest city is the cosmic city that comprises all humans. In this 

community, humans are joined by gods, who rule over them as subordi¬ 

nates. The gods are perfectly rational, whereas humans are imperfectly 

rational. Humans are included in the cosmic city in the same way as chil¬ 

dren are included along with men in a particular city: children are “citizens 

by nature,” even though they are without understanding and do not perform 

the duties of a citizen {SVF 3.334). This distinction suggests that, as mem¬ 

bers of the cosmic city, all humans are citizens “by nature,” capable of 

attaining the status of citizen in the cosmic city whether or not they qualify 

as citizens in any particular city. 
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The cosmic city is governed in accordance with the universal law that 

applies to all rational beings (SVF 2.528, 3.333-33). This law is “natural”: 

for it is the command of nature and has not been devised by humans. The 

particular laws devised by humans for their communities are additions to 

this natural law {SVF 3.323). While particular laws vary from one commu¬ 

nity to another, they must be in harmony with universal law. It is our duty to 

obey both kinds of law, while giving priority to the universal law. When 

there is a conflict, the proviso “except in special circumstances” sanctions 

disobedience to particular laws. Humans have rights as humans—that is, 

as rational beings, and these must be respected by particular laws. As a 

general rule, we must obey established laws as far as they apply, and natur¬ 

al universal law for the rest. 

Just as each member of a city must subordinate self-interest to the inter¬ 

ests of the whole city, so all humans must subordinate their personal inter¬ 

ests to the those of the whole human community. This leaves much 

uncertainty on how to balance the interests of successive communities and, 

in general, how to secure the welfare of a part within the whole at each 

stage. The Stoics adopted widely differing solutions to this problem. It is 

illustrated vividly by a debate in the second century B.C.E. between 

Diogenes of Babylon and his pupil Antipater of Tarsus. The question was: 

should a seller reveal everything about his wares, including deficiencies, 

to the buyer? Diogenes said no: a person has the obligation to disclose only 

what is demanded by the laws of his country. Antipater responded that the 

seller must share all knowledge since he must care above all else for a fel¬ 

low human being (Cicero On Duties III. 51-55, III. 91). 

A well-known example of the relationship of positive to natural law is 

Seneca’s injunction to treat slaves humanely (Seneca Epistle 47). Although 

there is no private property in the cosmic community, states may allocate 

private property (Cicero, On Duties 1.21). Slaves are a form of private 

property and the Stoics did not propose to abolish it. Legal slavery, they 

held, is something “indifferent,” neither good nor bad. At the same time, 

the Stoics demanded that slaves be treated as human beings in accordance 

with the natural law of the community of humans. Another example con¬ 

cerns sex. Sexual relations are categorized by the Stoics as “indifferent,” 

Zeno shocked his audience by saying that it makes no difference what part 

of the body one rubs: masturbation is not good or bad. Nor does it matter 

whom one rubs: incest is indifferent {SVF 1.256). All that matter is that one 

perform the act with the right attitude. Yet cities have regulations concern¬ 

ing sex and these must be obeyed except in special circumstances. Where 

the laws do not specify behavior, one is free to act in accordance with 
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natural human law. This law would presumably permit homosexual rela¬ 

tionships, so long as they do not inhibit procreation or any other natural 

aims. It would also prohibit rape, on the ground that this is an act of vio¬ 

lence against another person and so infringes the universal natural law to 

help other humans. 

Where does this leave women? In the Hellenistic period, women made 

some progress in acquiring citizen rights, and there are conspicuous exam¬ 

ples of women rulers in the royal families of Egypt and elsewhere.^® For 

the most part, though, women did not have a part in ruling cities. The Stoics 

accepted the existing range of political institutions as stages on the ascent to 

virtue. Although there is only one good system of government, the city of 

the wise, many kinds of government serve as training grounds for virtue. 

Just as the Stoics accepted slavery, they accepted the conventionally inferi¬ 

or political status of women. Yet this does not imply that women are inferi¬ 

or by nature. By adding the cosmopolis as a stage that enfolds all political 

institutions, the Stoics indicate that women are citizens “by nature,” hav¬ 

ing the potential to attain perfect rationality in the same way as men. 

Despite their conventional status as political subordinates, women have the 

capacity to be rulers, just as slaves—or free men—do. 

From the natural status of women as citizens, the Stoics did not draw 

the consequence that women must have the same political privileges as 

men, any more than they were willing to manumit all slaves. Although 

women and slaves are naturally citizens, their non-citizen status in any par¬ 

ticular city is not an infringement of a natural right. The two seemingly 

contradictory roles are entirely compatible, for non-citizens have the use 

of reason no less than citizens in any particular city. Human beings may 

exercise their reason to the full in menial tasks no less than in the job of 

ruling a city. The type of task is indifferent: what matters is the moral dis¬ 

position, and this does not require participation in politics for its full devel¬ 

opment. 

The Stoics thought it a duty for men to be politically active, except for 

special circumstances. They excused men from politics for reasons of 

health, study, or simply a distaste for political affairs (Cicero On Duties, I. 

71). Political inactivity does not prevent a man from attaining virtue. 

Conversely, it is a duty for women to administer the household, but they 

may participate in politics under special circumstances. They, too, are not 

prevented by political inactivity from attaining virtue. We may suppose that 

just as men may be excused from politics by ill health, study, or personal 

distaste, so women may be excused from a household role for the same rea¬ 

sons. Under normal circumstances, men are naturally suited to be active 
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outside the household and women within the household. But there is no 

indication in our sources that women contribute any less to the welfare of 

the city by administering the household than men do by administering the 

city, or that women exercise their rational faculty any less. 

Just as men and women are partners that contribute equally to the 

household, so, it appears, they have an equal role in the city. Their civic 

contribution is simply different. As members of the city, whose lives are 

regulated by the laws of the city, women perform many kinds of civic 

duties. Their family obligations are part of these duties. In addition, they 

participate in civic religious rites, in retail trade, and so on. Like men, they 

must obey the laws of the city. Even if they do not enact or enforce the 

laws, women further the welfare of the city just as much as men do by their 

observance of them. What matters to intellectual growth is not the making 

of civic laws, but obedience to the cosmic law and, secondarily, to the par¬ 

ticular laws that are in agreement with it. This is, in a sense, a devaluation 

of political life as we know it from Aristotle. People who participate in pol¬ 

itics appear as government officials, or bureaucrats, more than as leaders; 

they are looked upon as civil servants rather than as rulers. This fits, very 

roughly, the political circumstances of the Hellenistic period. 

We have not yet reached the true city—the only real city. This is the 

good city, composed of good humans and the gods. The next section exam¬ 

ines this city. 

(C) THE WISE 

We asked earlier why Cicero refers to wise humans as “good men” {boni 

viri). The question demands, first of all, a closer look at the terminology. 

The sources on Stoicism always speak of the wise person, sophos {sapiens 

in Latin) by using the masculine gender. This usage is partly a matter of 

grammatical convention. In Greek and Latin, the masculine gender is regu¬ 

larly used to refer not only to males, but also to males and females jointly. 

At the same time, it should be noted that the Stoics, who were not averse to 

linguistic innovation, did not go out of their way to make grammar fit an 

egalitarian view of women.^^ Cicero could have spoken simply of “the 

good” (boni) without adding the noun “men,” so leaving it open whether 

women are included. More explicitly, he could have said “good men and 

good women,” just as the Greek sources, too, could have referred to “wise 

men and wise women.” The language used in our sources certainly focuses 

on men as candidates for wisdom. 

The question is: does their candidacy exclude women? If the theory does 

not exclude women from wisdom, what accounts for the bias in favor of 
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men? We may note that in the very section in the Republic in which Plato 

proposes his community of men and women philosophers, he makes ajar- 

ring reference to “womanly” pettiness (469d) and in general considers 

events, including the distribution of sexual rewards (468c), from the point 

of view of the man. Theoretical openmindedness is not safe against 

entrenched attitudes. Stoic ethical theory is no less radical than Plato’s. But, 

unlike Plato, the Stoics accommodated convention within their philosophi¬ 

cal ascent. It is not at all surprising that their conventionalism should 

express itself in the adoption of a male perspective. As we might expect, 

the perspective varies greatly among the Stoics. Antipater, Musonius, and 

Hierocles take into account the opportunities available to women, whereas 

Panaetius, Cicero, and Seneca tend to shut women out. 

In favor of women, we may start by counterbalancing the use of the 

male gender with the Stoic definition of the city. The true city, the Stoics 

held, is a city of the wise {SVF 3.327). All other cities are not really cities. 

This type of distinction pervades Stoic philosophy: true virtue, true beauty, 

true love are not found except in wise persons. In defining a city as a “mul¬ 

titude of human beings (anthrdpdn) governed by law,” the Stoics define the 

true city, the city of the wise, as a gathering of “human beings,” regardless 

of gender. They are not restricting the city of the wise to men. By using the 

term “human beings” instead of “men,” they implicitly include women. In 

the same way, they define the “state” ipoliteia) as “the good upbringing of 

human beings {anthrdpdn) in society” {SVF 3.332). Women are not exclud¬ 

ed from being trained well—that is, from being trained to be virtuous. 

It is a fundamental principle of Stoic ethics that the first natural aims of 

the ethical ascent, such as marriage and parenthood, remain as aims in the 

final stage, the attainment of virtue. What has changed suddenly (for the 

change to the state of virtue is instantaneous) is that it is now the goal to 

pursue these aims well. The goal is no longer the attainment of the “first 

things according to nature,” but instead the manner of pursuing these aims, 

that is, virtue.^' The initial aims, however, remain. Thus, the wise person 

has the duty to care for his health, marry, have children, and so on, in a vir¬ 

tuous manner, provided (as always) that there are no special circumstances 

that would make it preferable to have different aims, such as ill health or 

celibacy. Although the primary aims of nature are indifferent with respect 

to virtue, they remain as things that are, on the whole, preferred. 

There are numerous testimonies showing that, upon becoming wise, a 

person does indeed have the same aims as before, even though they are now 

subordinated to the final goal, virtue. Among the many texts demanding 

marriage of the wise man, Zeno reportedly said in his Republic that “the 
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wise man will marry and have children.” Zeno also said that the wise man 

“will participate in politics unless there is an obstacle.” Chrysippus con¬ 

curred (DL VII.121; SVF 1.271). According to the Christian Jerome, 

Chrysippus held that the wise man must marry “in order not to offend 

Jupiter Gamelius and Genethlius,” “Jupiter of Marriage and Birth” {SVF 

3.727). Jerome thinks this reason ridiculous. But it agrees with the Stoic 

view that marriage is a natural duty, sanctioned by the divine natural law. 

Hierocles repeats the orthodox doctrine when he says that just as the wise 

man must marry except in special circumstances, so we all must do so.^^ 

Neither the family nor obedience to civic laws is abandoned at the stage of 

wisdom. 

What, then, do we make of Zeno’s claim in the Republic, cited at the 

beginning of this paper, that wise men have “women” (or “wives,” 

gynaikas) “in common”? We have seen an ascending scale of things held 

“in common”: children, other family relations, civic institutions. The wise, 

too, have something in common—their virtue, or wisdom. This is what 

makes them love each other like themselves. As wise persons, what they 

share is precisely their wisdom—nothing else. In the community of the 

wise, therefore, men have women (wives) in common insofar as they love 

them for their virtue.^'* 

If this is right, it is a misinterpretation to understand the sharing of 

women in Stoicism as sexual promiscuity. Rather, the sharing consists in 

altruistic love. Is there, nonetheless, sexual promiscuity? And is this the 

reason for this misinterpretation in our sources? To answer this question, 

we need to consider: are there private marriages among the wise? Here we 

must distinguish between Stoics and Cynics. Whereas the Cynic, reject the 

convention of marriage, the Stoics are firmly committed to it from the time 

of Zeno. Sexual relations, as we have seen, are “indifferent,” while mar¬ 

riage is a preferred “indifferent” and adultery is “dispreferred.” The wise 

person will observe the duties of marriage and obey the laws of his or her 

particular state. He or she will not commit adultery except in special cir¬ 

cumstances. Nor will the wise person normally practice incest, or mastur¬ 

bate in public, or engage in the other types of anti-social behavior flaunted 

by the Cynics. In special circumstances, indeed, this kind of behavior may 

be reasonable. Take as a hypothesis, the Stoics proposed, that a wise man 

and his daughter are the only two persons left on earth {SVF 3.743). The 

only way in which the human race can be preserved is for the father to have 

sex with the daughter. Will the wise man consent? Yes, the Stoics said, he 

will consider it his duty to propagate the human race. This is a natural duty 

and the circumstances override any conventional prohibition against incest. 
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The distinction between “indifferent” and “good” allows the Stoics to 

condone as well as oppose Cynic behavior. There is nothing inherently 

wrong with Cynic behavior, the Stoics said; neither is it good. Cynic anti¬ 

conventionalism is “indifferent,” even though it is in general dispre- 

ferred.” Neither the ordinary person nor the wise man will practice a Cyme 

way of life except under special circumstances. As we have seen, there is 

much overlap between Cynicism and Zeno’s proposals in the Republic, but 

the guiding principles are entirely different. The Stoics agree with the 

Cynics in shifting ethical predicates away from acts to mental states, but 

they do not thereby recommend anti-conventional acts.^^ 

Zeno, then, held both that wise men have women (gynaikas) in common 

as partners in virtue and that sexual relations make no difference with 

respect to virtue. It is not surprising that these two claims were conflated in 

our sources into the composite claim “women should be common to wise 

[men] so that any [man] has intercourse with any woman he comes upon 

by chance.” The community of women among the wise is ethical, not sexu¬ 

al and sexual promiscuity is permitted, within limits, in such a community. 

As partners in virtue, the women are wise just like the men. Both men and 

women have each other in common insofar as they share in virtue, regard¬ 

less of whether they are married to each other. A wise man will have all 

wise women in common, even though he also aims to be married to a 

woman who may or may not be wise. It is misleading, therefore, to trans¬ 

late gynaikas as “wives”: wise men have wives or women in common only 

insofar as all are wise. Nor does it follow from the community of women 

among the wise that men and women have sex freely with each other. 

Rather, wisdom is compatible with sexual permissiveness. Instead of show¬ 

ing that wise men are exempt from the institution of marriage, Zeno’s claim 

that “wise men have women in common” shows that women rank among 

the wise. 

Epictetus provides some additional support. He asks: what will wives 

be like in a community of the wise? They will themselves be wise 

{Diatribes 3.22.68). At the same time, Epictetus takes issue with the claim 

that marriage is not a hindrance to doing philosophy. Leaving aside the 

Stoic wise person, he argues that the Cynic philosopher will not take a wife 

in this imperfect world, for it is too much of a distraction from the divinely- 

appointed job of being messenger of God {Diatribes 3.22.67-82). This does 

not undermine Stoic doctrine: the Cynic philosopher occupies a special 

position as a delegate of god in this world. Confronted by the example of 

Crates’ marriage with Hipparchia, Epictetus allows that the Cynic philoso¬ 

pher may marry “under special circumstances.” This is a reversal of what 
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the Stoic wise person must do. Presumably, the Cynic philosopher will 

marry in the event that the wife will be a help rather than a distraction in his 

duty as god’s delegate. The Stoic wise person will marry to fulfill the duty 

of propagating the human race. 

It has often been suggested that the Stoic wise person has different 

obligations as a member of existing society and as a member of the utopia 

that consists of wise persons only. This distinction has led to the view that 

the wise man engages in two different kinds of behavior: in existing cir¬ 

cumstances, he does marry, have children, and so on; in the ideal society, he 

does not. This bifurcation contradicts, it seems to me, the Stoic’s unitary 

mapping of the ascent to virtue. No matter how far humans have progressed 

on the road to virtue, the wise person will always live as a member of the 

larger human community, which necessarily includes the wicked. The com¬ 

munity of the wise is necessarily a part of the cosmopolis that includes all 

humans. Wise persons may be distinguished from others as forming a spe¬ 

cial community; but they live necessarily in an imperfect society, for no 

human being is bom virtuous. There cannot be two standards of behavior: 

the wise person must adjust his or her behavior to both kinds of society. 

There is no incompatibility. Thus, the wise person will normally have a 

married partner, who may be wise or not. He or she will exercise wisdom 

by having children with the spouse and joining in perfect friendship with 

other wise persons, whether this includes the spouse or not.^*’ 

The social ascent starts with the eros for procreation. How does eras fit 

into the community of the wise? As we saw earlier, there is an irrational 

type of eros, defined as the desire for bodily intercourse and this certainly 

does not fit in. But this is not true eros. True eros, the Stoics held, is “an 

attempt at making friends because of the beauty that appears [in the 

beloved]” (DL VII. 130). This beauty is moral beauty for it is the only real 

kind of beauty. The Stoics similarly redefined hora, normally understood 

as youthful good looks, as “the flower of virtue” (DL VII. 130). A person 

shows an aptitude for moral beauty through the outward appearance and 

the wise person is attracted by this beauty. A wise person has all the virtues, 

including “erotic virtue.” This virtue, which is joined, among others, by 

“sympotic” virtue (that of “drinking with” others or having a party), was a 

matter of mirth to some of the Stoics’ opponents {SVF 3.79-80, Diogenes). 

The Stoics were entirely serious about it. They defined it as “knowledge of 

hunting after young [persons] of natural aptitude, turning [them] to virtue” 

or, in general “the knowledge of loving {eran) well” {SVF 3.717, 721-22). 

The wise person is necessarily “erotic”; for he or she loves the capacity of 

the young for virtue. This eros is a “holy” love (Cicero On Ends III.68). 
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The ordinary person is “erotic” only in the sense of being an “erotomani¬ 

ac,” someone who is “mad” with sexual desire (5VF 3.717). 

Along with saying that the wise person will marry, Zeno said in his 

Republic, “the wise [person] (sophon) will fall in love (erastheseshai) with 

young [people] who show through their appearance (eidous) a natural apti¬ 

tude for virtue.Zeno called eras “the God of friendship and freedom 

and said it produces only concord. In his Republic, he said that it helps save 

the city {SVF 1.263). Zeno’s statement about the wise person raises two 

questions: do the “young” include both males and females and can the 

“wise person” be female? We have by now answered the second question in 

the affirmative. This implies that the answer to the first question is also 

“yes.” One of our sources says indeed that eras is the hunt after a “young 

boy” (jneirakiou) {SVF 3.719). But this wording simply reflects the usual 

preoccupation with males. 

As an educational zeal for the moral education of the young, eras corre¬ 

sponds to the reproductive zeal for young offspring. True eras transcends 

this reproductive impulse in the community of the wise. The wise still have 

reproductive eras, but what matters is that they pursue reproduction in a 

good way. As truly erotic persons, they intend to reproduce not just 

humans, but human rationality. Whether they have sex with the young peo¬ 

ple that they educate does not matter. They may, so long as civic laws, 

together with natural law, do not prohibit it. Strictly speaking, the commu¬ 

nity of the wise excludes the young who are still being trained to be wise. 

Wise persons replenish their own community by going outside it to educate 

those who show promise, whether male or female. Eros saves cities by edu¬ 

cating the young persons who live in them, but above all it saves the wise 

city—the true city—by perpetuating the wisdom of its members. 



Part II 

Reason and Emotion: 

Aristotelian Synthesis 
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Aristotelian Resources 

EOR Feminist Thinking 

Deborah Achtenberg 

Introduction 

Around the early 1980s, two women wrote important books on how psy¬ 

chological theory privileges typical male developmental patterns over typi¬ 

cal female ones thus making normal male patterns the model for health and, 

as a result, seeing normal female patterns as examples of developmental lag. 

In The Reproduction of Mothering, Nancy Chodorow takes on Freud and his 

discussion of oedipal-stage development (1978). In In a Different Voice, 

Carol Gilligan discusses the stages of healthy development outlined by 

Lawrence Kohlberg (1982). The books are similar in certain ways, yet vast¬ 

ly different in others. They are similar in noting that both Freud, in Vienna, 

and Kohlberg, in Cambridge, take as central to psychological health dispas¬ 

sionateness and separateness from others. In the case of Kohlberg, as 

Gilligan points out, concern to maintain relationships and to help and please 

others places one at a low level of development in comparison to those who 

subordinate relationships to rules or to universal principles. In the case of 

Freud, Chodorow shows the difference between the experience of the boy, 

who according to Freud must separate from his mother and suppress his 

desire for her in order to develop, and the experience of the girl, whose 

development requires neither of these. Both point out that it is problematic 

to make dispassionateness and separateness a model for psychological 

health when society asks of women that they be passionate and connected to 

others. 

The accounts differ in a dramatic way, however, and a way that has 

become paradigmatic for differences in feminist thought since that time: 

Gilligan accepts the distinction made between male and female and privi¬ 

leges the female over the male; Chodorow, on the other hand, discusses the 
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social and familial construction of these gender patterns and questions 

whether they have been valuable either for males or for females. Gilligan’s 

work has been followed by works such as Nel Noddings’s Caring: A 

Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education in which Noddings 

argues for an ethic of care and against an ethics of principle based on valu¬ 

ing and calling female emotional expressiveness, interpersonal connected¬ 

ness, and concern for particulars over concern for universal (1984). 

Chodorow’s work has been followed by works such as Olga Silverstein’s 

The Courage to Raise Good Men in which she argues, from her clinical 

experience with men in her psychological practice, that our Freud-inspired 

practices of separating boys from their mothers on the supposition that 

doing so will increase their autonomy has often instead resulted in a flatness 

of emotional tone and an inability to sustain relationships (1994). 

The approach taken by Gilligan and Noddings is, in my view, a kind of 

neo-romanticist feminism, replete with all the difficulties of neo-romanti¬ 

cism itself. First, rationalists both dichotomize certain terms and privilege 

one set of dichotomized terms over the other: reason over passion, individ¬ 

ual over community, universal concerns over concern regarding particulars. 

Then romantics respond by privileging the other set: passion, community, 

and care for particulars. The problem with this romantic reaction is that the 

original dichotomies are preserved rather than rejected in it: passion, though 

seen as superior to reason, is still seen as separate from it; our communal 

drive is seen as separate from our individual drive; our concern for people 

close to us and our concern for humankind as a whole are seen as mutually 

exclusive. 

Because 1 do not see that any of these in fact are separate, I prefer the 

approach taken by Chodorow and Silverstein over the approach taken by 

Gilligan and Noddings. Of course, it would be illicit simply to assume that 

opposites that figure in important ways in human development are never 

dichotomized. To do so would, perhaps, be another offshoot of the 

neo-romantic stress on organic connectedness over individualist separation 

that I am criticizing. I think, however, that there are arguments for the view 

that the terms mentioned above are not dichotomized. Regarding the con¬ 

nection between reason and passion, we need only look to the arguments of 

those who have claimed that emotion is intentional or that emotions have 

cognitive content as a constitutive feature—in arguments going as far back 

as to Husserl in the continental European tradition and Searle in the Anglo- 

American. According to these arguments, emotions are not brute reactions 

but are in part caused and constituted by how we understand the world and 

by the experiences we have had of it. 
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Regarding separation and relatedness, there is an argument for the claim 

that both are necessary for emotion and development. The argument is pro- 

led by twentieth-century object relations theorists in their discussions of the 

development of a healthy sense of self. In these discussions, given by 

Margaret Mahler, Donald Rinsley and others, normal development is seen 

to result from experiencing oneself both as separate from others and as con¬ 

nected to them.* Studies both of normal child development and of adults 

suffering from the personality disorders common to our age show that 

development suffers both when a child is prevented in his or her attempts to 

move away from the nurturing parent in order to experience autonomous 

functioning and also when a child is thwarted in his or her attempts to 

express love for and dependence on the nurturing parent. The denial of 

either of these results in characteristic inabilities to fully function in the 

world both for men and for women. 

For feminists who accept the arguments I have just mentioned—that 

emotion is not separate from reason and that the ability to connect with oth¬ 

ers is not separate from the ability to separate from them—it seems to me 

that a certain kind of feminism is required. It is a feminism for which both 

reason and emotion as well as both connectedness and separateness, are 

seen as crucial to human development, whether female or male. For this 

kind of feminism, I suggest that a crucial divide in the history of thought is 

not between those who privilege emotion and connectedness and those who 

privilege reason and separateness. Instead, it is between those who think 

that both reason and passion and both autonomy and connectedness are 

important and those who privilege either reason or passion or autonomy or 

connectedness. When we divide things up in this way, we find sources for 

feminist thought in surprising places, for many thinkers who in other 

respects are sexist nonetheless do not dichotomize reason and passion, or 

separateness and connectedness. 

In this essay, I will argue that Aristotle is a philosopher to whose work 

we may look for such resources for feminist thinking. This is, of course, in a 

way odd, since Aristotle is a paradigmatically sexist thinker. According to 

him, women are naturally inferior in the ability that is most definitively 

human, namely, the capacity for rational activity. Women have reason, he 

maintains, but it is not sovereign in them—that is, it does not govern their 

action. Hence, women must be ruled by their husbands {Pol. I. 5 

1254bl3-14,1. 13 1260al2-13). Still, if we look to Aristotle’s discussion of 

male development, we find him arguing for the centrality both of reason and 

passion for human development and for the importance both of relatedness 

and separation in human flourishing. Moreover, interestingly, the central 
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intellectual component of emotional development for Aristotle is the very 

capacity to recognize and be motivated by our recognition of the types of 

relatedness and separation that enable us to flourish and not by the types that 

do not. I hope, with this last point, to contribute something new to recent 

discussions of Aristotle and of feminism, namely, the idea of the centrality 

to emotional development of our ability to recognize those types of related¬ 

ness in which one thing or person is not replaced or harmed by another, but 

is enabled to flourish, develop, or grow. 

I 

The distinction between an ethics of principle and an ethics of care is 

made after the long dispute between deontologists, or those who believe 

that some acts are absolutely prohibited, and consequentialists, those who 

believe that when we act we ought to maximize the good for all concerned, 

is seen to have reached an impasse. At that point, some philosophers, some 

feminists among them, note that each of these types of ethics is an ethics of 

universal rules or principles, and they suggest that neither type is adequate 

since what is crucial to human flourishing is not that we follow certain uni¬ 

versal rules when we act but, instead, that in our acts, and in our lives as a 

whole, we have a rich awareness of particulars and are motivated by our 

care for them.^ 

One difficulty, however, with making a contrast between an ethics of 

principle and an ethics of care is that the terms are not parallel. The first sug¬ 

gests what it is we ought to know and act in accord with, namely, principles. 

The other suggests what it is we ought to feel, namely, care for particular 

persons. Ethics of principle and ethics of care are answers to different ques¬ 

tions, one to the question about what is good in the world (it is never good to 

do certain types of things; it is always good to maximize good), the other to 

the question what is good in the soul or emotional dispositions (to care). The 

part of ethics that has to do with what is good in our souls—that is, what 

emotional dispositions are good for us to have—is not an alternative to the 

part of ethics that has to do with what is good in the world—that is, what 

states of affairs are good. Instead, the two topics are complementary, and 

both are necessary for a complete discussion of ethics. 

Of course, a proponent of an ethics of care could respond by saying that 

I have oversimplified her or his view by leaving out the fact that the care in 

an ethics of care is care for particulars. In so responding, the proponent of 

an ethics of care would be pointing out to me that such an ethics does not 

focus wholly on the feeling and leave out the world since the feeling, care, is 
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directed towards particulars in the world. In addition, she or he might agree 

that those who espouse an ethics of principle are directed to the world but 

claim that they are directed to the wrong part of it—to universals rather than 

to particulars. This response would be faulty, however, since both deontolo- 

gists and consequentialists are generally talking about application of rules 

to particulars. The difference between an ethics of principle and an ethics 

of care is not that one deals with the question how to relate to universals and 

the other with how to relate to particulars. Instead, it is that one suggests we 

relate to particulars by applying certain universal rules to them and the other 

does not. 

Then, one might ask, if, when following an ethics of care, we are not 

relating to particular people on the basis of universal rules, on what basis 

are we relating to them? The answer given to this question generally is one 

of two sorts. Sometimes it is said that we relate to particulars on the basis of 

a rich awareness of them. At other times, it is said that that on the basis of 

which we relate to particulars cannot be spelled out ahead of time.^ Neither 

of these answers is, in my view, adequate. Though it is true and important 

that appropriate action requires a rich awareness of particulars (and true and 

important as well that some who have called themselves “deontologists” or 

“consequentialists” have not thought enough about this), still when we 

decide how to act in relation to particulars, it is not enough to have a rich 

awareness of them. We must, instead, have an awareness of something spe¬ 

cific about them that appropriately motivates us to act. We can know a great 

deal about the particulars involved in a certain state of affairs without know¬ 

ing how to act in that state of affairs. One answer sometimes given to this 

question is that we must be aware of salient particulars or of the salience of 

particulars.'^ Once again, though this is true and important (especially since 

it points out the importance of interpretation and not mere recording of facts 

for a good life), it is not sufficient, since surely it is a certain kind of salience 

that we must be aware of in deciding how to act and we need to know what 

kind of salience in particular it is. In addition, though it is true that states of 

affairs are often, perhaps even generally, so complexly different than other 

states of affairs that no rule can be given ahead of time for how to act, this 

does not preclude the idea that there is some type of guide for how to act, 

even if one that cannot fully be specified ahead of time, nor does it preclude 

the idea that the backward glance of the philosopher ought to be able to dis¬ 

cern what the guide was. 

Another problem with the distinction made between an ethics of princi¬ 

ple and an ethics of care is that it suggests a problematic separation between 

reason and emotion since an ethics of principle is understood by those who 
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make the contrast to be an ethics according to which a certain sort of knowl¬ 

edge is crucial to ethics, specifically, knowledge of universals and an ethics 

of care is one according to which a certain type of feeling, care, is central.^ 

If emotions are not separate from reason, however, but are both in part con¬ 

ditioned by and in part constituted by certain types of cognition, it is inap¬ 

propriate to make that distinction. 

Once again, then, we are pointed towards the necessity for specifying 

what it is we are aware of when we are aware of something about particu¬ 

lars that appropriately motivates us to act. If we can specify what that is, we 

can save the important insight made by proponents of an ethics of care, as 

well as by many proponents of virtue ethics, that a rich awareness of and 

emotional response to particulars is crucial both to good action and to an 

overall developed and flourishing life. Aristotle, in my view, gives us a 

model for how we might do that. In saying this, I do not mean to suggest 

that we go “back to Aristotle” but that we look to Aristotle for guidance in 

thinking about directions we might want to take in the future. Let us begin 

by considering the relation between reason and emotion in Aristotle’s 

ethics. 

For Aristotle, emotion and reason are not separate. I do not mean by this 

that for him emotion and reason are identical. They are not. Nor do I mean 

that he thinks they cannot conflict. He knows that they can. Instead, I mean 

two things: first, that for a person whose character is well-developed, emo¬ 

tion and reason are in harmony, not in conflict; second, that for him emo¬ 

tions are types of cognition. 

1. For a person whose character is well-developed, emotion and reason 

are in harmony. For Aristotle, though virtue requires knowledge, knowl¬ 

edge is not sufficient for virtue. In fact, one of Aristotle’s principal differ¬ 

ences with Socrates is on this very point. Socrates, according to Aristotle,' 

believes that virtue is practical wisdom or right logos (since he thinks virtue 

is knowledge), while Aristotle thinks it is the state that is with practical wis¬ 

dom or right(EA VI. 13 1144b24-30). 

What is required in addition to knowledge according to Aristotle is suit¬ 

able emotional development. The reason that suitable emotional develop¬ 

ment is required in addition is that Aristotle believes, once again in 

contradistinction to Socrates, that there is such a thing as incontinence. That 

is, he believes that one can know what is best for oneself but, as a result of 

one’s emotions, not do it. “The incontinent person,” he says, “knowing that 

what he does is base does it due to emotion while the continent person, 

knowing that his desires are base, does not follow them due to logos"' 

{EN VII. 2 1145bl2-14). The incontinent person is one in whom reason and 
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emotion conflict and in whom emotion determines what is done counter to 

what is best; the continent person is one in whom reason and emotion con¬ 

flict and in whom reason controls emotion to such an extent that it is reason 

that determines what is done and the person acts for what is best. 

Virtue is not mere continence, according to Aristotle, however. The best 

state is not one of control by reason over emotion. Instead, the best state, the 

state of the virtuous person, is one in which desires and reason are in har¬ 

mony. The virtuous person’s emotion, according to Aristotle, “ ... speaks 

with the same voice as reason on everything” {ENl.\3 1102b28). The virtu¬ 

ous person does not act well because his emotions are under the control of 

his reason. Instead, the virtuous person does what he wants to do. The virtu¬ 

ous person’s desire and reason have the same object. 

Thus, it should not surprise us to find that when Aristotle defines virtue 

as a settled disposition to choose well, he goes on to define “choice” as 

“deliberate desire.” For Aristotle, virtue is both a settled disposition to 

deliberate well and to desire what one has decided upon: “choice will be 

deliberate desire for things that are in our power. For when as a result of 

deliberation we have decided, we desire in accord with our deliberation” 

(ENIU. 3 1113al0-12). 

Nor is it surprising that, for him, virtue is a mean not just with respect to 

actions but also with respect to emotions. A courageous person, for exam¬ 

ple, is not just one who tends to act in a certain way, specifically, one who 

tends to do what is appropriate in fearful situations, rather than being one 

who tends always to rush ahead in them or one always to retreat; but one 

who also tends to feel a certain way, specifically, who tends to feel confi¬ 

dence and fear when appropriate, rather than feeling fear or confidence most 

of the time whether it is appropriate to the situation or not. The virtuous per¬ 

son’s emotions are in harmony with his reason. 

For Aristotle, then, virtue is not a type of control by reason of emotion. 

It is not a kind of force against emotion. It is not a kind of suppression or 

repression of emotion. It is not, even, a type of channeling of emotion. 

Instead, for him, virtue is a harmonious relation between reason and 

emotion in which reason and emotion have the same aim. An indication 

that this is the case for him is his claim that a sign that one has acquired a 

virtuous disposition is that one takes pleasure in virtuous acts {EN II 3 

1104b5-13). 

2. Emotions are types of cognition. What accounts for the fact that virtue 

is not, for Aristotle, mere control, suppression, or channeling of emotion? 

Many ethical and psychological theorists diverge from him on this. Some of 

those who diverge believe that emotions are brute or instinctual, not shaped 
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by our perceptions or experiences of the world, but part of our original 

nature. Among those who hold this view, some maintain that virtue results 

from channeling those emotions in a certain way. Hobbes, for example, 

thinks that we become just when there is an all-powerful sovereign who is a 

center of fear. We cease to exploit others because we know that if we do, the 

sovereign will retaliate.^ For others who hold this view, virtue results from 

suppressing our brute or given emotions in a certain way. Freud," for exam¬ 

ple, thinks sexual drives are basic to us and that all morality derives from 

the oedipal stage recognition that we cannot act on, but must repress, those 

drives."' 

Aristotle, to the contrary, thinks that emotions are not brute drives, but 

are forms of perception. Emotions, as a result, are not mere givens but are 

shaped by our awareness of our world. Some textual exegesis is required to 

see this since Aristotle’s definitions of emotion do not, by themselves, make 

his whole view of what an emotion is clear. He does not define emotions as 

species of perception but as species of pleasure or pain. 

Perhaps he does so because the definitions of emotion occur in works of 

practical philosophy. For Aristotle, practical philosophy is necessarily 

imprecise and for two reasons. One reason is that the subject matter of prac¬ 

tical philosophy is imprecise or indefinite in certain ways {EN I. 3 

1094bl4-25, II. 2 1103b34-1104al0). Another reason is that in some cases 

in which accounts could be made more precise, such greater precision gets 

in the way of the goal of practical philosophy, namely, action {EN I. 7 

1098a26-1098b4). Arguably, it is the latter type of imprecision that is oper¬ 

ative here. For the sake of good action, one need not know the precise defin¬ 

ition of an emotion. A precise account is one that rests on first principles 

{Meta. I. 2 982a25-26). An imprecise account is not one that is inaccurate in 

some way, but is instead one that is “experience-near.” A more precise 

account spells out that on which experience rests. 

In the context of making it clear that virtues are not mere emotions but, 

instead, stable and evaluatively directed dispositions to experience emotion, 

Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics defines emotions as follows: “By emo¬ 

tions I mean desire, anger, fear, confidence, envy, joy, friendship, hatred, 

longing, emulation, pity, in general the [states of the soul] that are accompa¬ 

nied by pleasure and pain” (II. 6 1105b21-23). In the Rhetoric, where 

Aristotle needs to point out that the understanding of emotion is important 

for persuasion since emotions change our decisions, he defines them as fol¬ 

lows: “Emotions are [states of soul] due to changes in which our decisions 

come to differ and which are accompanied by pleasure and pain, for exam¬ 

ple, anger, pity, fear and all other such [states] and their opposites” (II. 1 



Aristotelian Resources for Feminist Thinking 103 

1378al9-22). In another part of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle goes 

even further and indicates that it is not simply that emotions are accompa¬ 

nied by pleasure and pain but that pleasure and pain are the genus of which 

emotions are the species: “For example, both fear and confidence and desire 

and anger and pity and in general pleasure and pain can be felt too much or 

too little and in either case not well” (II. 6 I106bI8-21).* 

On the other hand, as Martha Nussbaum and Hilary Putnam point out, 

Aristotle indicates in De Anima that emotions are species of perception, by 

saying, “getting angry, being confident, desiring, in general perceiving” (I. 1 

403a5f0.^ They make a persuasive textual argument for their claim. When 

Aristotle uses phrases of the form “x, y, z, and in general {holds) A,” they 

argue, what he means is that A is a genus of which x, y, and z are species.'® 

Thus, in the passage from De Anima, Aristotle means that emotions such as 

anger, confidence, and desire are species of perception." 

We are left with a puzzle, however, since on the same textual grounds 

cited by Nussbaum and Putnam we must argue, based on 1106b 18-21 (cited 

above) that emotions are, for Aristotle, species of pleasure and pain.'^ 

Moreover, if emotions are species of perception for him, another puzzle 

arises, namely, perception of what? We need some way of resolving both of 

these puzzles. The second is particularly difficult to resolve, since we know 

what sorts of beings there are for Aristotle—the sorts denoted by the cate¬ 

gories—and it does not seem that a perception of any one of them is the 

same as an emotion. Surely an emotion is not a perception of certain quali¬ 

ties, quantities, times, places, substances, and so forth. We do not want to 

say that an emotion is a perception of white, for example, or of fifty feet, or 

of five o’clock or of Athens or of a human being. A perception of something 

as white is just a perception of it as white. A perception of something as fifty 

feet long is just that, a perception of it as fifty feet long. Neither of these per¬ 

ceptions is even necessarily accompanied by an emotion, much less is it a 

species of one. 

Aristotle does provide a resolution of these puzzles. For, he defines plea¬ 

sure itself as a type of perception. Moreover, he tells us what it is a percep¬ 

tion of. As he says in De Anima, “To be pleased or pained is to activate the 

perceptual mean towards what is good or bad as such” (III. 1 431al0-ll). 

All perception is, according to Aristotle, an activity of what he calls “the 

perceptual mean.” We need not here be concerned with a precise under¬ 

standing of what Aristotle means by “the perceptual mean.” What is impor¬ 

tant for our considerations is that activity of the perceptual mean is 

perception and thus to be pleased or pained is to perceive something good or 

bad as such.'^ 
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As a result, there is no problem for Aristotle with defining emotions as 

species of pleasure and pain and as species of perception, since pleasures 

and pains are themselves types of perception. Moreover, he tells us what 

pleasures and pains are perceptions of, namely, of what is good or bad as 

such. Perception, of course, has particulars as its object, since perception is 

reception of sensible form. Hence, by “good as such” or “bad as such,” 

Aristotle cannot mean something like “the good” or “the bad.” Instead, he 

means perception of something good as good or something bad as bad. In 

other words, to feel pleasure is to perceive particulars as good, to feel pain is 

to perceive them as bad. 

For example, when we pity, we perceive someone to be experiencing 

undeserved suffering. Pity, Aristotle says, is “. . . a certain pain at an appar¬ 

ent destructive or painful evil happening to someone who does not deserve 

it and which one might expect oneself or one of one’s own to suffer . . .” 

{Rhet. II. 8 1385bl3-14). Moreover,.the apparent or imagined evil must not 

be imagined in general but imagined as close at hand. So he continues his 

definition; “and this is when it appears to be near. For it is clear that one who 

is going to feel pity must believe that some evil of the sort that either oneself 

or one of one’s own might suffer be present” (14-18). Pity, in other words, 

does not result simply from imagining undeserved suffering but from imag¬ 

ining it as actually being present in this particular situation. It results from 

imagining a particular person’s current experience to be one of undeserved 

suffering. In this example, then, emotion is the perception (or, imagination 

or appearance) of particulars as bad. Other examples can easily be provided 

including examples of emotions that involve the perception of particulars as 

good, such as friendship (a friend wishes for and takes pleasure in good 

things received by the one befriended). 

Given that pleasure is the perception of particulars as good and pain the 

perception of particulars as bad, it is no wonder that we could not find a cat¬ 

egory of being of which pleasure is the perception. For good and bad are not 

categories of being according to Aristotle, but are transcategorials, as he 

argues in Nicomachean Ethics I. 6.''^ Once again, then, we can conclude that 

emotions, for Aristotle, are perceptions of particulars as good or bad. Using 

contemporary terminology we can say that emotions, for Aristotle, are per¬ 

ceptions of the value of particulars.*^ 

For Aristotle, then, emotion and reason are not separate. In the virtuous 

person, they have the same aim. In addition, the virtuous person’s disposi¬ 

tion is not one of control by reason over emotion but of a harmony between 

them. Moreover, emotions are themselves not separate from reason. 

Instead, emotions are types of awareness. Specifically, emotions are types 
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of perception since emotions are types of pleasure and pain and pleasure 

and pain are perception of particulars as good and bad. Emotions are not 

brute, then, but are types of rational awareness, specifically, they are aware¬ 

ness of the value of particulars. 

This is a tremendously important conclusion. For, with suitable specifi¬ 

cation of what we mean by value, we can meet the demand of rule-based 

ethicists and others that there be a type of rational guide for our decisions 

regarding action while at the same time preserving the sense of the propo¬ 

nents of an ethics of care, or of virtue theory in general, that what is impor¬ 

tant is emotional sensitivity and awareness of particulars. For, what we are 

aware of when we are aware of salient particulars is their value and this 

awareness provides us with both a guide and an appropriate motivation for 

action. 

Moreover, again with a suitable specification of what we mean by value, 

we can preserve the intuition that states of affairs are so complexly different 

than other states of affairs that rules about how to act cannot be given ahead 

of time without giving up the idea that there is some kind of guide for how 

to act. The guide, I will argue, is a concept of value which, though universal, 

shows up quite differently from one state of affairs to another. That is to say, 

value is general or universal, thus meeting the demands of rule-based ethi¬ 

cists, while it shows up quite differently in different situations, thus meeting 

the demands of the proponents of an ethics of care, and of other types of 

virtue theory, that how to act cannot be specified fully ahead of time. 

II 

What, then, is that suitable specification of what we mean by value? 

This, of course, is a large question, one to which this essay can contribute 

only a small part. It can contribute an answer to the question what is 

Aristotle’s specification of what he means by value, or, to be more accurate, 

of what he means by the good.'® For Aristotle, good is universal in one 

respect but particular in another. One can, regarding good, grasp the univer¬ 

sal without knowing how it will show up in particular cases. One can, that 

is, know the universal without knowing what its instances or applications 

will be like. The universal involved is such that its applications are quite 

different, one from another, and different in ways that are not predictable or 

deducible but in ways that can only be seen or perceived. Why? Because 

good is a certain sort of analogical equivocal. 

Good is equivocal because a variety of persons, things, or states of 

affairs are appropriately called “good” though what it is for them to be good 
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is not the same from case to case. According to Aristotle, when the name 

“X” is common to different things but the account of their being X {logos 

tes ousias) differs, X is equivocal.'* 

Though good is equivocal, it is not merely ambiguous. Some equivocals 

are merely ambiguous. Sharp is an example. It is equivocal since it is appro¬ 

priate to call different types of things “sharp” though what it is for them to 

be sharp differs. A note is sharp because it is too high. A knife is sharp 

which is capable of efficient cutting. Sharp is merely ambiguous, however, 

because there is no connection between what it is to be sharp in one case 

(“too high”) and in another (“capable of efficient cutting”).'^ 

Good is a non-ambiguous equivocal because there is a connection 

between what it is to be good in one case and in another. The two main 

types of non-ambiguous equivocals for Aristotle are focal equivocals and 

analogical equivocals. In each case, a certain type of relatedness is crucial. 

In the case of focal equivocals, different things are appropriately called “X” 

because they have perhaps different relations to some one thing.^" In the 

case of analogical equivocals, different things are appropriately called “X” 

because they have the same relation to perhaps different things.^' 

For example, “healthy” is, according to Aristotle, a focal equivocal. 

What it is for a body to be healthy is not the same as what it is for medicine 

to be healthy or exercise to be healthy. A healthy body is one with an active 

and stable disposition to be effected in such a way that it both is perserved 

and flourishes. Healthy medicine and exercise, on the other hand, are medi¬ 

cine or exercise that result in healthy body. “Healthy” is a focal equivocal 

because one account of what it is to be healthy (healthy body) is included in 

all the other accounts of what it is to be healthy (healthy medicine, healthy 

exercise). Different things are appropriately called “healthy” because they 

have perhaps different relations to some one thing, namely, a healthy body.^^ 

“Good,” on the other hand, is an analogical equivocal. Different things 

are appropriately called “good” according to Aristotle because they have 

the same relation to perhaps different things. This view is important for our 

purposes because it implies that perception of value is perception of a cer¬ 

tain sort of relatedness. Moreover, as I will show, it is a sort of relatedness 

which itself cannot be defined ahead of time but must be seen. 

A passage in Nicomachean Ethics I. 6 shows us that “good” is a analogi¬ 

cal eqivocal. In it, Aristotle can be interpreted to claim that good is not a 

focal or ambiguous equivocal but an analogical one; 

But, how is it said? For it does not seem at least to be like those which are 

equivocal by chance. But is it by all being from one or aiming towards 
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one? Or, rather, is it by analogy? For as sight is in the body, so mind is in 

the soul, and another in another. {EN I. 6 1096b26) 

Aristotle prefers the third alternative, that good is an analogical equivocal, 

as we can see from the fact that he says “or, rather” and gives what appears 

to be a short argument by example for that alternative.^^ 

“Analogy” or analogia in Greek, means “same logos” or “same relation¬ 

ship.” To say that “good” is an analogical equivocal is to say that different 

things, persons, states of affairs, etc., are appropriately called “good” 

because they are relata of a specified relationship. What is the relationship? 

The examples Aristotle uses in the two passages quoted above are examples 

of the internal relationship he calls entelecheia or energeia, that is, of the 

relationship that obtains between a telos and the things of which it is the 

telos. As sight is the good or entelecheia of the eye, so health is the good or 

entelecheia of the body. The good of anything is its telos. The relationship 

by virtue of which things are good is entelecheia or energeia. 

Corroborating passages are easy to find. In the immediately following 

chapter, 1.7, Aristotle states very clearly that the good of each practice and 

craft is its end {telos): 

What, then, is the good of each [practise and craft]? Or is it that for the 

sake of which the rest is done? In medicine, this is health; in stategy, victo¬ 

ry; in housebuilding, a house; in another, another; and in every practice 

and choice it is the end {telos). For all the rest is done for the sake of this. 

{ENl.l 1097a 15) 

More general support is available in the Metaphysics where Aristotle 

regularly identifies the good of a thing with its end {telos) or the for the sake 

of which {hou heneka): “The remainder are causes as the end, that is, the 

good (to telos kai t’agathon) of the others” {Meta. III. 2 996a23), and “... 

everything which is good by itself and due to its own nature is an end ...” 

{Meta, W.2 1013b25.)24 

A passage in Metaphysics IX.6 provides further corroboration. In it, 

Aristotle says that telos cannot be defined but must be seen by analogy. 

What we mean by it, he says, is clear in different cases by induction: 

What we mean is clear by induction from particular cases and one must 

not seek a definition of everything but also see {synhoran) the analogy— 

that as that which is building is to that which is capable of building, so that 

which is awake is to that which is asleep, and that which is seeing to that 
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which has its eyes shut but has the capacity to see, and that which is sepa¬ 

rate from matter to the matter, and that which is unwrought to that which is 

wrought up. Let “energeia” be determined by the first part of each of these 

differences and ‘“the potential” by the second. But all things are not said 

in the same way to be in energeia but by analogy—as a first thing is in or 

to a second so a third is in or to a fourth; for some are as movement is to 

potentiality and others as substance to a certain matter. {Meta. IX. 6 

1048a35-b9)25 

Aristotle makes clear in the passage that energeia is an analogical term. He 

also makes another important claim, namely, that energeia cannot be 

defined but must be seen in different instances by analogy. His reason for 

the second claim is that “all things are not said in the same way to be in 

energeia but by analogy.” In other words, energeia is not a relationship that 

is the same in different cases but is a relationship that differs in different 

cases. Some relationships are the same in different cases (for example, the 

relationship that obtains between two and four and between five and ten). 

Others are different in different cases.Energeia is a relationship that is dif¬ 

ferent in different cases. 

As a result, energeia has both a universal and particular component. It is 

universal because a variety of things, persons, and states of affairs can share 

in it. It is particular because what it is to share in it is different in different 

cases. The relevance of this for our discussion should be obvious. Good, 

understood in this way, is a guide which shows up differently from one situ¬ 

ation to another, one of which we can have a universal grasp, without pre¬ 

cluding the idea that awareness of particulars is important as well. 

The relationship that we can grasp universally without knowing ahead of 

time what its instances or applications will be like is, as stated above, the 

relationship that obtains between different tele and the things, persons, or 

states of affairs whose tele they are. What is that relationship like? To put 

the question differently, what is a telosl I have previously proposed that by 

''telos” Aristotle means constitutive limit.Limits are of two kinds. Some 

are destructive or harmful. They destroy or harm what they limit. Others are 

constitutive. They are constitutive of what they limit, being more fully or 

securely, what it already is. They are constituents or components of its 

flourishing.^^ As the edges of a table not only limit the table, but constitute 

it, so a virtue such as courage not only limits our activity, but allows it to be, 

fully, what it is. Tele are in contrast with limits that are not constitutive; split 

the table with an ax and the new limits will not constitute, but destroy, the 
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table; engage the enemy recklessly and you will not engage the enemy at all, 

but be defeated by him or her. Limits differ; not all limits are destructive or 

harmful. Those which constitute an action or thing are beneficial; they are 

its tele. 

Because telos means constitutive limit, we can translate it, and its vari¬ 

ants, entelecheia and energeia, by a family of terms that themselves mean, or 

pertain to, constitutive limitation: “completion,” “development,” or “fulfill¬ 

ment,” as well as the more usual translations, “end” and “goal.”^® That 

Aristotle thinks telos means constitutive limit is indicated by the contrast he 

draws between acquisition or realization of a telos and the acquisition of a 

new quality, that is, between teleiosis (completion) and alloiosis (alteration). 

For example, it would be absurd, Aristotle says in the Physics, to sup¬ 

pose that the coping or tiling of a house is an alteration and not a comple¬ 

tion, or that in receiving its coping or tiling, a house is altered and not 

completed. So also with virtues and vices and with the things that possess or 

acquire them: “for virtues are completions and vices departures,” Aristotle 

says, “thus, they are not alterations” (VII.3 246al7-b3). Being tiled is to a 

house, we may say, as receiving virtue is to a human being. In being tiled, a 

house does not lose the characteristic of being a house, that is, cease being 

able to do what houses as such do, namely, provide shelter; instead, it 

becomes a more complete house, that is, one more fully or securely able to 

provide shelter. Similarly, in acquiring a virtue such as courage, a human 

being does not lose the characteristic of being a human being, that is, cease 

being able to do what human beings are peculiarly able to do, namely, to 

act; instead, courageous human beings are more fully or securely able to 

act, since they face their fear and, in the face of it, act anyway. In being 

tiled, a house is not altered but developed. Similarly, in acquiring virtue, a 

person is not altered but developed. By contrast, in fading from white to 

beige, a house loses the characteristic of being white; the house is altered 

since the white color is destroyed and replaced by a different color. 

Similarly, in becoming tan from exposure to the sun, a human being loses 

the characteristic of being pale; the human being is altered since the pale 

color has been destroyed and replaced by the dark one.^° 

For another example, according to Aristotle in De Anima, neither the 

change from the capacity for knowledge to the possession of it, nor from the 

possession of knowledge to the exercise of it, is alteration. Alteration is the 

destruction of one quality and its replacement by another, while both coming 

to know and exercising knowledge are examples of change into one’s 

qualities, or, at least, into one’s fulfillment, dispositions or nature (II. 5 
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417b2-16). Change into fulfillment, disposition or nature is not alteration— 

or, if we decide to call it that, then we must correct for having done so by 

making a strong distinction between two very different kinds of alteration.^’ 

These examples show that there are two kinds of change for Aristotle— 

change in which the characteristic that changes is destroyed and replaced 

and change in which the characteristic that changes is preserved and 

enriched. A telos is a principle of preservation or enrichment. A being 

which achieves its telos, which achieves entelecheia or energeia, will be 

preserved or enriched. Of course, enrichment or fulfillment cannot be 

achieved in just any way. Some activities or relationships stand in the way 

of it. Too much water, for example, will destroy a plant, rather than enabling 

it to grow. It is in this sense that a telos is a limit. If the limit is observed, 

then a being will be preserved or enriched. Giving the plant the appropriate 

amount of water will allow it to grow and bloom. It is in this sense that the 

limit is a constitutive one: a telos does not destroy and replace what it limits 

but, instead, is constitutive of it. 

The examples show, as well, two important kinds of relationships for 

Aristotle—relationships in which one thing or person is replaced, harmed 

or destroyed by another and relationships in which one thing or person is 

preserved, developed, enriched, or enabled to flourish. The latter type of 

relationship is what value is for Aristotle. Moreover, awareness of this rela¬ 

tionship either obtaining or not obtaining among particulars (in part) consti¬ 

tutes our emotions and motivates our actions. Finally, adequate awareness 

of this relationship obtaining or not obtaining among particulars is the cen¬ 

tral cognitive component of ethical virtue according to Aristotle. Put differ¬ 

ently, the central cognitive component of ethical virtue for Aristotle is, as 

feminists and other proponent, of particularity have pointed out, awareness 

of particulars; however, it is not just awareness of particulars, but awareness 

of something about particulars, namely, awareness of their value. 

One way to show this would be to go through examples of various 

virtues and show that the central cognitive component in each case is 

awareness of the value or energeia of particulars. For example, in the case 

of moderation, the central awareness is whether the food, drink, sex before 

me will lead to health or fitness or away from them. Health and fitness are, 

of course, energeia of the body {EN III. 11 1119al6-17). In the case of mag¬ 

nificence, the central awareness would be whether particular large expendi¬ 

tures are fitting or not {EN IV. 2 1122a22-23). The fitting is, arguably, a case 

of energeia. In the case of pride, the central awareness would be of one’s 

own virtue, since pride is believing oneself worthy of the greatest honors 

when one is worthy of them and the greatest honors belong to those who 



Aristotelian Resources for Feminist Thinking 111 

have the greatest virtue according to Aristotle {EN IV. 3 1123bl-2, 

1123bl7-20, 34-36). Virtue is, of course, energeia of the soul. 

Carrying out the project of going through each virtue in detail is beyond 

the scope of this essay, however. Another way of showing that the central 

cognitive component of ethical virtue for Aristotle is awareness of the value 

of particulars would be to counter an objection to my view. Someone might 

object that the central cognitive component of ethical virtue for Aristotle is 

not awareness of the value of particulars, but awareness of the mean. Virtue 

is, after all, a stable disposition regarding choice that lies in a mean; choice 

involves both deliberation, or more generally, practical wisdom, and desire. 

Hence, the cognition that the ethically virtuous person needs more than any 

other is not awareness of the value of particulars but awareness of the mean. 

For Aristotle, the view that virtue is a stable disposition having to do with 

choice and consisting in a mean regarding passions and actions ought not be 

understood on a “middling amount” interpretation (that is, the virtuous per¬ 

son is not one who tends to feel a middling amount of passion or carry out 

actions to a middling degree) nor on a “mixture of opposites” interpretation 

(that is, the mean emotion is a mixture of the two opposite or extreme emo¬ 

tions).Regarding the former, consider two virtues for which it is obvious 

that the mean is not a middling amount, namely, pride or great-souledness 

and magnificence or befitting-greatness. In each case, the mean is not a mid¬ 

dling but a great amount and what makes the emotion a mean is not that it is a 

middling amount but that it is fitting or appropriate (the proud person merits 

his self-esteem since he has all the virtues; the magnificent person’s great 

expenditures are fitting). Regarding the latter, the mixture of opposites’ 

interpretation, a longer textual analysis would show that though Aristotle 

specifically states in the case of some other types of mean that the mean is a 

mixture of opposites, he simply does not say that about the ethical mean. 

This consideration is compelling since, according to Aristotle, “the mean” 

is equivocal, and so what are features of the mean in one case may not be 

features of it in another. 

I propose, instead, that by saying that the ethically virtuous person has a 

stable disposition that lies in a mean between extremes of deficiency and 

excess, Aristotle means that the ethically virtuous person has a stable dispo¬ 

sition to feel a certain type of feeling or do a certain type of action when it is 

what is appropriate or needed and that this stable disposition has two oppo¬ 

sites: the disposition not to feel a certain type of feeling or do a certain type 

of action even when it is appropriate or needed (deficiency) and the disposi¬ 

tion to feel a certain type of feeling or do a certain type of action even when 

it is not what is appropriate or needed (excess). 
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For example, the courageous person is not a person who is disposed 

always to feel confident, nor, obviously, is the courageous person one who 

is disposed never to feel confident. Instead, the courageous person is the one 

who is disposed to feel confident when it is appropriate to do so and to lack 

confidence when lacking it is appropriate. The person who tends to be con¬ 

fident all the time is reckless. The one who tends to lack confidence all the 

time is timid. Moreover, the courageous person is not one who is disposed 

always to rush ahead, nor, obviously, one who is disposed never to rush 

ahead. Instead, the courageous person is one who is disposed to rush ahead 

when rushing ahead is appropriate and not to rush ahead when not to rush 

ahead is appropriate. The person who tends to rush ahead all the time is 

reckless. The one who tends never to rush ahead is timid. Courage, then, 

has two opposites, one of excess (recklessness) and one of deficiency 

(timidity). 

If this interpretation is correct, then it would be crucial to show that by 

“appropriate” or “needed” Aristotle means “the good.” In fact, he does. In 

the Sophistical Refutations, he defines the needed. ‘To deon," he says there, 

is equivocal. It has two meanings. It denotes something which is inevitable 

(t’anangkaion) or, alternately, it denotes things which are good (t’agatha). 

(177a24, 165b35).2^ Since Aristotle of course cannot mean that the virtuous 

person chooses and does what is inevitable, he must instead mean that the 

virtuous person is one who chooses and does what is good.^^* Similarly, the 

appropriate (ho kairos) is the good in the category of quantity, specifically, 

in the subcategory of time. Aristotle confirms this understanding of “kairos” 

by defining it, in the Prior Analytics, as “needed time” Cchronos deon”) and 

then associating the needed with the good, specifically, with the beneficial 

(ophelimon) (I. 36 48b35-37).^^ “Ho kairos” is, thus, a category of “the 

needed” or “the good.” Moreover, it is a term used sometimes simply to 

stand for the appropriate or good in general.^® To aim at the mean, then, is to 

feel certain types of emotion or engage in certain types of action when they 

are appropriate where by “the appropriate” Aristotle means “the good.” 

Again, this argument can only be put briefly here. Still, in its brief form 

it indicates that, for Aristotle, the central cognitive component of ethical 

virtue is awareness of the value of particulars, where value is a kind of 

relatedness in which one thing, person, or state of affairs is not replaced, 

destroyed, or harmed by another, but is enabled to flourish or grow. This 

then suggests a new way of conceiving the issue of relatedness and separa¬ 

tion. It suggests that the important issue is not whether to stress relatedness 

over separateness but is, instead, the ability to recognize the types of relat¬ 

edness that lead to or constitute development, growth, or flourishing and the 
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types that lead away from it or are detrimental to it. The question, in other 

words, is not whether relatedness is better than separation, but in each case 

whether relatedness or separation is valuable. Let us see if Aristotle himself 

follows this suggestion in the case of human relatedness and separation. 

Ill 

The important question is, what does the presence of an other hold out 

for me? Will the other subsume me, overwhelm me, harm me, injure me, 

destroy me? If so, then it would be best for me to remain separate and inde¬ 

pendent. Or can I be together with an other so that I am not harmed or 

destroyed, so that I retain my own identity, am benefited, can develop, flour¬ 

ish, and even grow? If so, then connection would be desirable. It is because 

experience suggests to many of us that each is possible that relationships 

with others both are so frightening and, at the same time, hold out such great 

hopes. We seek relationships, hoping the ones we find will benefit us, while 

avoiding other relationships and looking for a sphere of separateness and 

independence as well. 

Of course, there are some who believe that relationships are a form of 

constraint—perhaps necessary constraint, but constraint nonetheless. 

Rousseau, for example, thinks that my original, individual nature is good 

and that social interaction is always some kind of deformation or slavery. 

When we enter social life, we become slaves and lose our goodness: “As he 

[man] becomes social and a Slave, he becomes weak, timorous, groveling, 

and his soft and effeminate way of life completes the enervation of both his 

strength and his courage.”^’ For another example, Hobbes thinks that in our 

original nature we are distrustful (“diffident”) and, as a result, warlike, and 

that the first function of society is to establish an all-powerful sovereign to 

control and channel our natural impulses. Nature, Hobbes says, “dissoci- 

ate[s], and render[s] men apt to invade, and destroy one another....” Men 

need “a common power to keep them all in awe.”^^ 

Still, another view is that my original state is not my nature, but a state of 

neediness and potential which can be fulfilled or warped, depending on cir¬ 

cumstances and, crucially, on the types of relationships into which I enter. 

My nature, on this account, is not a completed given, but a given project, 

the completion or ruin of which involves relationships with others. This 

developmental view is, of course, Aristotle’s, and it is one worth consider¬ 

ing. At birth we are a set of needs and potentials waiting to be fulfilled or 

warped, in need of relationships with others for either one. Those that 

enable us to meet our needs or fulfill our potential are valuable. Those that 
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do not, or that stand in the way of our doing so, are not valuable, or are 

harmful. We ought to seek the former, and avoid the latter. 

1. Politics and Friendship. The two types of relationship we most need 

to fulfill our potential are politics and friendship. One part of the meaning of 

Aristotle’s well-known argument that because human beings have speech 

they are by nature political {Pol. I. 2 1253a2-3, 7-10) is that cities are nec¬ 

essary for the development of the capacities required for a flourishing life. 

Life, according to Aristotle, is activity. Human activity {ergon) is rational 

activity whereby “rational activity” Aristotle means something like rational¬ 

ly and evaluatively intentional activity.^® Whenever we act, we activate one 

or both of our two capacities for rational activity, namely, intellect or emo¬ 

tion. In order to lead not just any life, but a flourishing life, we must develop 

those two capacities. Intellectual virtue comes from teaching and ethical 

virtue from habituation. Good cities make each of these possible. Hence, 

politics is necessary for human flourishing. 

Friendship, too, is required for the fulfillment of our potential. Friend¬ 

ship, according to Aristotle, is necessary, natural, and beautiful. It is neces¬ 

sary because it is a means to human flourishing (for example, friends are our 

refuge in poverty and misfortune). It is natural because we have a natural 

impulse to it (for example, parents feel it by nature for offspring). It is beau¬ 

tiful because it completes us, that is, because it is a constituent feature of, 

not just a means to, a flourishing life (in the best friendships, one contem¬ 

plates one’s friend’s good actions, is able to be more continously active, and 

shares in discussion and thought) (£A VIII. 1 1155a3-31). 

2. Limits on the Value of Politics and Friendship. Of course, to say 

that, for Aristotle, political and friendship relationships are necessary for 

human development and flourishing does not mean that all of them are valu¬ 

able no matter what they are like. Instead, only the good ones are. In each' 

case, relationships are necessary only if the one relating aims at the good of 

the one being related to for his or her own sake. In the case of political com¬ 

munity, Aristotle calls regimes of that sort “correct.” They are regimes in 

which the ruler rules for the common advantage and are opposed to despotic 

regimes, called “errant,” in which the rulers rule for their own advantage 

{Pol. III. 6 1279al7-21, III. 7 1279a25-31). In the case of the friendship 

relationship, there are two types (utility friendship and pleasure friendship) 

in which one loves the other due to some good one gets from him or her and 

only one in which one loves the other for his or her own sake (virtue friend¬ 

ship) {EN VIII. 3). Hence, not every type of political and friendship rela¬ 

tionship is to be sought. 
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Moreover, there are other types of limitations on the value of relation¬ 

ships as well. The phrase “human being is by nature political” so rings in 

our ears that we may find it hard not to characterize Aristotle by that phrase 

and nicely contrast him with modem individualists such as Hobbes, Locke, 

and Rousseau. Still, we might better think of Aristotle as one who both 

recognizes our need for connection and our need for separation than as the 

simple proponent of the former. We can see this in comments he makes in 

his critique of communism of property and of communism of women and 

children. 

For example, one reason Aristotle gives for opposing communism of 

property is that communal property results in more not fewer lawsuits 

since we are more at odds over what we have in common {Pol. II. 4 

1263b 15-25). The desired benefit—care for all—is spoiled by a problem- 

contention. For another example, according to Aristotle, love is diluted not 

increased by community of women and children. For there are two things 

that cause love and care—that something is one’s own or that something is 

dear—and neither of the two would result if women and children were held 

in common {Pol. II. 4 1262bl5-24). Hence, for Aristotle, separation from 

people, as well as connection to some of them, is required for human flour¬ 

ishing. 
For Aristotle, then, human beings have need both of separateness and 

connection if they are to develop and flourish. Relationships are not mere 

constraints on us, since we are naturally incomplete and in need of others 

both to develop and flourish. Not all types of connection serve that goal, 

however, but only those in which the other aims at my good for my sake. 

Moreover, we cannot extend our relatedness indefinitely, or we risk weak¬ 

ening relationships or, even, increasing conflict. 

Conclusion 

What philosophy can learn from feminism is how many philosophic 

claims asserted to be universally applicable in fact are claims applicable to 

one group that are falsely asserted to be applicable to all. Chodorow and 

Gilligan have helped philosophers become aware of such false assertions of 

universality in discussions of psychological development. Feminism 

promises to work a major transformation in philosophy as, one by one, we 

discover that topics thought to be untouched by issues of gender—for exam¬ 

ple, justice, nature, contract—in fact have been shaped and distorted by 

them. 
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What feminism can learn from philosophy is how feminist issues some¬ 

times are examples of broader philosophic issues that have their own 

dynamic. Through understanding the dynamic, feminists can enrich and 

guide their understanding of specifically feminist issues. One of the dynam¬ 

ics of recent philosophy is a swinging back and forth between rationalism in 

one or another of its modem forms and romanticism as the reaction to the 

narrowness of modem rationalism. The recurrence of the swings—whether 

Pascal against Descartes, Rousseau against Hobbes, Nietzsche against all 

rationalism, postmoderns against the positivists, Gilligan against Kohlberg, 

or virtue theorists against rule-based ethicists—suggests that there is some¬ 

thing fundamentally problematic in the two positions themselves. 

In this essay, I have stated part of what I think is problematic about the 

two positions, namely, that each is limited: one asserts that what is funda¬ 

mental to human psychological development is dispassionateness, separate¬ 

ness, and universalism while the other asserts, in reaction, that what is 

fundamental is emotion, connection, and care for particulars, when in fact 

healthy human development requires development of both sets of character¬ 

istics. Though it is important to point out that denying the intrinsic value of 

passion, connection, and care for particulars is harmful to women and to 

feminism since such characteristics are often associated with women, it is 

also important to point out that restricting women to these characteristics is 

harmful as well—and can simply be another type of sexism—since both sets 

of characteristics are necessary for full development for women as they are 

for men. As a result of this fact, we can see that feminism is going to have 

two moments, each necessary but, by itself, partial. One moment is claiming 

general human characteristics that wrongly have been called only male as 

one’s own and instantiating them in one’s own life; the other is elevating 

human characteristics that have been devalued because they have been 

called only female and instantiating those characteristics in one’s life. Each 

moment is necessary for a complete feminism since both sets of characteris¬ 

tics are necessary for each person’s full development. Which moment is 

more important will vary from period to period both in the life of a person 

and in the life of a culture. Still, it is important not to fix feminism in either 

of the two moments, since constraining women within such limitations may 

seem all too appealing to larger cultural institutions that have a stake in 

restricting the lives of women. 

At some point, philosophers are going to have to look beyond the mod¬ 

ern rationalism/romanticism split to a type of philosophy that accepts the 

idea that reason and emotion, separation and connection, care for particu¬ 

lars, and for universals are correlative concepts, not dichotomized ones. In 
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this essay, I have used Aristotle as a resource for our thinking about how we 

might want to do this. Aristotle does it by arguing that emotions are not sep¬ 

arate from reason, either in virtue, since it requires both of them, or in emo¬ 

tions themselves, since they are forms of perception; by arguing that the 

type of cognition crucial to the development of virtue is the cognition of 

value where cognition of value has both a universal and a particular compo¬ 

nent since we can know the general concept of value without knowing how 

it will show up in particular circumstances; and by arguing that the impor¬ 

tant issue in each case of human relationships is not simply whether to be 

connected or separate, but whether a particular connection or separation is 

valuable. With Aristotle’s example in mind, perhaps philosophers and femi¬ 

nists can race one another to see who can be first to come up with a philoso¬ 

phy of human being that includes all these aspects, not just some of them. 



Feminism and Aristotle’s 

Rational Ideal 
Marcia Homiak 

Several years ago, as part of a meeting of the Society for Women in 

Philosophy, I was asked, along with two other feminist philosophers work¬ 

ing on canonical male figures in the'history of philosophy, to participate in 

a panel entitled “What’s a Nice Girl Like Me Doing in a Place Like This?” 

The title reflected the organizers’ view that there was something politically 

suspect about feminists working on established male figures—and some¬ 

thing particularly suspect in this case, where the three philosophers in ques¬ 

tion (Aristotle, Hobbes, and Kant) were well-known for their benighted 

views on women.' How could we reconcile our commitment to feminism 

with a scholarly life devoted to the study of philosophers who explicitly 

describe women as inferior to men, as unfit for the best life available to 

human beings, as incapable of being full moral agents?^ 

In addition to these long-acknowledged problems regarding women, 

there have recently come to be other difficulties associated with working 

on Aristotle, Hobbes, and Kant. With the growing interest in revising and 

reorganizing the “canon” of the humanities, so as to include works by and 

about not only women, but also non-Western and nonwhite peoples, devot¬ 

ing one’s scholarly life to the study of Aristotle, Hobbes, and Kant seems to 

be an even more egregious departure from progressive values and ways of 

life. For the use and teaching of canonical works, which are predominantly 

white and male, has encouraged an ignorant and prejudiced view of works, 

writers, and subject matters outside the canon. Moreover, many of the val¬ 

ues associated with canonical works have, historically, been used to deni¬ 

grate and oppress women, non white men, and the uneducated in general.^ 

Thus, teaching the works of the traditional canon has encouraged not only 

ignorance and elitism but also sexism and racism. 

I have said that the values associated with the traditional canon have his¬ 

torically been used to denigrate women, nonwhite men, and the uneducated. 



Feminism and Aristotle’s Rational Ideal 119 

One might think this historical fact renders these values themselves sus¬ 

pect. They may be thought skewed and incomplete or, worse yet, inherent¬ 

ly Western, Eurocentric, or masculine. I want to explore one value in 

particular that is associated with most of Western philosophy and with 

much of the traditional humanistic canon. I am referring to the value of rea¬ 

son and to the value of exercising one’s rational faculties. Aristotle, Kant, 

and Hobbes each recommends, as the best life available to human beings, a 

rational life, though each has a different view about what this life requires 

and includes. I shall discuss only Aristotle’s views on these matters, and I 

shall argue that his picture of the rational life is neither inherently mascu¬ 

line nor inherently exploitive. Instead, I shall claim, his ideal is worthy of 

emulation by both women and men. 

Ethical systems that promote rationality as an ideal have recently come 

under considerable criticism from feminist scholars. Much of this criticism 

has been influenced by Carol Gilligan’s work comparing girls’ and boys’ 

ways of reasoning about ethical questions.^ In her work In a Different Voice, 

for example, Gilligan suggests that males and females have, in general, dif¬ 

ferent orientations or perspectives toward moral values and moral strate¬ 

gies. Women tend to adopt a “care” perspective, in which what matters to 

them is the preservation of relationships and connection with others; men 

tend to adopt a “justice” perspective, in which what matters is acting on 

impartial and universalizable principles. Since relationships are matters of 

intimacy and personal feeling, the care perspective is associated with a 

focus on emotion, especially on the altruistic emotions. Since impartial and 

universalizable principles are a result of reasoned reflection about what to 

do, where such reflection is carried out without the distractions of emotion 

and without a prejudiced concern for one’s own interests or the interests of 

specific others, the justice perspective is associated with rationality and with 

the value of one’s status as a rational being capable of such reflection.^ 

Thus, the basis of the feminist criticism of rational ideals is that such 

ideals, in their application to moral questions, ignore the role of emotion 

and of the nonuniversalizable particularity of human life.® But these 

domains, of emotion and of specific and particular relationships, are the 

domains historically associated with women. Hence, the rational ideal sug¬ 

gests that the concerns most typical of women’s lives are irrelevant to the 

best human life and to reasoning about what to do. Lawrence Blum has 

described the type of philosopher whom Gilligan’s work has been used to 

attack, the type Blum calls the “moral rationalist ; It is the male qualities 

whose highest expression he naturally takes as his model. In the same way 

it is natural for him to ignore or underplay the female qualities as they are 
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found in his society—sympathy, compassion, emotional responsiveness- 

The moral rationalist philosopher thus both reflects the sexual value hierar¬ 

chy of his society and indirectly gives it a philosophic grounding and legit¬ 

imation.”’ Not only are the concerns of women irrelevant to the rational 

ideal but they also may be thought to be incompatible with it. If that is so, 

then the rational ideal suggests that women are not capable of living moral 

lives. 

In effect, the rational ideal suggests that the best human life and a moral 

life is available only to those who engage in the kind of rational reflection 

necessary to determine properly how to live. We have seen how such an 

ideal tends to exclude women’s concerns from the moral life, or women 

themselves from the moral life, if women are thought incapable of the nec¬ 

essary rational reflection. As I have mentioned, the rational ideal can also 

be taken to exclude other persons whose lives tend not to be associated with 

the rational. In Aristotle’s view, for-example, menial laborers are not fit to 

be citizens of the best state, since Aristotle believes that menial labor is a 

deterrent to engaging in the rational activity characteristic of human beings. 

More broadly, the rational ideal can be taken to exclude persons who have 

been associated with the body and bodily functions rather than with rational 

activity, however rational activity is to be understood. Oppressive stereo¬ 

types of “inferior” peoples have tended to include images of their lives as 

determined by what is animal or bodily. This is a way in which the rational 

ideal can support prejudiced views of nonwhites and uneducated people. 

But the fact that the rational ideal has been, or can be, used to exclude 

particular groups from that ideal does not show that the rational ideal is 

defective. Even assuming one could establish that particular groups actu¬ 

ally possessed the characteristics on which their exclusion was based—for 

example, that they were more “physical” or more “compassionate”*^—one 

would have to show that their having these characteristics is incompatible 

with the rational ideal. And even if it could be shown that having these 

characteristics is incompatible with living according to the rational ideal, 

that would not be sufficient to show that the rational ideal is suspect or even 

that it is incomplete. The problem might lie, instead, with the way these 

“non-rational” characteristics are being understood. It is possible that, upon 

examining them carefully, they may not be found worthy of emulation. The 

rational ideal may emerge as a more attractive model after all. 

I want to examine Aristotle’s picture of the rational ideal, and to explore 

its worthiness to serve as a model for a good human life, by looking at three 

groups that fail, in Aristotle’s opinion, to embody the rational ideal. These 

groups are menial laborers, slaves, and women of varying political status. 
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Once we see how these people fail to embody the rational ideal, we can 

understand more clearly what we are committed to in living according to 

that ideal. Then we will be in a better position to determine whether 

Aristotle’s rational ideal is incompatible with the traits of character typi¬ 

cally associated with women (for example, with being more caring, more 

compassionate, more altruistic) and whether it is incompatible with a more 

“physical” or “bodily” life. 

I shall argue that his ideal is not incompatible with being altruistic or 

with performing physical labor. But, I shall claim, if altruistic traits of char¬ 

acter and physical work are not themselves to become oppressive, they 

must include precisely the activities Aristotle describes as rational. I shall 

treat the compatibility between the rational ideal and physical work rela¬ 

tively briefly, since the main focus of my concern is the relationship 

between caring for another and being rational, as Aristotle understands it. 

On the view I shall propose, being caring and compassionate must be 

expressed within a life lived according to the rational ideal, or else these 

traits become destructive and unhealthy. To explicate destructive care, I use 

examples of contemporary women’s lives, since they are often structured 

so as to preclude women from exercising the rational activities Aristotle 

most valued. Thus, some of Aristotle’s reservations about women’s lives 

are sustained, though not, of course, for the reasons he offered. If my inter¬ 

pretation of the rational ideal is correct, and the activities Aristotle consid¬ 

ers rational are critical components of a non-oppressive life, then we have 

good reason to embrace his ideal rather than to reject it. 

Psychological Freedom in Aristotle’s Ideal State 

Aristotle recognizes different sociopolitical classes or categories of 

women and men. These classes are ordered along a spectrum that reflects 

the different degrees to which individuals have realized the capacities and 

traits characteristic of human beings, where these capacities and traits are 

understood to be rational. To the extent that one fails fully to realize these 

capacities and traits, one fails to be fully human. At the extreme end of this 

sociopolitical spectrum, some individuals—namely (natural) slaves aren t 

really human beings at all and hence are not women and men, properly 

speaking.^ Because they lack crucial rational characteristics, Aristotle thinks 

they can justifiably be treated differently from other individuals who more 

completely realize human capacities and traits. There is, in effect, a hierar¬ 

chical ordering of different human natures, according to which those who 

completely realize their human nature rule all those who do not or cannot. 
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In Aristotle’s ideal state there are three broad categories of men: citi¬ 

zens; free persons who are not citizens, including artisans, tradesmen, and 

day laborers(for the sake of convenience, I shall refer to these persons 

simply as menial or manual laborers); and persons who are neither free nor 

citizens (slaves). Male citizens spend the major portion of their adult lives 

in democratic decision-making (after serving in the military when young 

and before becoming priests when too old) {Pol. 1329a2-34). They are 

members of the assembly, members of juries, city officials of various kinds, 

and so on. They take turns ruling and being ruled {Pol. 1332b26-27; 

1295bl4-27). Ruling is the activity that distinguishes these men from other 

groups of men in the political community. The suggestion is that through 

participatory democracy with other citizens like themselves, they alone 

fully realize their characteristic human rational capacities and traits. These 

rational powers, associated with the rational part of the soul {EN 1139al2), 

consists of deciding, classing, discriminating, judging, planning, and so 

forth (£A1170bl0ff.).>' 

Menial laborers should not, according to Aristotle, be citizens in the 

best state, presumably because menial labor, in Aristotle’s view, impedes 

the full exercise of one’s rational powers (cf. Pol. 1277b2-6, 1278a20-21). 

How is this so? (i) One answer might be that menial labor involves much 

routine and monotonous work, in which little use is made of choosing, 

judging, deciding, and discriminating. There is little room for the personal 

style and self-expression that characterize more interesting and challeng¬ 

ing activity. But obviously this need not always be the case. Though the 

sculptor Pheidias counts as a menial laborer, his work involves highly 

sophisticated decision-making and discrimination. If his doing manual labor 

impedes the full expression of his rational powers, it must do so in some 

other way. (ii) We must consider not only the work Pheidias does but also 

the conditions under which he does it. Like other menial laborers, 

Pheidias’s decision-making powers are constrained by his need to survive. 

He must travel to the cities where his skills are needed, and the building 

projects he oversees must fit the constraints imposed by city officials or pri¬ 

vate citizens. The exercise of his rational powers is limited by, and there¬ 

fore dependent upon, other people’s decisions and desires. In this way he 

does not have complete control over his own decisions and actions. 

This lack of control is evidenced in at least two ways. First, the fact that 

Pheidias’ decisions and actions are constrained by his need to earn a living 

may require him to compromise his moral principles. He may be “com¬ 

pelled” by his superiors (cf. EN 1110a25) to act in ways he would not ordi¬ 

narily choose. His actions are then a combination of the voluntary and the 
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involuntary {EN lllOal 1-19). Second, even if Pheidias is not required to 

take “mixed” actions {EN lllOall), the fact that his decisions and actions 

are constrained by the desires of others means that he cannot fully express 

his conception of what is worth sculpting, how it is to be done, and so on. 

He cannot design and direct the project according to his own ideas of what 

is interesting and important. He must accommodate his creations to the val¬ 

ues of others.'^ 

In Aristotle’s view, then, the citizen and the menial laborer (in contrast 

to the citizen and the slave) have the same psychological capacities. What 

distinguishes them are the circumstances under which they choose and 

decide. The menial laborer does work that often does not require much 

decision-making. More important, however, is the fact that the laborer’s 

concern for economic survival constrains his decision-making in that he 

does not have complete control over what work he is to do and how it is to 

be accomplished. On the other hand, a natural slave, in Aristotle’s view, 

lacks the very capacity for deliberation and decision {Pol. 1260al2). So, 

presumably, if he were not a slave, he would not be able to control his own 

life even to the extent that a menial laborer can. A slave acts wholly in the 

interests of another person; this is why he is not free {Pol. 1278b32-37). 

To the extent that a manual laborer lacks control over his life and must act 

in accordance with what others desire and require of him, his life is slavish 

{Rhet. 1367a32-33). 

Indeed, to the extent that any person’s life is not the product of his own 

decisions and desires and is overly or improperly dependent on the desires, 

decisions, and opinions of other people, Aristotle deems that person’s life 

slavish. In the Nicomachean Ethics, for example, Aristotle is able to say of 

various nonvirtuous male citizens in nonideal states that their lives are slav¬ 

ish. Of course, it is difficult to be precise about what constitutes “too much” 

or the “wrong kind” of dependence on others’ decisions and desires. Surely 

every person who is not self-sufficient is dependent on others’ actions and 

decisions. But many forms of dependence that arise from the absence of 

self-sufficiency are innocuous in that they do not undermine one’s status as 

a rational being. I may not be able to fulfill my desire for hazelnut ice 

cream if there is no one to make it available to me; however, because I do 

not produce it myself and must rely on others to do so does not render me 

unable to make the sorts of decisions that serve to realize my specific ratio¬ 

nal abilities or the rational abilities I share with other rational beings. What 

Aristotle wants to avoid, and which he thinks only the virtuous person suc¬ 

cessfully avoids, is the kind of dependence on others that impedes, rather 

than encourages and extends, the full realization of one’s rational abilities. 
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Let me illustrate with some examples from the Nicomachean Ethics. 

Aristotle tells us that the inirascible person is slavish in that he is willing 

to accept insults to himself and to overlook insults to his family and associ¬ 

ates {EN 1126a7-8). He does not have enough self-esteem to allow himself 

to get angry at others’ ill treatment of himself, his family, and his friends. 

He lacks confidence in his own judgments and perceptions and will have a 

tendency to accept the judgments and perceptions of others as correct. 

Hence, he is apt to allow others to make decisions for him. Flatterers are 

another example of servile persons {EN 1126a2). They want to improve 

their position by gaining the favor of more privileged people {EN 

1127a7-9). To do this, they must accept the correctness of the privileged 

person’s desires and decisions, and thus they must accept a situation in 

which many of their decisions are, in effect, made for them by others. 

Flatterers and inirascible people are in a psychological situation analogous 

to that of skilled menial laborers like Pheidias. 

Aristotle describes intemperate people as slavish, too, but not because 

others make decisions for them. Indeed, intemperates may,control their 

lives in just the ways that inirascible people and flatterers do not. They may 

make their own decisions, and they may be able to implement their deci¬ 

sions without having to accommodate others’ preferences and interests. But 

they misuse their rational powers and undermine their development in that 

the activities they enjoy make too little use of these powers. Intemperate 

people enjoy physical sensations rather than the discriminating and choos¬ 

ing that surrounds tasting and touching {EN 1118a32-bl). Their psycho¬ 

logical situation is like that of menial laborers whose work is routine and 

monotonous. There is so little decision-making going on that even natural 

slaves, who lack the powers of deliberation and decision, can experience 

the intemperate person’s enjoyments {EN 1177a7). 

In contrast to these various slavish types is the male citizen of Aristotle’s 

ideal state. He is different even from a Pheidias who has full control over 

the specific sculptural projects he is engaged in. On Aristotle’s view, not 

even such a Pheidias would have fully realized his powers of choosing and 

deciding. The male citizens of Aristotle’s ideal state fully realize their char¬ 

acteristic human powers in the political activity of democratic decision¬ 

making. They realize their human powers fully in these circumstances 

because the deliberations involved in democratic decision-making are com¬ 

prehensive and overarching. Here the exercise of the human powers is not 

restricted to specific decisions about what statues to sculpt, what materials 

to use, and so on. Rather, these are higher-level decisions about what is best 

for the community itself. So they would include decisions about other, more 
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specific activities (cf. EN 1094a27). The exercise of the human powers is 

generalized and extended to cover virtually every aspect of human life, 

including, for example, questions of war and peace, finance, legislation, 

public works, cultural projects, and sexual matters.'^ 

As far as men are concerned, then, we can determine a ranking from the 

complete human being who is able to actualize his powers fully because he 

is a politically active citizen of the ideal state, to a slave who cannot actual¬ 

ize the characteristic human powers because he is without them to begin 

with. In between are various types of incomplete, slavish persons, ranging 

from wealthy aristocrats (in nonideal states) to manual laborers. 

What about the women who are the wives or companions of these dif¬ 

ferent men, the wives of free citizens in the ideal state, the wives of free 

citizens in nonideal states, the wives of manual laborers, and the female 

companions of slaves? (I do not discuss unmarried daughters, since, for our 

purposes, their situations will not differ markedly from those of married 

women and married female slaves.) 

Although Plato seems to have had moderately progressive views about 

some women (namely, those he thought capable of ruling the state), 

Aristotle’s views on women’s nature are, without exception, objectionable. 

Aristotle claims that free women cannot be fully actualized human beings, 

no matter what their political status, since they are, like slaves, naturally 

defective. Although free women do not lack the capacity for deliberation 

and decision, as slaves do, their capacity for deliberation, Aristotle says, is 

not “authoritative” {Pol. 1260al3). Women are contrasted with (presum¬ 

ably male, free) children, whose deliberative capacities are merely “incom¬ 

plete” {ateles, Pol. 1260a 14). The deliberative capacity in women, then, we 

may assume, is permanently stunted. Unlike free, male children, no amount 

of education and practice in decision-making, and no change in their eco¬ 

nomic or social circumstances, will enable women to deliberate properly 

about what is best. They may give too much weight to what is pleasant or to 

what appears to be good. In effect, a woman may give over the rule of her 

soul to its non-rational part and thereby endanger the proper functioning of 

the household (cf. 125b4ff.).‘^ Hence, decisions about what is best must be 

made for her by men. A free woman’s life will always, then, be slavish, 

since her life is not controlled by her own decisions. 

Because natural slaves lack one of the features characteristic of human 

beings, they cannot, strictly speaking, be human beings, and hence they 

cannot be women or men—that is, they cannot be adult members of the 

human species. (I say they cannot “strictly speaking” be human beings, 

because it seems clear that Aristotle cannot actually deny that slaves are 
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human beings. This is suggested, for example, by EN 1161a34ff., where 

Aristotle admits that there can be friendship and justice between masters 

and slaves “to the extent that a slave is a human being.”'®) But despite this 

“species difference” between free persons and slaves, it is hard to see the 

extent to which the life of any free woman is relevantly different, in regard 

to her departure from the ideal of fully realized human being, from that of a 

slave (male or female). Although a free woman presumably can deliberate 

about how best to carry out the decisions of her husband, or father, her 

actions are ultimately determined by the decisions of free men, as are those 

of slaves. Perhaps this is why Aristotle does not bother to discuss female 

slaves in any detail. As far as their legal status is concerned, it is the same as 

that of male slaves. As far as their psychological status is concerned, it 

seems no different, relative to the ideal, from that of free women. 

Is Aristotle’s Ideal Exploitative or Masculine? 

I have sketched a view of psychological freedom in Aristotle, accord¬ 

ing to which a complete human being is one who fully realizes his charac¬ 

teristically human powers (the powers of judging, choosing, deciding, 

planning,, discriminating, and so on) in the political activity of democratic 

decision-making. Democratic decision-making is characterized by a politi¬ 

cal structure that is egalitarian (each citizen participates equally in deci¬ 

sion-making) and comprehensive (each citizen participates equally in the 

same, broad type of decision-making). Citizens participate in decisions 

about matters that fundamentally affect the course of their lives. These 

higher-level decisions influence the lower-level decisions individuals make 

about the specific lifeplans they pursue (cf. EN 1094a27). 

Two questions arise about the life Aristotle admires and recommends. 

First, does the realization of this ideal life require that some segments of 

the political community exploit the labor of other segments so that they (the 

exploiters) have time for the decision-making involved in ruling? And, sec¬ 

ond, is this ideal life inherently masculine? If we answer either question 

affirmatively, we have good reason to reject Aristotle’s recommendations. I 

think there is a fairly straightforward response to the first question. I shall 

indicate that briefly here.'’ Most of my attention will be directed to the sec¬ 

ond question. 

Aristotle believes that the realization of the life he admires does require 

that rulers exploit menial laborers, since he believes that the conditions 

under which menial labor is performed will involve the laborer in relations 

of dependence that prevent the full actualization of the rational powers. 
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Hence, rulers cannot be menial laborers. As I have suggested, Aristotle is 

not crazy to believe this. But it is important to distinguish between a menial 

life (a life whose main activity is menial labor performed under conditions 

of dependence) and a life that may involve menial labor but is not restricted 

to it. Aristotle may be correct to think that a life restricted to menial labor 

(where such labor can be monotonous, routine, exhausting, and carried out 

for the sake of an end external to it—housework is a good modem example) 

will demand little use of the human rational powers and will impede the 

development of the type of character one needs to exhibit the moral virtues. 

But surely he would not be correct to think that engaging in some menial 

labor, as part of a life that is devoted to the full expression of the rational 

powers, will have a devastating effect upon character. Indeed, as he notes at 

Pol. 1333a9-ll: “Actions do not differ as honorable or dishonorable in 

themselves so much as in the end and intention of them.”'* Just as citizens 

take turns ruling and being ruled, then, they could take their turns at menial 

labor, while preserving for themselves the type of life that Aristotle con¬ 

siders fully human. Thus, as far as I can tell, the best kind of life, from 

Aristotle’s point of view, does not require, even given his views about the 

dangers of menial labor, that some persons take up lives of menial labor to 

provide the necessities for others who live political lives. 

I have considered whether the ideal described by Aristotle is necessarily 

exploitative. I have argued that if citizens determine how the menial labor is 

to be carried out, they will not involve themselves in the dehumanizing 

relations of dependence Aristotle found so objectionable. And if the menial 

labor is distributed among the citizens in ways so as not to absorb much of 

any one citizen’s time, then there is no reason to think that the possible 

monotony of some menial labor will impede the continuing exercise of the 

human rational powers. 

One point should perhaps be emphasized. Aristotle’s citizens enjoy the 

complete exercise of the human rational powers that participation in ruling 

provides. Therefore, they want to avoid both the slavishness of a menial 

life and the slavishness of a Pheidian life. For, as we have seen, Pheidias’s 

life, though involving sophisticated and subtle uses of the human powers, 

remains seriously limited and incomplete. Just as Aristotle is not crazy to 

think that a life of routine menial labor is incompatible with his rational 

ideal, so too he is not crazy to think that a “physical” life of the Pheidian 

type is also defective and incomplete. But this does not commit Aristotle 

to the view that physical activity itself is dehumanizing. There is nothing 

to prevent Aristotle’s democratic decision-makers from being artisans and 

tradespeople, as well as farmers and warriors. 
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I now consider the second issue I raised above—that is, the issue of 

whether Aristotle’s ideal is masculine, and, if so, whether this is reason to 

reject it. I take it that the ideal is considered masculine because the life con¬ 

sidered most worth living is the life in which the characteristic human pow¬ 

ers, considered as rational powers, are fully realized. Since, as I suggested 

at the outset, reason and rational deliberation have, in the history of Western 

thought, been associated primarily with men, and since the non-rational 

(which includes passions, emotions, and feelings, all of which are thought 

to have some relation to the body) have been associated with women, to 

recommend a way of life that praises and prizes reason over all else is 

implicitly at least to denigrate what has traditionally been associated with 

women. And, historieally, to accept a view that prizes and praises reason 

above all else provides room not only for sexist views but also for racist 

views—views that denigrate other peoples because they have traditionally 

been thought more bodily or more physical than white males. Indeed, we 

have seen this tendency to be true of Aristotle, whose view of slaves and 

women as less than fully rational enables him to justify their low status in 

the political community. 

I want to consider whether Aristotle’s view of the rational, in particu¬ 

lar, requires a devaluation of the non-rational side of the human being. This 

might be true if his view were a simple one, in which reason “rules” in 

some straightforward way over the passions, emotions, and feelings. But 

his view is not simple. I shall suggest, instead, that in Aristotle’s virtuous 

person, the proper development of the non-rational side of the person can 

be seen to constrain and limit the operations of the rational side. In effect, it 

is as if to say that the rational part of the virtuous person’s soul cannot work 

properly unless it is properly guided by the non-rational part. 

Both Plato and Aristotle insist that the non-rational part of the soul' 

(which includes appetites, feelings, emotions, and passions) must be edu¬ 

cated—in the case of Plato, before one can begin to think sufficiently 

abstractly ultimately to see the Form of the Good, and, in the case of 

Aristotle, before one can learn how to deliberate properly about the con¬ 

tents of the best life (before, that is, one can acquire practical wisdom). For 

Aristotle, many of the individual virtues involve feeling or responding in 

the appropriate way. For example, it is a vice to take too much pleasure in 

eating, drinking, and sexual activity; it is also a vice to take insufficient 

pleasure in these activities. It is a vice to get too angry, or angry at the 

wrong times, or angry toward the wrong persons, and so on. But it is also a 

vice not to get angry or to exhibit anger at all, or not to do so when the situ¬ 

ation is appropriate for anger. It is a vice to feel too much fear or not 
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enough, or to feel it on the wrong occasions or toward the wrong persons. 

Reason, by itself, cannot create these feelings; nor can reason, by itself, 

destroy them. If reason could create or destroy feelings, then Aristotle 

would not be faced with the problem of akrasia (EN VII. 1-3). Thus, the 

first things to note about Aristotle’s rational ideal are that it does not involve 

the suppression of feeling and emotion and passion and that if reason does 

rule over passion, its rule does not consist either in producing or in destroy¬ 

ing passion. Nor does it consist simply in offering some general directives 

to the non-rational side of the soul, since there are no rules or rational 

guidelines for determining how much of an emotion or feeling is appropri¬ 

ate in different situations (£'V1109b21-24). 

More important, however, is the psychological basis for all the different 

virtues. I have argued elsewhere^° that they can be viewed as expressions 

of what Aristotle calls true self-love. The virtuous person is characterized by 

a love of what is most himself—that is, by a love of the exercise of the 

human rational powers, where these are the powers of judging, choosing, 

deciding, and discriminating that I have listed before (EN 1168b34-l 169a3; 

cf. 1168a7-9 and 1 IVOblOff.). In enjoying the exercise of his rational pow¬ 

ers, the true self-lover enjoys rational activity in general rather than a par¬ 

ticular kind of rational activity. His life is therefore broadly based; it is not 

devoted to the pursuit of specialized goals or to the completion of special¬ 

ized projects. The true self-lover enjoys the intricacies and subtleties of dif¬ 

ferent intellectual endeavors and also the intricacies and subtleties of 

endeavors not considered intellectual: he enjoys playing, or watching, a 

good game of baseball or tennis; he delights in telling a story others will 

appreciate or in finding just the right gift for a special occasion; he enjoys 

pleasing and benefiting his friends. 

In loving what is characteristic of himself, the virtuous person enjoys 

who he is and what he can do. His self-love is thus a kind of self-esteem 

and self-confidence. But as my examples of self-expression have indicat¬ 

ed, true self-love is to be distinguished from the self-love that we associate 

with selfishness and that we normally condemn (EN IX. 8). Given that the 

virtuous person enjoys rational activity in a general way, he is able to take 

pleasure both from the exercise of his own rational powers and from others’ 

exercise of these powers. 

The self-love Aristotle admires becomes even more generalized and 

more stable when a person exercises the human rational powers in politi¬ 

cal activity where decision-making is shared and evenly distributed. 

Self-love is more generalized because its source, the exercise of the human 

rational powers, is now extended to cover comprehensive, higher-level 
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decisions, as well as decisions about activities specific to one’s own life. 

And because the decision-making has been extended in this way, it is flexi¬ 

ble and less vulnerable to changes in circumstance and fortune than a more 

specialized exercise of rational activity would be. Democratic decision 

makers can adjust to changes in circumstance and can redirect the use of 

their abilities to meet these changes. Hence, the more stable and continu¬ 

ous their self-esteem will be. But for someone whose decision-making pow¬ 

ers have been focused on a particular activity, self-esteem is tied to the 

success of that particular activity. Hence, this person’s self-esteem is pre¬ 

carious and easily upset. This person is like Aristotle’s professional soldiers 

who, though (improperly) confident from past success, turn and run when 

circumstances are against them {EN 1116bl5-17). 

The enjoyment that a person takes in who he is and in what he does, 

though its source and basis is the exercise of the rational powers, is not 

itself an instance of such exercise. Although enjoyment may be produced 

by rational deliberation, the pleasure taken in rational deliberation, like the 

enjoyment we take in any other activity, is non-rational. This affects the 

extent to which my enjoyment can be altered by rational deliberation, even 

if rational deliberation is what I enjoy and even if that deliberation pro¬ 

duces rational desires for what I enjoy. When, for example, I want to play 

tennis because I enjoy it, I desire to play because I find it pleasant, not 

because I believe playing tennis is good for my health. In this sense, my 

desire to play tennis is non-rational. I might also want to play tennis 

because I think it is good for my health, and I might have reached this con¬ 

clusion on the basis of deliberation about what conduces to my good over¬ 

all. The desire to play tennis that arises from such deliberation is therefore 

rational, and it can be altered by further such deliberation. If I cease to 

believe that playing tennis is good for my health, I will cease to want to ' 

play tennis for that reason. My newly acquired beliefs produce a rational 

aversion to tennis. But no such deliberations will undermine my general 

non-rational desire to play tennis. If I somehow come to believe (correctly) 

that I no longer enjoy playing tennis, my having that belief is an indication 

that I have already stopped liking tennis. In this case, my beliefs do not pro¬ 

duce my non-rational aversion. It comes about in some other way. The same 

holds for my non-rational enjoyment of rational activity itself, which, on 

Aristotle’s view, accounts for my having self-love. 

On the assumption, then, that Aristotle’s virtues require self-love and that 

they can be understood as different ways in which self-love is expressed, 

being virtuous is importantly a matter of having one’s non-rational desires 

properly structured. Without the appropriate background of non-rational 
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desire, the agent will not perceive correctly the nature of situations calling 

for practical decision and action and will thus respond in ways that Aristotle 

describes as non-virtuous rather than virtuous. Aristotle’s notoriously vague 

remarks at EN 1144a34-36 are consistent with the idea that the structure of 

one’s non-rational desires crucially affects one’s ability to perceive practical 

situations correctly: “[The highest end and the best good] is apparent only to 

the good person; for vice perverts us and produces false views about the ori¬ 

gins of actions.” 

There is a second aspect to the role of the non-rational desires in 

Aristotle’s conception of virtue. The enjoyment taken in the expression of 

the human powers in cooperative democratic activity not only produces a 

stable self-confidence; it also produces stable feelings of friendship between 

the parties involved in the decision-making. Feelings of friendship arise from 

the fact that the democratic activity is self-expressive, that it is beneficial to 

the parties engaged in it, and that it is itself enjoyable {Rhet. 138 la30 and EN 

1168a7-9). Friendship includes a care and concern that friends have for each 

other for each other’s own sake {EN 1156b31), a tendency to rejoice and take 

pleasure in each other’s good fortune, and a tendency to help when friends 

need assistance {EN IX. 4). Feelings of friendship are maintained over time 

by continuing the activities that originally produced them or the comparable 

activities that have come to sustain them. Like enjoyment itself, friendly feel¬ 

ings are not produced by beliefs about what is best or about what contributes 

to my overall good. They thus belong to the non-rational part of the soul. 

In the case of democratic decision-making, the relevant feelings of 

friendship are particularly stable. A combination of factors explains why 

this is so. First, the feelings of friendship are produced by a form of 

self-expression that is especially enduring in that it is overarching and gen¬ 

eralized. They are not the product of the expression of some contingent fea¬ 

tures of the self that might disappear in a change of circumstance or 

fortune. Hence, the friendship is not “coincidental” and easily dissolved 

{EN 1156al4-21). Second, the democratic decision-makers share their most 

basic values and goals in that they are committed to engaging in coopera¬ 

tive activities that promote and sustain the development and exercise of the 

human powers (cf. Pol. 1280a31-34). Thus, each decision maker can view 

the deliberations of the others as expressions of his thinking and reasoning 

self {EN 1168b34-1169a3). Deliberators identify with each other’s deci¬ 

sions and actions, so that each deliberator’s actions become the expression 

of the other’s rational activity. This form of self-expression, now even more 

generalized, is especially enduring. Citizens in the ideal state are thus tied 

together by feelings of friendship that are long lasting and strong. 
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The care, concern, and sympathetic attachment that partly constitute 

these ties of friendship encourage a healthy dependence among citizens. 

Citizens are not uninvolved with each other or contemptuous of each other 

in the way several of Aristotle’s vicious types are (ENIV. 3). Nor are they 

overly concerned with others’ opinions—that is, concerned in a way that 

would upset their self-esteem if they were to face criticisms or obstacles. 

Their concern for each other does not produce a self-destructive depen¬ 

dence; their autonomy does not preclude enduring ties of association. Along 

with the self-love of virtuous citizens, these ties of friendship will influence 

what citizens perceive to be central to the type of life they want to main¬ 

tain. They will not act to jeopardize the activities and relationships they 

value and enjoy. 

In summary, citizens’ understanding of what is best to do, their rational 

deliberations about how to live and act, take place within the limits imposed 

by educated passions and feelingk They take place within the limits 

imposed by a stable self-esteem that derives from an enjoyment in rational 

activity and within the limits imposed by strong ties of friendship that 

involve care and concern for the other citizens for their own sakes. If this is 

a rational ideal, it is one in which the proper operation of reason is guided 

and constrained by feeling and emotion, that is, by the non-rational side of 

the soul. 

Feminism and Reason 

I have argued that Aristotle offers a picture of a rational ideal that does 

not exclude the emotions, passions, and feelings. In particular, the proper 

operation of reason is limited and constrained by the specific feelings con¬ 

stitutive of true self-love and civic friendship. In describing this ideal, I have ' 

not discussed the nature of the actual deliberations virtuous persons will 

make in specific practical contexts. But it is reasonable to suppose that vir¬ 

tuous persons will recognize the importance of producing and sustaining 

true self-love and stable ties of civic friendship that are based on enduring 

features of the self. When citizens come to decide how best to govern their 

city, these values, one would think, would be paramount in their delib¬ 

erations. Specific decisions would be made with a commitment to, and 

appreciation of, the critical role these values play in the lives of every citi¬ 

zen. This does not mean that all civic decisions will be made from an 

“impartial” perspective, where that is taken to imply that a consideration of 

the specific circumstances of particular individuals is never appropriate. Nor 

does it mean that deliberating from such a perspective is never appropriate. 
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I now want to discuss in more detail the nature of the care and concern I 

have attributed to Aristotle’s virtuous citizens. For it is “care and concern” 

that have come to be associated with feminist ethics and women’s moral 

experience, where such care includes an interest in preserving relationships 

and commitments to others. In feminist ethics, an interest in applying 

impartial rules or comprehensive principles becomes secondary. 

Assuming it is true that women’s moral experiences focus more on 

questions of care and on preserving relationships and commitments, ought 

we to accept these experiences as a general model for our behavior toward 

others or as a more specific model of our moral behavior? What type of 

care and concern is appropriate? Are care and concern always to be pre¬ 

ferred over more emotionally detached ways of relating to others?^' 

The care and concern that constitutes a virtuous citizen’s friendship with 

other citizens resembles in important ways the care that Aristotle’s “com¬ 

plete friends” have for each other. Complete friends, according to Aristotle, 

are virtuous, know each other well, and spend much of their time together 

in shared activities (ENIX. 10). As a result, it is not possible to have many 

complete friends, whereas political (or citizen) friendship holds among 

many. Yet, even though citizen friendship and complete friendship have dif¬ 

ferent characteristics, it is not hard to see a resemblance between them in 

regard to the care that the friends extend toward each other. For though cit¬ 

izen friends may not know each other to the extent that complete friends 

do, and though they might not spend much time together, they know each 

other well enough to know that they share the major aims and values that 

guide the decisions and practices of their community. Citizen friends per¬ 

ceive each other as Aristotle’s complete friends do, that is, as “another one¬ 

self’ (EN 1166a32), meaning that they value and enjoy about each other 

what they value and enjoy about themselves. They take pleasure, for exam¬ 

ple, in the exercise of each other’s rational powers as they do in their own. 

In this way they are like each other and take enjoyment in the exercise of 

the powers they share. Each is, then, a self-lover who takes pleasure in the 

self-love of the other, since the exercise of self-love in one is like the exer¬ 

cise of self-love in the other. Their ties of friendly feeling are firm and 

strong and long lasting because they are grounded in the pleasure they take 

in who the other is as a realized human being. 

The care and concern they have for each other comes from the affection 

that arises from their sharing in each other’s rational activity. That is, they 

share overarching and higher-level interests and goals, and they each par¬ 

ticipate in the activities associated with these higher-level interests. This 

does not mean that they share each specific interest and desire.^^ ^on- 
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tents of their individual life-plans might be surprisingly divergent. But each 

has an individual plan that realizes the human powers in a specific way, and 

this fact is a source of enjoyment for them. So each takes an interest in the 

other’s interests, rejoices in the other’s successes, grieves with the other’s 

losses, and so on. 

None lives through the lives of the others or acquires a basis for 

self-esteem and self-confidence through the activities of the others. Each 

is independent in the sense that each enjoys the activities in her individual 

life-plan as well as the higher-level activities her plan shares with the plans 

of her friends. None is dependent on the praise and admiration of specific 

individuals for the maintenance of self-love, so each can endure the loss of 

particular friendships. Aristotle’s citizens are likely to be involved in a 

number of relationships, since their shared general commitments and goals 

give them a basis for association and affection. Their emotional eggs are 

not all in one basket, and hence their sense of their own value and impor¬ 

tance is not undermined by the loss of specific relationships. 

The care they extend to others, then, in times of difficulty and need, is 

not likely to involve a sacrifice of what they take to be valuable for the sake 

of someone else. Care does not take the form of altruistic action, where this 

is thought to require self-denial or a willingness to meet another’s needs 

without consideration for one’s own. Thus, among Aristotle’s citizens, one 

would not find relations of unhealthy dependence in which some gain a 

sense of their own worth only through the assistance they give to others.^^ 

But in our contemporary, non-Aristotelian, socio-economic circum¬ 

stances, women who live with men are often in precisely this position of 

unhealthy dependence in regard to them. Given the still prevailing ideology 

which does not consider it deplorable that most employed women have 

low-paying, dead-end jobs and even that some women choose to remain' 

unemployed, women tend to find themselves in positions of low 

self-esteem. Even if they are employed, they are usually economically 

dependent on men.^^ This dependence undermines the realization of their 

decision-making powers in various ways. Important family decisions, for 

example, are often left up to the men on whom the women depend. Even 

women’s decision-making authority over matters connected with child care 

and household maintenance is upset by the extent to which the market has 

successfully penetrated the household. Many household decisions are now 

made for women by men through commercials in which men promote one 

product or another. Women are thought to be good (that is, easily manipu¬ 

lated) consumers, and most commercials are directed toward women, be¬ 

cause women often lack the self-esteem necessary to make their own 
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decisions about how to provide the proper physical environment for their 

families. 

These problems apply to the emotional environment as well. In the con¬ 

text of unequal economic power, whatever care and compassion is extended 

to family members is likely to be distorted and unhealthy. Since family 

relationships are often the only means through which women obtain a sense 

of their own worth, preserving these relationships may take place at the cost 

of encouraging psychologically harmful ways of treating family members. 

Care within the context of unequal power relations can generate more harm 

than good. 

In such circumstances, where the preservation of a relationship may 

take priority over the content of the relationship, kindness and emotional 

support may be offered when other emotional responses might be more 

appropriate. Women in these circumstances, for example, may tend not to 

show anger, at least toward those family members with power and control 

over decision-making. Women may get angry at children, since this anger 

does not threaten the relationships that sustain women’s sense of 

self-worth. But women in subordinate circumstances who have little 

self-confidence will be much less likely to feel that they are in a position to 

judge adult male family members. But a belief that another has acted 

wrongly or improperly is part of what provokes anger; therefore, to feel 

angry, one must have at least enough self-esteem to be able to judge anoth¬ 

er’s actions as improper.^^ But judging another in this way is difficult for 

persons who have survived their oppressive circumstances by encouraging 

calm relations with those who have power over them. A lack of confidence 

in their own assessments will make them tend to accept the judgments and 

perceptions of others as correct, just as Aristotle’s inirascible persons do. 

Kindness in such circumstances would seem only to sustain inequality, to 

obscure recognition of what is best, and to undermine further the deci¬ 

sion-making powers of the person who shows kindness.In these ways, 

care within the context of unequal power relations can harm both the person 

who gives it and the person to whom it is given. 

These examples suggest that altruistic actions can be damaging when 

undertaken in circumstances in which the altruistic person lacks self-esteem. 

By showing kindness and compassion when other responses might be more 

appropriate, the kind person can act to sustain oppressive and unhealthy 

ways of relating to others. Through kindness, the kind person can make the 

acquisition of self-esteem even more difficult. Kindness seems least likely to 

damage oneself or another, however, when it is offered from a position of 

healthy independence. But healthy independence is precisely the psycho- 
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logical condition of Aristotle’s virtuous person, who has true self-love. 

Because such a person has the appropriate confidence in who he is, he need 

not live through the achievements of another. This kind of dependent rela¬ 

tionship will not be of interest to him, and he will not feel the need to act in 

ways to develop and sustain such a relationship. If kindness can be thought 

of as a concern for another’s good for that person’s own sake and as a will¬ 

ingness to act to contribute to that good, then Aristotle’s virtuous person will 

act kindly, because this is the attitude he has towards his fellow citizens. Yet 

Aristotle’s virtuous citizen knows that another’s good is not equivalent sim¬ 

ply to what another wants. He knows that another’s good includes the per¬ 

formance of activities that will nurture and sustain the other’s self-love. So, 

Aristotle’s virtuous citizen recognizes that showing concern for another’s 

good for the other’s own sake may take all sorts of forms, only some of 

which will look like mere behavioral niceness. 

I have been suggesting that if compassion and a concern for relation¬ 

ships constitutes some kind of model or ideal, it is not a simple one accord¬ 

ing to which we simply act to preserve the relationship or act to help 

another achieve what he might want. If compassion and concern are direct¬ 

ed toward another’s good for that person’s sake, then for them to be proper 

objects of an ideal, they must operate against the background of some 

sound recognition of what another’s good consists in. If not, compassion 

and concern can serve to promote oppressive or destructive relationships. 

Moreover, if the compassionate person is an ideal, she must be someone 

whose concern for another is ungrudging and non-instrumental. Aristotle’s 

virtuous person is most likely to offer that kind of concern, since she is 

secure enough in who she is not to begrudge other’s successes and not to 

rejoice spitefully in other’s losses. 

Aristotle’s ideal has been considered masculine because it deems the 

best life to be that which fully realizes the rational powers characteristic of 

human beings. I have argued that Aristotle’s emphasis on rational powers 

should not deter anyone, particularly feminists, from embracing his model. 

Although Aristotle organizes the best life around the pleasures of rational 

activity, this does not commit him to a model in which the non-rational is 

suppressed or even subordinated. As I have argued, the realization of the 

virtuous person’s rational powers are constrained by properly educated 

non-rational feelings and emotions. Moreover, Aristotle offers a way to 

explain how reason and emotion (and passion and feeling) can operate to¬ 

gether to produce psychologically strong and healthy individuals—indi¬ 

viduals who take pleasure from their own lives and from the lives of others, 

who are caring and concerned but not in ways that are destructive to their 
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own self-esteem, who are independent while retaining strong and enduring 

ties of friendship and relationship. He offers us a view of compassion and 

care that is positive and constructive, not oppressive and debilitating. 

There are various ways in which reason can be offered as an ideal. I 

think Aristotle’s model of how to organize one’s life around the pleasures of 

rational activity is worthy of emulation by both men and women. 
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Aristotelian Visions of Moral 

Character in Virginia Woolf’s 

Mrs. Dallow ay 

Patricia Curd 

Worked at Aristotle all the morning, who remains singularly interesting & 

not at all abstruse, & yet going to the heart of the matter as one feels, 

which somehow puzzles me.' 

Virginia Woolf maintained that fiction is and ought to be about character. 

In her May 18, 1924 lecture to the Cambridge Heretics Society, called 

“Character in Fiction,”^ she expanded on points she had earlier made in “Mr. 

Bennett and Mrs. Brown.” The lecture declares her interest in exploring and 

explaining the moral character of human beings, and she notes that this is 

not a pastime limited to novelists: 

I have said that perhaps I am the only novelist present. But I am quite cer¬ 

tain that everyone in this room is a judge of character. Indeed it would be 

impossible to live with any success without being a judge of character. 

This gift, or instinct, or faculty—whatever it is, is one that we use begin to 

use (sic) directly we get out of bed in the morning, and go on using more 

or less consciously all day long.^ 

In her own work Woolf is always concerned with character and its evalua¬ 

tion, despite the claim made both in Mrs. Dalloway and in Jacob’s Room that 

it is difficult to say “of anyone in the world ... that they were this or were 

that.”4 In her fictional characters she offers the opportunity to examine and 

evaluate alternatives, to refine and hone the gift, instinct, or faculty for judg¬ 

ing character. This paper explores how an examination of Mrs. Dalloway in 

the light of Aristotelian moral theory can illuminate aspects of Woolf’s 
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conception of moral character. I shall focus on characters in Mrs. Dalloway 

against the background of Aristotle’s account of moral virtue with its empha¬ 

sis on practical intelligence, proper emotional states, and moral intuition. In 

Aristotle the best judge of character is the morally virtuous person, whose 

own desires and actions are the result of settled dispositions to choose well. 

This is also the case in Woolf’s novel. I begin with a preliminary discussion 

of Clarissa Dalloway and other characters. Then, after turning briefly to 

Aristotle’s theory, I argue that his conceptions of the nature of the morally 

good character and of the fundamental place of emotional states in moral 

virtue help to illuminate Woolf’s assessment of character in Mrs. Dalloway.^ 

Virginia Woolf read the Poetics (in Greek) in 1905® and was impressed: 

“Read the Poetics all the morning—really excellent bit of literary criti¬ 

cism!—laying down so simply & surely the rudiments both of literature & 

of criticism. I always feel surprised by subtlety in the ancients—but 

Aristotle said the first and last words on this subject... While there is no 

extant evidence that Virginia Woolf herself read the Ethics, there was a 

strong connection with G. E. Moore, and through Moore with Aristotle. 

Moore began as a classicist, and certainly knew the Nicomachean Ethics; 

moreover, his account of moral evaluation and method in ethics has 

Aristotelian resonances.* Virginia Stephen read Moore’s Principia Ethica, 

and even refers to it in her first novel.^ Leonard Woolf, who, like most of the 

Cambridge-educated members of Bloomsbury, was heavily influenced by 

Moore was a reader of Aristotle; he was trained as a classicist, and was 

familiar with the Ethics.It is legitimate to read Virginia Woolf through 

Aristotle, for there is to be found in Aristotle a theory of character and its 

development that illuminates Woolf’s own views.'* 

I. Virginia Woolf and Moral Character 

The characters of Mrs. Dalloway are not perfect illustrations either of 

virtue or of vice (Woolf is too rich a writer to create characters that are carica¬ 

tures). But understanding what Woolf says of them, and assessing both how 

they are deficient and how they suceeed, brings us closer to Woolf’s own 

views on character. In Mrs. Dalloway Clarissa Dalloway is both the central 

figure and the moral center of the novel; viewing her through the eyes of oth¬ 

ers, and being privy to her thoughts about both herself and others, we see 

Woolf’s character evaluation at work.'^ In further examining her through an 

Aristotelian lens, we can better appreciate both her character and Virginia 

Woolf’s view of virtue. 
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Clarissa is not without flaw: she is a snob; she is remarkably possessive 

of her daughter Elizabeth.'^ She “failed Richard in Istanbul,” and suffers 

from envy when Richard is invited to lunch with Lady Bruton and she is 

not. In Woolf’s first novel, The Voyage Out, Clarissa and Richard make brief 

appearances and both have problematic characters. Woolf herself was acute¬ 

ly aware of Clarissa’s limitations. In her diary she describes Lytton 

Strachey’s response to Mrs. Dalloway: 

He thinks [there is] some discrepancy in Clarissa herself; he thinks she is 

disagreeable & limited, but that I alternately laugh at her and cover her, 

very remarkably, with myself.... I think there is some truth in it. For I 

remember the night ... when I decided to give it up, because I found 

Clarissa in some way tinselly. Then I invented her memories. But I think 

some distaste for her persisted. Yet, again, that was true to my feeling for 

Kitty. 

But despite the limitations there is in Clarissa something more: 

And now Clarissa escorted her Prime Minister down the room, prancing, 

sparkling, with the stateliness of her grey hair. She wore ear-rings, and a 

silver-green mermaid’s dress. Lolloping on the waves and braiding her 

tresses she seemed, having that gift still, to be, to exist; to sum it all up in 

the moment as she passed. (264) 

(This is Peter Walsh’s estimation of Clarissa; but it is consistent with the 

views of both Richard Dalloway and Sally Seton.'^) Here is a person of 

experience and discernment; she can “sum it all up;” moreover, she has 

Woolf’s gift. “Her emotions were all on the surface. Beneath, she was very 

shrewd—a far better judge of character than Sally, for instance ... she was 

honest” (114, 115). In this, she differs in important ways from all the oth¬ 

ers, and especially from Sir William Bradshaw and Miss Kilman. 

Bradshaw, on the face of it, might seem to be a man of perfect virtue; 

after all he is the one who preaches “proportion”; he is “the ghostly helper, 

the priest of science” (142). Does he not exemplify and teach the 

(Aristotelian) doctrine of the mean? 

To his patients he gave three-quarters of an hour; and if in this exacting 

science which has to do with what, after all, we know nothing about—the 

nervous system, the human brain—a doctor loses his sense of proportion, 

as a doctor he fails. Health we must have; and health is a proportion, so 
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that when a man comes into your room and says he is Christ (a common 

delusion), and has a message, as they mostly have, and threatens, as they 

often do, to kill himself, you invoke proportion.... Proportion, divine 

proportion. (149-150) 

Bradshaw fails to understand the place of emotion in a complete life. He 

does not understand the importance of feeling; does not understand the role 

of choice. “Sir William made England prosper, secluded her lunatics, for¬ 

bade childbirth, penalised despair ...” (150). Contrast his clinical view of 

Septimus Warren Smith with Mrs. Dalloway's: 

A thing there was that mattered; a thing wreathed about with chatter, 

defaced, obscured in her own life, let drop everyday in corruption, lies, 

chatter. This he had preserved. Death was defiance-But this young man 

who had killed himself—had he plunged holding his treasure? (280-281) 

In her thoughts about the unknown Septimus whose suicide brings death 

to her party, Clarissa shows far more real understanding of his plight and his 

action than the great Sir William who sees him for three-quarters of an hour. 

She alone sees behind the action to imagine and comprehend the motives 

and emotions that shaped it. Moreover, Clarissa does not like Bradshaw, and 

her distaste for him is a mark of her discernment of character; 

Why did the sight of him, talking to Richard, curl her up? . .. What she felt 

was, one wouldn’t like Sir William to see one unhappy. No, not that 

man ... a great doctor, yet to her obscurely evil, without sex or lust, 

extremely polite to women, but capable of some indescribable outrage— 

forcing your soul, that was it. (278; 281) 

Bradshaw himself does not feel, and fails to give proper importance to 

the feelings and emotions in himself and in others. He does not see that the 

whole, complete person must feel certain emotions as a part of happiness; 

moreover, he does not realize that virtue and living well cannot be dictated 

by a formula, that the soul cannot be forced. “He swooped; he devoured. He 

shut people up. It was this combination of decision and humanity that 

endeared Sir William so greatly to the relations of his victims” (154). His 

victims include not only his patients, but also his wife. “Fifteen years ago 

she had gone under;” there had been “the slow sinking, water-logged, of her 

will into his” (152). Despite his initial attractiveness, Woolf will not count 

Bradshaw as a person of virtue, for he fails to appreciate that virtue is a 
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matter of emotion as well as of measure and that measure cannot be dictat¬ 

ed.'® Moreover, Bradshaw and Clarissa differ in the ends around which their 

lives are organized. Clarissa’s is what she calls “life”: the flourishing of her 

family, her friends, and herself; Bradshaw seemingly adopts public honor 

and approbation. He does what he does so that he, and his “victims,” will be 

seen to do the appropriate thing. This underlies Clarissa’s thinking of him 

as a manipulator of souls. 

Another forcer of the soul who lives by rules is Miss Kilman. She has 

many admirable qualities: she lives alone and is trying to make her way in 

the world. But she, too, has only limited knowledge, not understanding, and 

she is deeply lacking in self-knowledge. Her own emotions seem closed to 

her: “Miss Kilman was not going to make herself agreeable. She had always 

earned her living. Her knowledge of modern history was thorough in the 

extreme ... It was the flesh she must control.... At any rate she had got 

Elizabeth” (190, 194, 195). Clarissa Dalloway partly understands what is 

wrong with Miss Kilman: 

Miss Kilman would do anything for the Russians, starved herself for the 

Austrians, but in private inflicted positive torture, so insensitive was 

she ... she was never in the room five minutes without making you feel 

her superiority, your inferiority; how poor she was; how rich you were;... 

it was not her one hated but the idea of her; . .. one of those spectres who 

stand astride us and suck up half our life blood, dominators and tyrants. 

(16-17) 

The cruelest things in the world, she [Clarissa] thought, seeing them clum¬ 

sy, hot, domineering, hypocritical, eavesdropping, jealous, infinitely cmel 

and unscrupulous, dressed in a Mackintosh coat, on the landing; love and 

religion. (191) 

Miss Kilman does not recognize her anger, spite, and envy for what they 

are; she masks them with her religious conviction. She longs to humiliate 

Clarissa Dalloway, to “make her weep; ruin her” (189); but she attributes 

this to God’s will, not her own. “It was to be a religious victory. So she 

glared; so she glowered” (189). Moreover, she lacks the capacity to imagine 

others. Her own life seems to her full of troubles, but she never considers 

that others might be unhappy, have doubts, suffer (195-196). She lacks the 

“goods of fortune,” and her resentment at this lack colors her attitudes to 

others. The virtue she particularly falls short of is proper pride or magna¬ 

nimity; she does not have and so cannot act on a correct understanding of 
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her own value. It is resentment at the goods and virtues of others that moti¬ 

vates her actions and shapes her attitudes, particularly towards Mrs. 

Dalloway herself; and as the passages above show, Clarissa is aware both of 

this failing and of its source. In the course of Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf 

gives evidence of her views about moral virtue and moral character, but nat¬ 

urally, those beliefs are not presented systematically. But we can find a the¬ 

oretical basis for many of the moral attitudes exhibited by the characters in 

Mrs. Dalloway in the account of complete moral virtue that Aristotle gives 

in the Nicomachean Ethics. 

II. Aristotle and Moral Virtue 

In considering Aristotelian and literary accounts of moral virtue, it is 

appropriate to consider whether the Poetics rather than the Nicomachean 

Ethics would provide the better basis for comparison, particularly in the 

case of Virginia Woolf, who read and appreciated the Poetics. Aristotle 

does, after all, say that tragic poetry should, by means of representation 

(including representation of character), produce pity and terror in the audi¬ 

ence, not only to entertain but also to instruct. For in feeling the emotions, 

we affect the formation of our own characters.*^ But there are reasons 

against relying primarily on the Poetics. First, Aristotle’s focus there is on 

tragedy and what he says is tailored to that genre. The novel, particularly in 

the hands of Virginia Woolf, is quite different.'* According to Aristotle, 

tragedy deals with universals, but Woolf’s novel is concerned with particu¬ 

lars. Aristotle insists that the characters in tragedy must be good, indeed 

must be better than we are (1454al6-22, 1454b8-10). But the novel 

explores characters who are often no better than we and who are ambiva¬ 

lent. Second, according to the Poetics, in tragedy, human character is sec¬ 

ondary to the structure of the happenings in the plot: 

For tragedy is a representation {mimesis) not of human beings but of 

actions and life (and happiness [eudaimonia] and unhappiness are in 

actions... and [humans] are of a certain sort according to their character, 

but happy or the opposite according to their actions); therefore they do not 

act to represent the characters, but they encompass the characters for the 

sake of the actions. (1450a 16-22) 

But we cannot understand Aristotle’s claims about character in the 

Poetics without first considering his fundamental analysis in the Ethics. 

How are we to know that certain characters are better than we, or that their 
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actions are appropriate as representations of their character without first 

knowing what character (and especially good character) is?'® That issue is a 

concern of the Nicomachean Ethics-, and thus, it is appropriate to focus 

attention on that work. 

According to Aristotle, the morally virtuous person is the phronimos, the 

person of practical intelligence, who deliberates and chooses well, and 

whose choices are aimed at achieving happiness. Eudaimonia or happiness 

is, according to Aristotle, “excellent aetivity of the soul” and of that part of 

the soul having reason (1098al6-17, 1102a5-6);2° this excellence is mani¬ 

fested in two ways: in moral and in intellectual virtue. The intellectual 

excellences include the virtues of wisdom and of practical intelligence; the 

moral excellences are virtues of character. Put this way, Aristotle’s account 

might lead one to wonder what role moral virtue can play in his schema, for 

the moral excellences, as having to do with the passions (the “non-rational 

part of the soul” as Aristotle calls it) would seem irrelevant to an account of 

happiness that makes it “excellent activity of the part of the soul that has a 

rational principle.” But the non-rational part of the soul itself has two 

aspects and one—that having to do with the passions rather than nutrition 

and growth—is such that “it has a rational principle in a way” for it can be 

persuaded by reason {EN I. 13). It is rational “in the sense that one listens to 

(takes account of) one’s family and friends, not as one reckons up a mathe¬ 

matical problem” (1102b31-33). Here at the very beginning of the 

Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle stresses that the emotions and passions have 

a fundamental role to play in the virtuous and happy life.^' 

In EN II. 6 Aristotle offers this account of moral virtue: 

Virtue is a disposition to choose, lying in a mean relative to ourselves and 

defined by a rule: that rule by which the practically intelligent person 

would define it. It is a mean between two vices, one of excess and the 

other of defect; it is a mean, moreover, in that some of these vices are defi¬ 

cient with respect to, and others exceed, what is right both in feelings and 

actions {en te tois pathesi kai en tais praxesi), while the virtue both finds 

and chooses the mean. {EN\\.6 1106b36-1107a6) 

There are three claims here that are relevant to a reading of Virginia 

Woolf’s accounts of character, and I shall remark on all three of them. First, 

both feelings and actions are crucially important in Aristotle’s account. 

Assuming that we can find some criterion of morally correct action, we 

must see that it is not enough simply to act correctly (as the virtuous person 

acts, as Aristotle often puts it); we must also have the correct emotional 
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state as well. (It is this criterion for virtue that Bradshaw, Miss Kilman, and 

Hugh Whitbread all fail to satisfy.) And it is fundamentally important to 

note that the correct or appropriate emotional state is not one where the 

emotions are cowed into submission or are “under the control of reason in 

the sense that they make no contribution to our moral state, as seems to be 

the case both in Stoic ethics and in Kant (and as Septimus Smith’s doctors, 

Bradshaw and Holmes, seem to think). The morally virtuous person '^iW feel 

certain things—grief, fear, pleasure, desire, and so on—in addition to act¬ 

ing in certain ways, if he or she is truly virtuous. The importance of the 

emotional component of virtue makes Aristotle’s theory both importantly 

different from other normative theories and especially relevant to Virginia 

Woolf’s view of character. 22 

Second, there is the doctrine of the mean state of actions, emotions, and 

passions. It is easily caricatured: “Aristotle says that a: is too much and y is 

too little; so whatever is halfway between x and y is fine, and finding that 

out is just a matter of calculation.’’ But this is incorrect. Aristotle himself 

says, “the mean relative to ourselves.’’ At a minimum, this must mean that 

we must take into account more than the mere mathematics of the thing 

(Aristotle’s own example at 1106a33ff. indicates this); and, what is much 

more likely, it also suggests that the mean between, say, acting with too 

much or too little fear may differ radically according to who the agent is and 

what the particular circumstances are.22 Clearly what Aristotle must have in 

mind here is that the virtuous action will be the one that is done with neither 

too much nor too little fear, given the particular circumstances and the par¬ 

ticular agent.24 We ourselves are thus to find the mean of an emotional or 

passional state. 

Finally, Aristotle asserts that the mean “is defined by a rule: that rule by 

which the practically intelligent person would define it.’’ Now, as stated, it 

looks as though Aristotle intends that part of being a phronimos is knowing 

such rules, and this might imply that the rules are formulable, knowable, 

and (perhaps) easy to apply. But this is not the case: 

It is not easy to determine how and with whom and for what grounds and 

for how long one ought to become angry, or up to what point one acts 

rightly or is mistaken.... It is not easy to render in a mle (toi logoi) how 

much and what sort of deviance is blameworthy. For the decision rests on 

the particulars and upon perception, (en gar tois hath’ hekasta kan tei 

aisthesei he krisis, EN, IV. 5 1126a32-b4) 

Again it is a matter of “seeing”—the person of practical intelligence who 
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determines the rule is one who perceives correctly, who “has the eye” as 

Aristotle puts it at 1143bl4. At 1142a25-27 he says: “it (phronesis) is con¬ 

cerned with the ultimate particular fact... which is the object not of knowl¬ 

edge but of perception.This is moral intuition—perception of a 

particularly moral sort, for as Aristotle says: 

Now someone might say that all persons aim at the apparent good, but do 

not have authority over how things appear [to them], but of what sort each 

character is, that is how the end appears. But [I reply that] if each is some¬ 

how responsible for his own character, he himself will also be somehow 

responsible for the appearances. {EN 1114a3 l-b3) 

This passage has special relevance to moral intuition in seeing ends, but 

it also comes into play here in determining virtues.2® For Aristotle there is 

no “neutral eye”; there is only the particular moral eye of each person, 

determined by character. As a virtuous person, moreover, the phronimos is 

also a good judge of others. In Mrs. Dalloway, for instance, Clarissa is 

clearly such; and her judgments are plainly influenced by the development 

of her own character. In her youth her assessments were more rigid and con¬ 

ventional (89); as she has matured she has developed a wider moral vision. 

But this is not to say that a better and a worse, a correct and incorrect cannot 

be established; nor that such judgments cannot be universalized. Coming to 

know the better is itself a matter of experience and moral insight: 

We ought to pay attention to the undemonstrated sayings and opinions of 

experienced and older persons or those of practical wisdom no less than to 

demonstrations; for because of experience they have an eye [and] they see 

correctly. {ENVl.ll 1143bll-14) 

Moral intuition (as opposed to demonstration or proof) enters Aristotle’s 

theory in two places: in determining final ends and in determining just what 

the virtuous act is in a particular case.22 This latter claim is quite strong, for 

it includes the determination of what sorts of emotional states are to be val¬ 

ued and how they are to be evaluated, and so what the list of virtues actually 

is. Aristotle himself offers a fairly traditional list (see Book II of the 

Eudemian Ethics)-, but we might think it reasonable to add such emotions as 

love of family or love of country, calling for an account of virtuous familial 

love as opposed to obsessive possession or hypocritical pretense in the fam¬ 

ily or fanatical patriotism with regard to one’s country. Although Aristotle is 

committed to reliance on perception and intuition he most certainly does not 
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want to endorse the claim that one view is as good as another or that all we 

can do is to rely on a kind of sixth sense and agree to differ about moral 

issues as we do about whether a particular shade is blue or purple.^* There is 

a correct account to be given; but its method is not demonstration. Aristotle 

suggests that his own dialectical argument in the Nicomachean Ethics, 

beginning from the endoxa (the views of the many and the wise) is one 

method. Another is the careful examination and evaluation of ch'aracter. For 

Aristotle it is in such character evaluation that we expand and refine our 

own capacity to judge and come to a better understanding of the principles 

and standards at work in these evaluations. So the successful Aristotelian 

moral character is one who has certain emotions and has the capacity to 

manage those emotional states well; exercises a capacity for moral insight 

into complex moral situations, correctly perceiving what are and what are 

not the relevant particulars in each case; and judges character (his or her 

own and others’) well. 

III. Moral Character in Mrs. Dalloway 

There is a group represented in Mrs. Dalloway who might seem to be 

excellent examples of virtuous character. Aristotle says in Book I of the 

Nicomachean Ethics that he is addressing his remarks to young gentlemen 

of good family who have been brought up correctly and who are to become 

political leaders: they are the proper hearers of his lectures on ethics and 

politics. These are the “perfect gentlemen” of Mrs. Dalloway, especially 

represented by Hugh Whitbread. Hugh serves at Court, writes letters to the 

Times, sends presents, knows his way around. But Virginia Woolf repre¬ 

sents him as vacuous, unimaginative, and unthinking: good breeding and 

good education alone do not make a phronimos. Not all hearers of lectures» 

on political theory are able to form their characters in the appropriate way. 

Hugh observes the forms but lacks understanding. Consider Sally Seton’s 

evaluation of him: ‘“He’s read nothing, thought nothing, felt nothing’.... 

He was a perfect specimen of the public school type, she said” (110). On 

pages 288-289 we find that Sally’s opinion has not changed: “strolling past 

in his white waistcoat, dim, fat, blind, past everything he looked, except 

self-esteem and comfort_Hugh’s socks were without exception the most 

beautiful she had ever seen.” Aristotle would say that he acts as the virtuous 

person would act, but not for the reason that the virtuous person does. It is 

crucial to Aristotle’s claims that the political life will include both intellec¬ 

tual and practical intelligence and activity.Woolf’s “perfect public school 

boy” lacks both. 
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Clarissa Dalloway, on the other hand, is in the process of developing a 

genuinely good character. Her actions and emotions have become a true part 

of herself, and are not the result of calculation; she has the capacity to judge 

character and to manage her emotions in a praiseworthy way. “Anyhow 

there was no bitterness in her; none of that sense of moral virtue which is so 

repulsive in good women” (118). Walsh thinks this of the mature Clarissa, 

in contrast with his view of her as a young woman who is morally repelled 

by the birth of an illegitimate child: “He could see Clarissa now, turning 

bright pink; somehow contracting; and saying, ‘Oh, I shall never be able to 

speak to her again!’” (89). Her mature virtue and lack of display of that 

virtue is in sharp contrast with Miss Kilman who never lets pass an opportu¬ 

nity for such demonstration. It is true that some feelings are missing: she is 

repeatedly described (both by Peter Walsh and herself) as “cold.” Clarissa 

admits the coldness in herself yet also both sees what she is missing and 

acknowledges its possibility, particularly in relationships with other women: 

“She could see what she lacked. It was not beauty; it was not mind. It was 

something central which permeated; something warm which broke up sur¬ 

faces and rippled the cold contact of man and woman, or of women together. 

For that she could dimly perceive.... Only for a moment; but it was 

enough. It was a sudden revelation.” Clarissa’s recognition of her failing 

here may be profitably contrasted with Miss Kilman’s failure to recognize 

her own faults. But in other ways Clarissa Dalloway’s emotions are bal¬ 

anced and controlled: she loves her family and her friends; the parties that 

Peter Walsh despises are an integral part of her feelings for her friends: 

But to go deeper, beneath what people said (and these judgements, how 

superficial, how fragmentary they are!) in her own mind now, what did it 

mean to her, this thing she called life? Oh, it was very queer. Here was So- 

and-so in South Kensington; someone up in Bayswater; and somebody 

else, say, in Mayfair. And she felt quite continuously a sense of their exis¬ 

tence; and she felt what a waste; and she felt what a pity; and she felt if 

only they could be brought together; so she did it. And it was an offering; 

to combine, to create; but to whom? An offering for the sake of offering, 

perhaps. Anyhow it was her gift. (184-185) 

As the Aristotelian model helps to explain, her emotions and her actions 

connect with one another; she feels appropriately; the non-rational emotions 

are guided by practical reason, the appropriate balance is maintained. 

In Septimus Warren Smith there is no such balance. Septimus sees him¬ 

self condemned because he cannot feel; but the truth is that he feels too 
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much. He is all emotion: emotion breaks over him in waves in the scene in 

the park (see 104-105); reason, calculation, and deliberation have no role 

to play here.^° Septimus, unlike Clarissa, cannot manage his emotions: he 

congratulates himself on how little he feels when Evans is killed (130), and 

then “suffers sudden thunderclaps of fear” and panic when he thinks that he 

cannot feel anything for Evans (131). One might argue that Septimus’ 

response to Evans’ death is rational; in the midst of the carnage of the Great 

War congratulating oneself on still being alive is not, perhaps, an unreason¬ 

able thing to do. But from Woolf’s and the Aristotelian standpoint, this is 

mistaken. One naturally does and ought to feel grief and sadness at the death 

of a treasured friend. Septimus’ failure to feel is a failure (as he himself 

feels it to be), and, for Virginia Woolf, an important mark of the breakdown 

of his character. 

The final tragedy of Septimus’ life is not his suicide, but the forcing of 

his suicide on him by Dr. Holmes,-the agent of “proportion.” For, in the 

afternoon, Septimus apparently begins to recover the balance of feeling and 

thinking (214-224). With Rezia he speaks naturally and quietly of unexcep¬ 

tional things; the ordinary things of life stay ordinary. But into this calm 

comes Holmes, who clearly understands nothing. Having repeatedly told 

Septimus that there is nothing wrong with him a good cricket match would 

not cure. Holmes now forcibly comes as Bradshaw’s henchman. “So he was 

in their power! Holmes and Bradshaw were on him! The brute with red nos¬ 

trils was snuffing into every secret place! ‘Must’ it could say!” (223). The 

only way to defeat them is to destroy himself, an act he undertakes wearily 

and open-eyed: 

There remained only the window, the large Bloomsbury-lodging house 

window, the tiresome, the troublesome, and rather melodramatic business 

of opening the window and throwing himself out. It was their idea of 

tragedy, not his or Rezia’s (for she was with him). Holmes and Bradshaw 

like that sort of thing. (He sat on the sill.) But he would wait until the last 

moment. He did not want to die. Life was good. The sun hot. Only human 

beings—what did they want? Coming down the staircase opposite an old 

man stopped and stared at him. Holmes was at the door. ‘I’ll give it you!’ 

he cried, and flung himself vigorously, violently down onto Mrs. Filmer’s 

area railings. (226) 

It is Clarissa who is able to understand: “Death was defiance. Death was 

an attempt to communicate; people feeling the impossibility of reaching the 

centre which, mystically, evaded them; closeness drew apart; rapture faded. 
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one was alone. There was an embrace in death.... She felt somehow very 

like him—the young man who had killed himself. She felt glad that he had 

done it; thrown it away” (280-281; 283). From the point of view of both 

Septimus and Clarissa, Septimus’ suicide is not the act of a madman, but a 

rational choice and an act of courage. Septimus here acts having a proper 

fear of the doctors, and knowing the alternatives. 

It is worth considering a final, enigmatic character in the novel. What are 

we to make of Richard Dalloway? Some of the characters (particularly Peter 

Walsh and Sally Seton) are quite dismissive of him. Here is Walsh: 

“[Richard] was a thorough good sort; a bit limited; a bit thick in the head; 

yes; but a thorough good sort” (112-113). It is worth noting that Walsh’s 

shallow evaluation of Richard is consistent with his own limited character; 

his values, too, are those of the “perfect gentleman.” But clearly Richard too 

is a good judge of character (he is enraged with Hugh’s treatment of the 

clerk in the jewelry store [173]); and his life may approach Aristotle’s ideal 

of the political life: he has admirable views about “the detestable social sys¬ 

tem” (175) and he apparently has political virtue. He clearly loves Clarissa 

very much (though he can tell her so only by presenting her with a bunch of 

roses). But Clarissa understands (“But how lovely, she said, taking his flow¬ 

ers [;] she understood; she understood without his speaking” [179]), and she 

herself sees her own happiness as inextricably linked with Richard 

(47, 282). We simply are not told enough, but the bits of Richard that we 

glimpse (particularly from Clarissa’s point of view) suggest that he, like 

Clarissa, has a good character.^^ In seeing Clarissa through Richard’s eyes, 

we come to appreciate further her goodness and her lovableness. The rela¬ 

tion between Richard and Clarissa exemplifies the Aristotelian friendship 

between spouses: “there is virtue in each and they would take delight in 

this” (ENWlll. 12 1162a26-27).33 

We see the characters in Mrs. Dalloway from many points of view, but it is 

Clarissa Dalloway whose view shapes our own. Her understanding becomes 

ours, and in examining her accounts of the settled characters of her friends and 

the people whose lives intersect with hers we refine our own views of moral 

character. There are no philosophical arguments in Mrs. Dalloway, but there 

are representations of moral character and moral judgment at work. My dis¬ 

cussions of Aristotle have concentrated on Aristotle’s account of the nature 

of moral virtue and the proper role of the emotions in the morally virtuous 

character. These issues have been emphasised because they are concerns that 

Virginia Woolf shares, and which she treats as a fundamental and important 

part of human life. Evidence of this can be found in her diary. Recording her 

discussion with Lytton Strachey about Dalloway she writes: 
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Perhaps, he said, you have not yet mastered your method. You should take 

something wilder & more fantastic, a frame work that admits of anything, 

like Tristram Shandy. But then I should lose touch with emotions, I said. 

Yes, he agreed, there must be reality for you to start from. Heaven knows 

how you’re to do it.^'* 

According to Virginia Woolf, in her Heretics Society lecture, it is 

“impossible to live with any success without being a judge of character.” In 

Mrs. Dalloway she demonstrates the “gift or instinct” of character evalua¬ 

tion at work. Reading Mrs. Dalloway with the assistance of Aristotle pro¬ 

vides a setting in which to place and to understand Virginia Woolf’s own 

evaluations of the characters of her novel and of moral character itself. 

\ 



Aristotle on Philia: 

The Beginning of a Feminist Ideal 

OF Friendship? 

Julie K. Ward 

One who is incapable of community or has no need of it... 

is either a wild beast or a god. 

Aristotle, Politics 1253 a28-9. 

I 

While it may seem unlikely to search for the basis of an account of 

female friendship in Aristotle, hardly a thinker known for his egalitarian 

views on women, one finds two reasons for reevaluating his theory. First, 

Aristotle’s two major ethical works, the Nicomachean and Eudemian 

Ethics, constitute the first sustained philosophical discussion of philia, or 

friendship, in the Western tradition.' Second, and more important, feminist 

criticisms notwithstanding,"^ much of Aristotle s analysis relating to moral 

and intellectual virtue holds promise for feminist thought.'' Although his 

remarks concerning women’s status and capabilities in Politics 1.13 are 

unremarkably sexist, reflecting conventional Athenian views about women, 

his Ethics, and particularly the account of philia they contain, appear fruit¬ 

ful for renewed philosophical consideration by feminists. 

A reevaluation of Aristotelian friendship is pressing, too, on the ground 

that critical appraisal of the topic of friendship among contemporary Anglo- 

American philosophers has been ever increasing over recent decades.'* 

Initially, philosophical focus trained upon the aspects of friendship relevant 

to moral or political theory, such as its capacity for generating altruistic 

emotions (Blum, 1980, 43-44, 69-70), for developing relations of trust 
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needed for civic association (Rawls, 1971, 470), and for being generally 

life-enhancing (Telfer, 1970-1, 238-40). More recently, feminist philoso¬ 

phers have entered the field as well, noting that the philosophical analysis 

of friendship has been largely mute about friendship as it relates specifi¬ 

cally to women. For many feminists, present differences in social and eco¬ 

nomic status between men and women constitute an impediment to what 

may be termed “gender-blind” theorizing; consequently, some have begun 

to investigate the possibility of constructing a theory of female friendship 

in distinction from the earlier accounts of friendship. For these feminists, 

the reasons for re-examining friendship have been practical and revision¬ 

ary, as well as theoretical, insofar as they hold that women as a group have 

been excluded from certain social goods and institutions. For example, it 

may be argued that the networks that support friendships among men either 

do not exist for women or are contradicted by other relationships, primari¬ 

ly the marital relation, such that female friendships become difficult to 

maintain.^ 

On one line of feminist thought, radical feminists like Rich (1977), 

Millett (1977), Firestone (1970), Bunch (1981), Dworkin (1983), and Ray¬ 

mond (1986a, 1986b) find female subordination to men the primary explana¬ 

tory factor of women’s experience, arguing that female friendships can form 

part of a system of solidarity among women that challenges the ideology 

of male supremacy, or patriarchy. Raymond, for example, seeks to estab¬ 

lish a basis for female friendship through her discussion of women’s asso¬ 

ciation with other women through cultural myths and stories that exist 

against the background of male-centered institutions that devalue female- 

female relationships in favor of heterosexual relationships (Raymond, 

1986a). While other feminists, specifically Marxist and socialist feminists, 

have criticized radical feminists for ignoring differences between women ' 

in terms of race and class,^ and so, presumably, would criticize their attempt 

to provide a theory of female friendship as such, they have not themselves 

provided a class analysis of friendship among women. Additionally, while 

radical feminist claims may be more limited in scope than they appear (due 

to a tendency towards ahistorical theorizing), and so, controverted by social 

historians who require exact historical evidence of the extent to which 

female friendship has in fact been marginalized in Western culture,^ the 

basic thesis remains unchallenged. One cannot deny that repeated theoreti¬ 

cal attempts have been made to cast female-female friendship as adoles¬ 

cent, immature, or homosexual, and thereby to discourage and discount it,* 

even if one finds it difficult to assess precisely the strength of the claim that 

such friendship has been universally ignored and devalued. Furthermore, 
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cursory observation in contemporary Western cultural representations of 

female, as opposed to male, friendship reveals a striking difference: while 

friendship among men is portrayed often and positively, that among women 

is absent, or worse, is depicted as transitory and instrumental in nature.^ 

One might, therefore, concur with radical feminists concerning the need for 

a practice of female-female friendship, while conceding that since women 

do not constitute a homogeneous class,'® a single analysis cannot count as 

comprehensive." 

II 

In the delineation of a theory of female friendship, four specific features 

seem crucial to mention at the outset. First, friendship requires a kind of 

affection that leads to a mutuality of interests and concerns: it is based in 

the mutual liking between persons that is expressed in sharing time and 

activities, with one another. Here one should add, and this brings us to the 

second feature, that it seems to consist in something like what Claudia Card 

has called “cherishing”—having special affection for a particular person— 

rather than simply respecting another person (1990a, 205-6). That is, 

friendship requires a kind of affection that takes the sentiment beyond that 

of simply having esteem or regard for another person.Third, it consists 

in valuing another person for possessing good qualities—qualities that the 

friend thinks valuable or praiseworthy in themselves. Finally, friendship 

seems to be the kind of relationship that serves as a natural ground for 

moral growth.'^ It may be noted that the four forementioned characteristics 

are of unequal logical status: the first three features distinguish friendship 

from other psychological states with similar emotional content (say, 

respect, or some forms of love), while the last holds on account of the other 

three. Furthermore, it should not be assumed that taken conjointly these 

exhaustively describe friendship. Similarly, what follows of my discussion 

of Aristotle’s theory should not be understood to be a complete account. 

Rather, certain characteristics of his theory relevant to the present topic 

regarding women have been selected. 

I propose, then, to turn to Aristotle’s two main ethical works, Nico- 

machean and Eudemian Ethics (henceforth, EN and EE) for an understanding 

of what characteristics Aristotle holds that friendship possesses, and then to 

evaluate his account in light of what features may be considered relevant to a 

theory of female friendship. In both accounts of philia)'^ Aristotle delineates 

three kinds of friendship, each different from the other in the goal or aim of 

the relationship. So, we find that one kind of friendship exists for the sake of 
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pleasure, another kind for the sake of something useful, and a third kind of 

friendship for the sake of moral virtue itself (cf. EN 1155bl9-21).*^ More 

will be said in the following section about the kinds of philia, especially the 

third kind, but we need to focus initially upon three general features of what 

Aristotle refers to as philia. First, he takes it that friendship is a “virtue,” or 

arete, a mode of ethical flourishing naturally expressing itself in actions con¬ 

stitutive of the good human life (cf. ENW. 6, 1106a 15-24). Second, and relat¬ 

ed to the first notion, is the idea that friendship is a “disposition,” or hexis, 

something which presupposes an emotion but which is not reducible to an 

emotion. Finally, in terms of its psychological content, philia looks similar to 

a state called eunoia which may be seen to consist in having positive regard 

for another out of respect or admiration. Yet he also takes philia to bear close 

connection to philesis, “affection” or “liking” and this point, as we shall see, 

distinguishes friendship from eunoia, or “well-wishing.” 

In EN VIII. 2, Aristotle initially describes friendship in terms of eunoia. 

He notes that according to common opinion, eunoia is described as wishing 

good things for the other for his own sake (EN 1155b31).'® But while this 

description looks similar to that of friendship, since eunoia may be had 

without the knowledge of the other person, it is in fact distinct from friend¬ 

ship (EN 1155b33, 1166b30-2). For friendship always involves well-wish¬ 

ing recognized by both persons, and also mutual affection—neither of 

which are required by eunoia.''^ So, although at first glance friendship may 

look like well-wishing, the two are clearly different. This brings us to a 

third feature of friendship distinguishing it from well-wishing, or eunoia, 

namely, that friendship normally involves philesis, “affection,” which 

Aristotle tells us necessarily connotes intensity and desire (EN 1166b32-4). 

So, well-wishing, or eunoia, is differentiated from friendship in virtue of 

its emotional content. For, eunoia is here described as lacking the kind of 

emotional state that philesis signifies, in the sense that eunoia is without 

the intensity (diatesis) and desire (orexis) that philesis possesses. Philesis 

also requires intimacy, or familiarity (sunetheia), whereas eunoia does not 

(EN 1166b34-5). Given what Aristotle uses to differentiate eunoia, we can 

begin to come to an approximation of what he means by it as against philia. 

Both the accounts in EN VIII. 2 and EN IX. 5 place eunoia in the domain of 

positive feelings that we might consider as a kind of benevolent regard for 

another—having an attitude of respect, or esteem, for another which is not 

identical to having the kind of affectionate concern for another that counts 

as philesis. By emphasizing the distinction between eunoia and philesis in 

terms of the differences of the psychological attitudes involved, Aristotle 

has secured a distinction between eunoia, “well-wishing,” and philia. 
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The further part of his argument, that which marks a distinction between 

philesis and philia, is that philesis itself is a pathos, or emotion, whereas 

philia is a hexis, or dispositional state (EN 1157b28-9). For Aristotle, dis¬ 

positions are not emotions (EN 1157b28-31), though they depend upon 

them; rather, they are states depending upon deliberation and choice {EN 

1106a2-4). In contrast, emotions are that which move us, but they do not 

imply will or choice iprohairesis) as dispositions do: Aristotle gives the 

example of becoming angry or afraid to show that we do not choose to be 

so affected (1106a2-3). In distinction from philesis, “affection,” which is 

an emotion, Aristotle holds that friendship is a state of character that is the 

result of deliberation and choice. One of the reasons for which Aristotle is 

certain that friendship involves choice is that friendship involves “recipro¬ 

cal affection” (antiphilesis) and this must involve choice (1157b30-31). 

Here, as in the two other arguments Aristotle gives for identifying friend¬ 

ship as a disposition, the presence of a deliberative element shows friend¬ 

ship to be distinct from a feeling or an emotion which is not something 

which we can be praised or blamed in having (whereas our vices and 

virtues are, cf. EN 1105b28-1106a2). In this regard, he notes that since 

friendship consists in wishing the good for others for their own sake, it 

depends upon a fixed disposition, not upon an emotion alone {EN 

1157b30-32).'« 
While friendship partly relies upon an emotion, philesis, it is more prop¬ 

erly thought of as a purposive state or disposition {hexis prohairetike, cf. 

EN 1106b36-l 107a2). Specifically, one may consider friendship to consist 

in an active disposition involving choice, reciprocal affection, and the dis¬ 

position to wish for and try to obtain good things for the other. In this last 

respect, the notion of friendship is suggestive of the characterization 

Aristotle gives to philein (“liking,” or “loving”) in Rhetoric II. 4: “let 

philein be assumed to be the wishing to another whatever we think good, 

for his own sake, not for our own, and the inclination to do such things to 

the utmost of our power” (1380b36-1381a2).'^ While Cooper (1980, 302) 

finds in the Rhetoric account of philein the crux of what philia is about, 

namely, “doing well by someone for his own sake, out of concern for him 

(and not, or not merely, out of concern for oneself),” this characterization of 

philia seems inadequate on a couple of counts. First, it obscures friend¬ 

ship’s status as a hexis, a “disposition” or “state of character. Aristotle 

defines a hexis in EN II. 5 in the following way: “By hexeis (dispositions) I 

mean the things in virtue of which we stand well or badly with reference 

to the emotions, e.g., with reference to anger we stand badly if we feel it 

too violently or too weakly, and well if we feel it moderately, and similarly 
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with referrence to the other emotions” (Ross 1105b25-28). Thus, consid¬ 

ered as a hexis, friendship is a state of character, that is, the possession of a 

certain attitude toward one’s emotions. In this respect, friendship is not ade¬ 

quately defined solely in terms of its performative aspect, “doing well for 

someone.” For, friendship depends upon a specific emotional attachment 

concerning which one makes a certain choice to act; consequently, a full 

account of the action includes both deliberative and emotional components. 

This is not to say that philia would not naturally express itself in actions 

and choices with respect to the other person, but rather that the characteri¬ 

zation of philia in terms of doing good for another glosses the nature of the 

internal state of the agent. 

The excursus into the differentiation of philein, philia, eunoia, and 

philesis shows, first, that while philia partly depends upon philesis, or 

“affection,” the former refers to a voluntary and chosen state that is not an 

emotion. The second point is that although philia is a state in which one 

does good things for another, it is not reducible to a set of beneficent 

actions. Finally, when Aristotle remarks that to be friends one must have 

reciprocal and recognized eunoia, or well-wishing, for some good 

(1156a3-5), he does not accurately describe philia itself. As we have seen, 

this statement ignores various aspects of philia that emerge later in his dis¬ 

cussion about eunoia in ENYK. 5 (1166b30-1167a21), as well as EE VII. 7, 

(124Ia2-I4). Summarily, we may say that three features distinguish philia 

from eunoia: its performative feature, its occasion, and its affective state. 

Concerning performance, Aristotle claims that whereas well-wishing, 

eunoia, does not by itself issue in action, friendship does, “for [well-wish¬ 

ers] merely wish good things for the others to whom they wish well, but 

they do not assist them or take any trouble on their behalf’ (EN 1167a9-10). 

In contrast, the friend naturally puts into actions his or her desire for the' 

friend’s welfare: “the person wishing well only wishes [the good], but the 

friend also acts on what he wishes” (EE 1241all-12). Secondly, well-wish¬ 

ing differs from friendship in terms of how it is occasioned: Aristotle claims 

that eunoia may come about suddenly (ek prospaiou), as when watching 

the competitors in a contest (EN 1166b34-1167al, a20-l), whereas friend¬ 

ship does not, although it seems that well-wishing is the beginning (arche) 

of friendship (EN 1167a3-4; EE 1241al2, al4). Finally, well-wishing 

involves a kind of high regard for another, perhaps even admiration, as evi¬ 

denced by the example of competitors who appear beautiful or brave 

(EN 1167a20-21, 1166a35), whereas friendship depends upon a more indi¬ 

vidualized kind of affection, philesis, that admits of intensity and desire 

(EN 1166b32-34), as was remarked above. This difference in the nature of 
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the emotion involved in friendship—that it consists in a kind of regard for 

another that is directed specifically to a certain person—also explains 

Aristotle’s remark that what is especially characteristic of friendship, as 

opposed to well-wishing, is that one desires to share the friend’s company 

{EN 1157bl7-19, EE 1245al8-24). 

Consequently, the initial mapping of friendship onto well-wishing in EN 

VIII. 2 stands in need of refinement so as to clarify its emotional compo¬ 

nent, philesis, as well as its dynamical nature that expresses itself in action 

(cf. ENYlll. 5, 1157b28-33, 1157b5-7, respectively). As we noted earlier, 

friendship is a purposive state both in the sense that one takes a certain atti¬ 

tude toward one’s emotions (cf. EN 1105b25, EE 1220b 19-20), and also in 

the sense that it naturally expresses itself in activities aimed at the good of 

the other friend. So, although the disposition {hexis) of philia is formed out 

of a feeling (pathos) of an affection (viz, philesis), the realization of the 

disposition is a mode of active choice which implies a synthesis of intel¬ 

lectual and emotional components. The full account of philia to emerge 

from the texts in EN VIII and IX, as well as EE VII, explains the sense in 

which friendship is both dispositional and performative in nature.^' 

Thus described, however, we seem to have signified only a generic fea¬ 

ture of friendship, one that would fit any of the kinds Aristotle comes to 

distinguish in EN VIII. 3 (1156a6—10) and EE VII. 2 (1236al2—17). In both 

texts, Aristotle argues that since the objects of love or liking can vary, so, 

too, can the kind of affection one has for the other person in friendship 

(cf. EN 1156a6-7). Thus, while any friendship involves a friendly feeling 

and is a dispositional state, friendships are individuated by their respective 

ends; for pleasure, for usefulness, or for virtue (arete). These ends deter¬ 

mine to a great extent the nature of the relationship even though each sort 

consists in wishing good things for the other person. Of the three kinds of 

friendship, Aristotle holds that one kind fully exemplifies the features that 

friendship in general possesses, namely virtue, or character, friendship 

(EN 1156b7-10).22 fact, Aristotle spends some time in explaining why 

virtue friendship is to be considered the primary or best kind of friendship 

(EN 1157a30-31, EE 1236b27-29).23 po^ example, he argues that since plea¬ 

sure and utility friendships are dependent upon the one friend affording plea¬ 

sure, or providing something advantageous to the other, they tend to be 

transitory in nature, ceasing to continue when the person is no longer pleas¬ 

ant or useful (cf. EN 1156al9-22). But since virtue friendship is said to 

obtain between two people who are good in themselves and to exist for the 

sake of the good, it is not easily shaken (EN 1156bll-12, b33-34). In com¬ 

parison to virtue friendship, Aristotle considers personal friendships based 
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on either pleasure or utility as subordinate kinds because they typically arise 

out of transitory needs, and consist in liking another solely for being useful 

or pleasant {EN 1156al0-24, 1157bl-5). This idea suggests why these 

friendships are qualified as “incidental” and “secondary” kinds of friendship. 

In contrast, friendships of character, or virtue friendships, are sought for 

the sake of moral goodness, and so, by Aristotle’s reasoning, best exemplify 

the notion of wishing good for the sake of the other {EN 115bb8-10).^'' 

Since moral excellence is a fairly stable state, according to Aristotle, friend¬ 

ships that are characterized by sharing activities that conduce to moral 

excellence are bound to be more lasting and permanent than those based 

upon their mutual usefulness or pleasure {EN 1156bll-12, 17-19, 33-34). 

So, while friendship in general is described as consisting in mutual well- 

wishing, or eunoia, recognized by both persons {EN 1156a3-5), only in 

virtue friendship does one wish for and try to obtain good things for the 

other person for his or her own sake,-rather than for some extrinsic end that 

one obtains from the friendship {EN 1156al0-20, b7-ll; EE 1237a40- 

1237b5). Of course, virtue friendship is not only good, but useful and pleas¬ 

ant to each friend and it is so in the fullest sense {EN 1156b 12-15).^^ So, 

although Aristotle is not averse to calling friendly ties to others on the basis 

of pleasure or utility philia, he finds the features individuating friendship in 

general most fully exemplified in the form he calls virtue, or character, 

friendship.^® 

One might see here a sort of dissipation of the senses of philia from the 

primary to the secondary instances similar to what we see in the case of 

eunoia where Aristotle begins by claiming that to be friends, one must have 

reciprocated and recognized well-wishing, or eunoia {EN 1156a3-5). Yet, 

subsequently he claims that eunoia does not arise in friendships based upon 

pleasure or utility {EN 1167a 13-14, EE 1241a4-5). He does not contradict' 

himself here; rather, he reasons that if I wish good things for another person 

because that person is pleasant or useful to me, my well-wishing is what 

we might call self-interested; but since well-wishing seems to involve wish¬ 

ing good things for the other for the other’s sake,^’^ the secondary friend¬ 

ships do not support well-wishing in this strict sense of that term (cf. EE 

1241a4-10).^^ In virtue friendships, in contrast, we find the most fully 

developed expression of the state, including greater permanence, the pres¬ 

ence of mutual and recognized eunoia, the performance of good acts for the 

friend, and the desire to spend time and share experiences with the friend 

(£A 1171b26-27,b35-1172a8). 

Let us take stock of the points of Aristotle’s account of friendship, part¬ 

icularly that of virtue, or character friendship. As noted, Aristotle distin- 



Aristotle on Philia 163 

guishes three kinds of friendship in EN VIII. 3 and EE VII. 2 based upon 

their respective ends (pleasure, utility, goodness), and then argues that 

virtue or character friendship is to be considered the highest, or best, kind 

of friendship. He claims that on the grounds of permanence, the nature of 

the end of friendship, and of the quality of the affection involved, virtue 

friendship should be considered the highest expression of friendship. 

Aristotle contrasts the secondary friendships to the primary kind not on the 

basis that the primary are not pleasant or useful, but on the ground that they 

are more fully or completely pleasant or useful than the secondary are.^^ 

One proof of their difference is borne out, Aristotle thinks, by the fact that 

secondary friendships tend to be transitory, for the reason that pleasure and 

utility friendships are dependent upon the friend affording pleasure or pro¬ 

viding something advantageous to the other. Hence, when the person is no 

longer pleasant or useful, the relationship has no further purpose, and ceas¬ 

es to exist (cf. EN 1156al9-22). In contrast, since virtue friendship obtains 

between two people for the sake of virtue, or moral character, and since 

this tends to be a permanent state, such friendship is characteristically 

durable. Furthermore, while all three kinds of friendship are described as 

consisting in mutual affection recognized by both persons, only in virtue 

friendship does one wish good things for the other person for her own sake, 

rather than for something one gets out of the friendship (cf. EN VIII. 6, 

I156b9-10). 
However, the distinction between the goal of virtue friendship and those 

of the other two kinds of friendship is not that between altruistic and egois¬ 

tic goals, for even virtue friendships clearly have egoistic benefits; they are 

good, useful, and pleasant to us {EN 1156bl2—17). In addition, Aristotle 

holds that our friendly feelings for others seem to follow from our love for 

ourselves (EN 1166a 1-2, cf. 1168b 1-5), further suggesting an egoistic basis 

to friendship.^® So, Aristotle does not distinguish virtue friendship from the 

secondary kinds in terms of egoism, or self-love; rather, he explains virtue 

friendship as being the most complete or perfect {teleia), for this kind most 

fully reflects the central features of wishing good things for another, reci¬ 

procity, and similarity. Since virtue philia has moral goodness as its end, 

and since the two friends are themselves good, their relationship fully 

exemplifies the state of “reciprocal rational desire of the good insofar as 

they are good” {EN 1156a8-9). Furthermore, since both persons are good 

and desire the good for each other, their desire is not incidental to the per¬ 

son {ou kata sumbebekos, EN 1156bl 1). For, in virtue friendship, the thing 

loved (i.e., moral character) belongs to the one being loved and does not 

depend upon some relation that the one who loves has to the loved one.^’ 
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Aristotle claims that only in such cases do we find that the wishing well for 

others for their own selves is present in the relationship. 

We must now try to assess the significance that Aristotle’s account of 

friendship has to a theory of female friendship. I shall argue that Aristotle’s 

theory, in particular his theory of virtue friendship, provides a conceptual 

framework in which the four central features of friendship mentioned pre¬ 

viously are accomodated and explained. If we consider, first, the feature 

that Card noted about friendship requiring “cherishing” as opposed to mere¬ 

ly respecting another, we find the distinction between philia and eunoia to 

be relevant. For, Aristotle repeatedly argues that philia consists in more 

than having eunoia, i.e., having esteem or high regard for another. As he 

points out, philia consists in having the emotional feeling he calls philesis, 

“affection” or “loving,” which he claims is of a certain intensity, and 

accompanied by a kind of desire {EN 1166b32-34), whereas feeling esteem 

for another (eunoia) lacks these things. Now, the feature of cherishing 

another is arguably beneficial to any friendship, male or female, but seems 

to be especially important between female friends. For, it appears true that 

Western society has traditionally demeaned women (by race, class, religion, 

etc.), according them secondary status. As a result, we find that for cultural 

and historical reasons women tend to internalize their secondary status in 

the form of beliefs about their inferiority (in relation to the men in their 

race and class). This provides one reason for which female-female friend¬ 

ships are crucial: to assist women in understanding their position and sup¬ 

porting one another.^2 For, as Aristotle points out, the tie of affection found 

in friendship naturally leads to the desire to spend time together and to 

share activities. In the case of virtue or character friendship this would 

mean that the two persons would spend time together doing activities that 

conduce to their moral and intellectual excellence. 

Here one might object that Aristotle’s account of friendship, especially 

that of virtue friendship, would appear to have no application to women for 

two reasons. First, Aristotle does not concern himself with women’s capac¬ 

ity for friendship. Second, insofar as women possess secondary status, it 

becomes unclear how Aristotle’s theory could apply in principle. After all, 

Aristotle seems to be primarily concerned with demonstrating that the fully 

virtuous man needs friends. If true, the theory seems restrictive indeed. But, 

as Cooper (1980, 305) has argued, Aristotle’s account should not be inter¬ 

preted as referring only to perfectly virtuous adult men, even though this 

case serves a central function. Rather, it may be noted that Aristotle’s inter¬ 

est in the friendship of good men is motivated by the desire to counter the 

claim that the good and happy man^^ needs nothing. His account of male 
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virtue friendship thus answers this paradox {EN 1169b3-8). He offers sev¬ 

eral arguments in EN IX. 9 and EE VII. 12 disproving the idea that the good 

and happy man needs nothing, including friends.^"* In any case, the tendency 

to focus on male virtue friendship does not preclude that relations of friend¬ 

ship, including virtue friendship, can apply to women, and that they may 

serve to foster the training of good character-states. As will be pointed out, 

Aristotle alludes to virtue-training through friendship in one passage in EN 

IX. 9, opening the possibility that character friendship can be engaged in 

by those who are still becoming morally excellent. 

An examination of the arguments concerning the good person’s need 

for friends illuminates what function friendship plays in the good life. Here 

I will not try to comment upon all the arguments in EN IX. 9 that he pre¬ 

sents; rather, I will mention briefly three that seem to be most relevant to 

my concerns. The first argument begins with the notion that humans are 

“political” (politikon) and naturally social, and then argues that the “happy” 

or “flourishing” person must live in society with others, and since friends 

are preferable to strangers, to live with friends (EN 1169b 18-22). The sec¬ 

ond argument begins with the nature of human eudaimonia, or “flourish¬ 

ing,” arguing that eudaimonia is an activity, and the activity of a good man 

is intrinsically good and pleasant, but since we are better able to observe 

the good actions of others than our own, we need to have good friends to 

contemplate good actions that are like our own {EN 1169b30-1170a7).35 

Finally, the third argumenF® that is noteworthy for our purposes is one 

whose central thesis is that since friends are necessary for one’s self- 

knowledge,37 and if this last is required for a good human life, then the 

flourishing human life requires having friends as a constituent part 

(EN 1170al3- 1170bl9).^* Each of these arguments rests upon various 

assumptions (some of which require additional argument) that will be 

ignored for present purposes. I assume that the arguments themselves con¬ 

vey sufficient plausibility so as to leave aside their technical aspects. 

All three arguments depend upon an objective conception of human 

flourishing which should be useful for women as members of a secondary 

class to consider. Roughly put, all human beings have similar capacities and 

needs in virtue of being the kind of animals they are. Consequently, the 

kinds of activities that go into making a human life a good human life are 

objective in the sense that they are already specified by virtue of the various 

capacities human beings happen to possess. So, if it happens that a good 

human life consists in exercising one’s capacities, both ethical and intellec¬ 

tual, for good character, then everyone should be enabled to engage in such 

activities. The reason that the objective conception of human flourishing is 
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relevant to women is that it provides a theoretical basis for women to have 

recourse to a similar range of activities as men (allowing for differences 

such as childbearing), and for the same end, namely, to obtain a flourishing 

human life. The existence of social or cultural rules and norms preventing 

human flourishing for women based upon their allegedly inferior or “differ¬ 

ent” capacities should therefore be viewed with skepticism.^^ By keeping 

hold of the idea of a human good that promotes flourishing of all humans, 

women can argue that various restrictive sexist rules and practices should 

be eliminated since they prevent women from attaining fully human lives.'*” 

Returning to the arguments Aristotle gives for having friends, it may be 

noted that two of these argue for the necessity of friendship on distinct but 

related grounds. The second argument above claims that friends are neces¬ 

sary for the good human life since one cannot be active by oneself, or as 

continously as one can if one is in company with others {EN 1170a5-8). 

Aristotle makes the argument on two bases: first, human activities are easi¬ 

er when performed in concert with and in relation to other people 

(1170a5-6); second, since the activities of the good person are pleasant and 

since they will be more continuous if practiced with friends, they will also 

be more pleasant (since more continuous) if practiced with friends 

(1170a6-8). In contrast, the third argument argues for the necessity of 

friendship on the grounds of self-knowledge, not on the grounds of the con¬ 

tinuity or pleasantness of the activity itself. Now this ground may be con¬ 

sidered to be complementary to the previous one insofar as this argument 

concerns the conditions needed for knowing what one is doing, as opposed 

to being able to do something. The argument concerning self-knowledge in 

£'AIX.9 (perhaps more perspicuous in the version in EE VII. 2,1245a26- 

1245bI0), basically consists in the notion that since it is difficult to have 

knowledge of oneself, and since one’s friend is “another self,” it is possible^ 

to know oneself through having and knowing friends. Even conceding the 

usual objections about one having a tendency to gloss over the shortcom¬ 

ings and exaggerate the strengths of one’s friends (Cooper 1980, 322), the 

argument is reasonably persuasive. What Aristotle may be thinking about is 

an ability to engage in a kind of sympathetic knowledge of others through 

one’s identification with others as being significantly like oneself. The 

reflexive activity here involved also allows one to understand better one’s 

own self as a consequence of the identification with the other. The fact that 

it is not at all unusual for this to occur when one is sharing activities with 

friends, those with whom we have chosen to spend time for reasons of sim¬ 

ilar ideas or shared pursuits, explains the naturalness of Aristotle’s sugges¬ 

tion that we can know ourselves through our friends. 
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There are two senses in which we might be said to know ourselves by 

observing others. In one sense, we know we are good antecedently and sim¬ 

ply have this knowledge confirmed by observing others’ good actions. But 

in another sense, knowing that we are good is partly constituted by what 

we are observing and that we are observing, so that observing another s 

good action enables us to know our own goodness.^’ The argument here at 

issue (EN 1170al3-bl4) is ambiguous as to which sense Aristotle intends, 

but Magna Moralia 1213al0-26 suggests that persons who are morally 

good in character need friends to reveal to them that they are morally good. 

The MM passage states “ ... as then when we wish to see our own face we 

do so by looking in a mirror, in the same way when we wish to know our¬ 

selves we can obtain that knowledge by looking at a friend. For the friend 

is, we assert, a second self’ (1213a23-4). Cooper suggests that this passage 

in MM supports the idea suggested in the EN argument at hand, namely, 

that we come to explicit knowledge of who we are by studying our friends’ 

characters (Cooper, 1980, 322) which seems to employ the second sense. 

On this reading, we would require friends so as to be able to know, in some 

full, explicit way, that we are good.'*^ 
In addition to the virtuous person’s need for friends, the less than virtu¬ 

ous person also needs friends. In another passage in EN\X., Aristotle notes, 

referring to a saying from Theognis, that a certain kind of training in excel¬ 

lence results from being in company with the good {EN 1170all-13).‘’^ 

Although rather brief, I would suggest that Aristotle is here alluding to the 

idea that friendship can serve as a means of moral training, that is, by hav¬ 

ing friends who have certain excellences of character, we, too, come to 

acquire such excellences by observing and imitating them. Aristotle sug¬ 

gests that whether we are already morally developed or are not, we have a 

need for friends that is intrinsic to the kinds of creatures we are. In either 

case, Aristotle’s arguments are useful to a notion of female friendship, in 

the first instance, we argue that friendship between two good women is of 

the best kind, promoting good actions and moral flourishing for both. In the 

case of women (or girls) who are perhaps not fully morally developed, 

character friendship—like that between a mentor and a student—can pro¬ 

vide the kind of moral training necessary for human development. 

The notion of friendship as providing a basis for moral growth has recent¬ 

ly been developed by Marilyn Friedman, who argues that friendship can 

provide a basis for the moral growth of the individuals involved and serve 

as a source of political change at the level of the community."" Friedman, 

arguing from a pluralistic moral framework, claims that through friends we 

can gain insight into, and experience of, various moral perspectives distinct 
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from our own that broaden the basis from which we evaluate abstract moral 

guidelines (1993, 195-202). Although Aristotle would assume that morally 

good persons possess the same moral framework and in this sense his idea 

of friendship cannot overlap with the one being proposed by Friedman, her 

thesis raises two points we might enlarge upon which are consistent with 

Aristotle’s general account. First, we can gain understanding both of oth¬ 

ers and ourselves through the shared participation in other’s experiences^^ 

that friendship affords, and second, in friendship we find a particular com¬ 

mitment to care about the other.The fact that we do care for the other in 

friendship may explain our ability to share imaginatively in the experiences 

of our friends. While this particular kind of attachment is not prominent in 

Aristotle’s account, something like care is suggested when he claims that a 

central feature of philein, “friendly affection,” is in giving rather than 

receiving affection, and points as an example to the way that mothers feel 

toward their children; so, too, he cojicludes, philia consists more in giving 

affection (£A 1159a27-34). 

There are certain basic features to Aristotle’s theory that should be pre¬ 

served in a theory of female friendship. First, the voluntariness of friend¬ 

ships—the idea that they are based on individual choice (not distinguishing 

here between the voluntary and the chosen as Aristotle does, EN 1111b 

6-10)—as opposed to being based on kinship relations, for example, has 

interested feminists. Aristotle finds it characteristic of virtue friendship that 

it is a relation grounded in mutual choice and mutual excellence. In fact, 

for Aristotle friendship in general is founded upon choice insofar as one 

chooses to love someone for some good thing (pleasure, utility, or moral 

virtue, EN 1156a5-10). We need to consider a second Aristotelian feature 

of our ideal of women’s friendship drawn from his acount of character 

friendship, namely, that the goal of friendship should be what is morallys 

good for the other person (EN 1156b6-10). Finally, I would argue that the 

friendship should be sustained by the performance of good activities togeth¬ 

er. In these three respects, then, we might say that an ideal of female friend¬ 

ship would resemble the Aristotelian model of virtue friendship. 

At this point, I will consider further certain concerns that may be raised 

in response to my application of Aristotle’s theory to women. First, is it not 

the case that one has to be wholly virtuous (in Aristotle’s sense) to have the 

best kind of friendship, and if so, does this not exclude the possibility that 

women—as well as most other people—can have such friendships? 

Although Aristotle sometimes speaks as though virtue friendships are 

reserved for those who are already morally excellent (and this would 

restrict the class to a small number of free, adult Greek males), in fact, this 
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cannot be the case. For Aristotle would have to deny then that a young per¬ 

son could have an older person as a virtue friend, and that two good, young 

persons together could be virtue friends. But Aristotle allows these cases, as 

he does that a man and woman together can be virtue friends {EN 

1158bl3-19). This fact demonstrates that virtue friendship need not obtain 

between those who are moral equals. So, good men and women can have 

the best kind of friendship, but they will be unequal virtue friends because 

he takes male virtue to be more excellent than female virtue.'*’ Additionally, 

it may be noted that when Aristotle mentions friendships among unequals, 

he usually stresses that among friends of unequal status or age, the inferior 

should give more affection to the superior, based on his principle of justice 

conceived as proportional desert (fA VIII. 9, 1159b25 ff.). So, this brings 

us to a second set of concerns. First, this claim appears to be dissonant with 

his ideas elsewhere about friendship depending more on giving than on 

receiving affection, and seeming to consist in the sort of love mothers give 

to their children {EN 1159a27-35). For if it were true that it was more 

important to friendship to give than to receive affection, then it should not 

hold true that a person of inferior status ought to give more affection than 

the person of superior status. Second, the concern is whether, in friendship 

between a good man and a good woman, Aristotle thinks that the woman 

must give more affection to the man than the man to the woman because 

she is of lesser virtue. One passage in EN Vlll. 11 supports this idea: 

between a husband and wife, the friendship is the same as in an aristocracy 

in which each receives what is appropriate but the better one receives more 

affection {EN 1161a22-25).'** Two comments are in order here. First, since 

it is the inequality in status between a man and a woman that requires that 

she give more affection than he, by proposing a friendship between two 

women, we obviate this consequence that assuming they are of roughly 

equal moral goodness. Second, Aristotle’s point about women’s secondary 

level of virtue does not affect his larger thesis about the nature, function, 

or need for friendship. Consequently, I do not find Aristotle’s thought about 

the relative value of women as against men to be a problem for a reconsid¬ 

eration of Aristotle’s theory of friendship once we have identified it. 

Discovering the presence of sexist beliefs in his account is only problemat¬ 

ic if we wish to import Aristotle’s theory whole into present contexts; but 

this is neither feasible nor necessary.'*** 

The present re-evaluation of Aristotle’s account has focused upon the 

aspects of male-male virtue friendship that are suggestive in relation to a 

theory of friendship between women. What has been shown up to this point 

is that various features relevant to an ideal of female friendship are present 
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in Aristotle’s account of male friendship in EN VIII and IX, as well as in 

EE VII. We have seen that, while Aristotle first locates philia in relation to 

what we may call “wishing well,” he later modifies his account so as to add 

two other features. First, he wants to accommodate the relation of philia to 

philesis, “affection,” the specific emotional content underlying friendship. 

Second, he chooses to explain philia (like the other virtues) as a disposi¬ 

tion which has as its active aspect wishing and choosing the good for anoth¬ 

er. Aristotle emphasizes here the distinction between philia and mere 

“wishing well” (eunoia) which connotes no active aspect, and need not be 

recognized nor reciprocated. With regard to the philesis feature, this 

account of friendship recalls Card’s notion of love as “cherishing” but 

extends it in two further directions. First, friendship is not simply an emo¬ 

tion but a disposition, a state of character in which we act upon our emo¬ 

tion, but which is not reducible to an emotion. Furthermore, since it is a 

state naturally expressing itself in actions, this conception would provide 

for interaction between women, making it an instrument both of individual 

development and of wider social action by increasing the ties among 

women. 

The theoretical ground for conceiving of friendship as functioning in 

the personal and the more extended social domains arises from Aristotle’s 

twin theses concerning human virtues, or excellences, and the social aspect 

of human beings. As noted above, humans possess certain capacities to 

function in distinctively human ways, and the virtues are the best expres¬ 

sion of such human capacities. Further, since friendship is a moral virtue, it 

is an activity that is needed for full human development and the good 

human life, and so, by extension, is something that women should be invit¬ 

ed and enabled to attain, in spite of Aristotle’s notion of women as morally 

inferior to men in the nature of their virtues. But friendship, like the othen 

virtues, requires a social setting in the sense that Aristotle thinks human, 

are fitted for living in complex social organizations. Thus, when Aristotle 

speaks of humans as “political” animals (politikon zoon, Pol. 1253al-3), 

he means that, generally and normally, human beings need to live in com¬ 

plex social structures, like cities, which aim at certain common goods to 

which everyone contributes (Cooper, 1993, 305 ff.). The intersocial frame¬ 

work of the polls thus serves as the necessary backdrop for various kinds 

of friendship, according to Aristotle. Although civic friendship, as a dis¬ 

tinct kind of friendship,^® has not been pursued in this paper, Aristotle’s pos¬ 

tulation of civic friendship as a condition for the political life holds promise 

for feminist reappraisal insofar as it presents a model of political action and 

affiliation that is not fundamentally individualistic.^' 
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We can, I believe, comprehend the case for a culture of female friend¬ 

ship: first, it conduces to women’s development in a significantly different 

way to be mentored and cared for by other women. What Friedman argues 

for as fundamental to the moral growth of all persons is especially impor¬ 

tant for women since women face the task of assessing experience and for¬ 

mulating moral guidelines in a cultural setting which often seems to be 

“deaf’ to women’s individual needs and interests. In this regard, friendship, 

insofar as it is a relationship based upon choice (as opposed to unchosen 

kinship relations) allows women with similar ideals to become acquainted 

and support one another,^^ opening up the possibility for action by women 

with shared conceptions of the good. If friendship among women were to 

be conceived in the form of an Aristotelian male-male character friendship, 

it would be constitutive of women’s flourishing. Furthermore, it would not 

merely be incidental to male-female relations, but would be centrally locat¬ 

ed in their moral and political existence, in the way that philia was for the 

Greek male citizen. Just as virtue or character philia represents an institu¬ 

tion fostering personal ties and producing social goods for Athenian men, 

so, too, female character friendship can produce group identity and pro¬ 

mote affection among women. In this respect, it could contribute substan¬ 

tially to women’s understanding of women as such which is needed not only 

in the face of social and cultural emphasis on female-male relationships, 

but in view of women’s division from each other by race and class. If we 

are responsible for our own moral growth, we must learn to respond to the 

needs of others. Virtue friendship furnishes us with the means and the moti¬ 

vation to do this, for it requires not only that we share affection for one 

another, but that we actively pursue the good for the other’s sake, not inter¬ 

mittently but consistently, as a ground of our flourishing. 
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Diotima Tells Socrates a Story: 

A Narrative Analysis 

OF Plato’s Symposium 

Anne-Marie Bowery 

Introduction 

Among the many issues facing contemporary feminism, perhaps the most 

interesting is the postmodern deconstruction of the history of philosophy. 

Many feminist thinkers address the extent to which writers like Lacan and 

Derrida break with the phallogocentrism of their intellectual heritage.' While 

lauding these powerful poststructuralist linguistic methodologies, many fem¬ 

inists sense that contemporary Continental philosophy preserves the patriar¬ 

chal hegemony of the tradition^ If so, this perpetuation is particularly 

insidious because Postmodernism claims an anarchic freedom from these 

oppressive modes of thought. Since feminism promotes conceptual, politi¬ 

cal, and existential liberation, it must seriously grapple with this problem.^ 

By re-examining the history of philosophy in their own terms, feminists 

attempt to unravel the nuances of this conundrum.'* Luce Irigaray, among 

others, seeks “to rewrite the script of western civilization” (Whitford, 1991, 

101). Desiring “to undo that founding gesture,” feminists occasionally turn 

to the grand patriarch of Western philosophy, Plato (Whitford, 1991, 101). 

Some argue that Plato is largely unsympathetic to feminist concerns and any 

attempt to resuscitate him is misguided.^ Others recontextualize Platonic 

texts in a way that uncovers philosophic positions more harmonious to fem¬ 

inism. Feminist interpretations of Plato tend to focus on two particular texts: 

the Republic and the Symposium. In the Republic, Plato argues, perhaps 

ironically, that women should train along with men as guardians of the city 
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ipolis). In the Symposium, the enigmatic Diotima appears as Socrates’ 

teacher of Love (Eros). This paper follows the second path, emblazoned by 

the detailed interpretations of Luce Irigaray and Andrea Nye.® My work dif¬ 

fers from theirs because it focuses on the narrative structure of Diotima’s 

speech instead of its metaphysical content. This paper examines the narra¬ 

tive aspects of Diotima’s speech and analyzes how Socrates and Plato both 

employ the narrative techniques that she demonstrates in their respective 

philosophical practices. In doing so, this paper offers a different and often 

overlooked basis for understanding how Diotima’s speech influences 

Socratic and Platonic philosophy. 

Though sympathetic to the aims of feminist philosophy, the inspiration 

for my methodological approach arises out of a branch of Platonic scholar¬ 

ship, namely, dramatic interpretation. In the past, most scholars ignored the 

dramatic form of Plato’s dialogues and focused on their argumentative con¬ 

tent. Since Aristotle, philosophers have extracted metaphysical debates and 

constructed epistemological arguments from Plato’s literary masterpieces. 

Dramatic interpretation of Plato, on the other hand, emphasizes the signifi¬ 

cance of the dialogue form of Plato’s work and acknowledges that Plato 

writes about human interaction. After all, the dialogues are replete with con¬ 

versations, chance encounters, argumentative confrontations, amorous flir¬ 

tations, raucous parties, and meandering walks beneath the noontime sun. 

Dramatic interpreters insist that these carefully constructed details are a 

central component of the dialogues’ philosophic nature. Essentially, one 

cannot understand Plato’s philosophy without understanding his drama.’ 

Within this methodological school, some interpreters also mention the nar¬ 

rative structure of Plato’s dialogues as a part of their dramatic, literary 

nature.* However, close attention to the narrative structure of the dialogues 

remains a largely untouched field of research. 

Since this chapter discusses the narrative structure of Diotima’s speech, 

a brief explanation of narratology, a genre of literary criticism, is appropri¬ 

ate. Briefly stated, narratology studies “the form and functioning of narra¬ 

tive’’ (Prince, 1982, 4). It acknowledges that “narrative techniques are a 

means of achieving certain effects” and that we “know what a narrative is in 

relation to what it does” (Martin, 1986, 152). While close scrutiny of this 

complex discipline is worthwhile, a fruitful exploration of the narrative 

aspects of Plato’s Symposium does not require immersion in the minutiae of 

narratological scholarship. Plato did not have the benefit of the elaborate 

theoretical arsenal of contemporary narratology, but he used narrative tech¬ 

niques anyway. So, too, contemporary interpreters can analyze his text with¬ 

out excessive familiarity with the narratological literature.^ 
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Additionally, and central to our interests, narrative analysis provides 

another means for developing many concerns central to feminist philoso¬ 

phy. This kind of analysis provides a structure for philosophical thinking 

that “engages in an unfolding of local narratives,” stories told from a par¬ 

ticular politicized perspective, as opposed to more traditional philosophical 

thinking that seeks to uncover a universal foundation for knowledge and 

experience (Allen and Young, 1989, 11). Jeffner Allen and Iris Marion 

Young end their introduction to The Thinking Muse asking, “If feminist phi¬ 

losophy thrives neither in the domain of the human universal, nor in a posi¬ 

tion of marginalization, from where can women’s lives [which are told in 

local narratives] be spoken?” (Allen and Young, 1989, 17). One place femi¬ 

nist philosophy can be spoken is in a narrative like Diotima’s that embodies 

“the fruitfulness of interaction, the fecundity of dialogue” (Nye, 1989, 48). 

Ideally, narrative analysis can “give voice to that which has been repressed in 

Plato’s texts” (Gatens, 1991,116). Diotima’s narrative philosophy, embraced 

by both Socrates and Plato, may offer a “vision of women’s language open¬ 

ing up the possibility of women’s distinct cultural identity” (Whitford, 1991, 

5). With this possibility in mind, let us turn to the Symposium. 

This narrative analysis of the Symposium divides into three sections. The 

first section establishes that Diotima tells two narratives. It also explores 

why Diotima employs these narratives to promote Socrates’ philosophical 

education. The second section shows that Socrates appropriates Diotima’s 

narrative methodology for his own pedagogical purposes. To teach his fel¬ 

low symposiasts about Eros, Socrates tells a narrative about himself and 

Diotima. However, Socrates changes Diotima’s narrative methodology. He 

tells a story about himself where she does not. This self-inclusion empha¬ 

sizes the pursuit of self-knowledge that is central to Socrates maieutic phi¬ 

losophy. Socrates’ actual practice of philosophy consists in his attempts to 

lead others toward a philosophical life. In exercising his craft, Socrates uses 

narrative extensively. By so doing, Socrates reveals the extent to which 

Diotima influences him.'° 

The third section of the paper maintains that Plato recognizes both the 

pedagogical power of telling narratives and the limitations of Socrates’ par¬ 

ticular narrative approach. I shall argue that Socrates’ narrative pedagogy, 

while fostering his own philosophical journey, often hinders the possibility 

of philosophical growth in others. As a result, Plato employs narrative tech¬ 

niques quite differently than the Socrates he portrays in this dialogue. 

Unlike Socrates, Plato does not tell narratives about himself. Instead, he 

creates the complex narrative structure of the Symposium. While Plato 

remains absent from this dialogue, its narrative structure draws the reader 
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into a philosophical world. As a result of this narrative absence, his readers 

must find philosophical answers for themselves. In many ways, Plato 

endorses the narrative model that Diotima used when she told a story to 

Socrates so long ago. 

1. Diotima’s Narratives 

1. DIOTIMA TELLS SOCRATES A STORY 

In order to analyze several qualities of Diotima’s, Socrates’, and Plato’s 

respective narrative styles that are conducive to the practice of philosophy, a 

simple definition of narrative is helpful. Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg 

offer one: “for writing to be a narrative no more and no less than a teller and 

a tale are required” (1976,4). These criteria are not sufficient conditions for 

a narrative to be a philosophical narrative, but they are necessary condi¬ 

tions. Diotima is the storyteller, and she tells two tales as she interacts with 

Socrates. The first story recounts the birth of Eros, the God of Love. The 

second story relates the soul’s ascent to the Beautiful itself {to kalon auton). 

When Diotima enters the dramatic setting of the Symposiurri, “we have the 

presence of a story and a story-teller” (Scholes and Kellogg 1976, 4). We 

have a narrative." Although this observation may seem obvious, it provides 

a necessary foundation for my argument. Because so much scholarship 

devotes itself to the philosophical content of Diotima’s speech, it often over¬ 

looks her use of narrative. Simply put, what Diotima teaches Socrates often 

obscures how she teaches him. Therefore, additional analysis demands 

recognition of her status as a narrator. 

To underscore the point that Diotima is a narrator, I will briefly describe 

each narrative that she tells. In Diotima’s first narrative, she tells Socrates 

about the father and mother of Eros (203b-204b).'^ She narrates “a once 

upon a time” story about the origin of Eros. The story has a plot. All the 

gods except Penia are invited to Aphrodite’s birthday party. Nonetheless, 

she comes to the party. Having become drunk on nectar, Poros passes out in 

Zeus’ garden. As a result of these machinations and fortuitous circum¬ 

stances, Penia seduces Poros and conceives Eros. Eros is born. He exhibits 

the characteristics of both his mother and father. In telling this narrative, 

Diotima explains how Eros received his intermediary nature. Though schol¬ 

ars often recognize the importance of the intermediary nature of Eros, they 

overlook the fact that Diotima conveys this information to us in a narrative. 

Similarly, scholars almost universally acknowledge the philosophical 

importance of the ascent passage (209a 10-212a7), but ignore the fact that 

Diotima narrates the account of the soul’s ascent to the Beautiful. However, 
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the account is clearly a narrative. This story has a plot, perhaps the most 

famous Platonic plot. A person, divinely pregnant in the soul, desires to give 

birth. Then, one person has intercourse with another beautiful person and 

gives birth to “beautiful words” (kaloi logoi) in the soul (210a8).''' Then, 

one perceives that the beauty of the soul is more valuable (timioteron) than 

the beauty of bodies (210b7). Again, one begets logoi, this time logoi that 

make the young better (210cl-3). One contemplates more beauty, beauty as 

it appears in daily pursuits and laws. Then, one sees the beauty of scientific 

knowledge {episteme )and gazes upon this vast beauty. Contemplating this 

great beautiful sea, one begets “many and beautiful logoi" (210d5-6). 

Finally, upon growing strong, one comprehends a certain single knowledge 

and will suddenly behold a thing that is “wondrously beautiful by nature” 

(210e3-5). In the presence of the Beautiful, the soul becomes philosophi¬ 

cal. Andrea Nye correctly notes that this movement toward the Beautiful 

“never requires the renunciation of Tower’ forms of engendering, only a 

widening circle of those with whom we have loving intercourse, and a 

widening of the benefits of that intercourse” (1989, 48). 

Diotima narrates a story about attaining knowledge of the Beautiful 

itself. That she chooses to narrate this philosophical pursuit of knowledge 

should not surprise us. Narratives and knowledge exist quite symbiotically. 

For example, it is no accident that the Phenomenology of Spirit is a narra¬ 

tive, just as Proust’s attempt to capture lost time in excruciatingly complete 

detail must also be in narrative form. Postmodern philosophy has furthered 

awareness of this relationship between knowledge and narrative. Jean- 

Francois Lyotard speaks of “the preeminence of the narrative form in the 

formulation of traditional knowledge” (1989, 19). As we learn about the 

world around us, we construct narratives that structure and order our under¬ 

standing. For instance, as we learn about the spread of the AIDS virus, we 

can construct a narrative that tells of its probable origins in the African rain¬ 

forests and how the paving of the Kinshasa highway which links Zaire with 

East Africa helped spread the disease more rapidly (Preston, 1994). 

Furthermore, when transmitting knowledge to others, we frequently do so 

by means of telling a story. For example, James Watson (1969) relates the 

excitement of the discovery of the structure DNA in The Double Helix. 

Because she recognizes the ease with which one can convey knowledge by 

telling narratives, Diotima uses narratives to teach Socrates philosophy. 

To narrate the plot-based story, to tell the tale, the narrator must have a 

certain level of knowledge. The narrator must be able to order events and fit 

them together coherently. The narrator must be able to distinguish cause 

from effect, discern reasons, and attribute motivations to human action. 
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Genevieve Lloyd explains, “The narrator has knowledge. He is able to 

bestow unity and meaning on the events of a life directly experienced as 

fragmentation” (1993, 15). In other words, to tell a narrative, the narrator 

must understand the subject and intend to convey that understanding to the 

listener. It might appear that one could narrate an account unintentionally 

while drunk or while dreaming, or that one might narrate an account with¬ 

out possessing the knowledge contained in the narrative, like the rhapsode 

Ion. In these anomalous cases, however, the subject’s intention is other than 

to illuminate a series of events. If they do so, the result is unintended. 

Hence, from a philosophical perspective, they can be discounted as poten¬ 

tially philosophical narratives. However, Diotima’s story is a narrative of 

the first sort. Throughout his encounters with Diotima, Socrates portrays her 

as a wise and thoughtful person. As Socrates begins to recount the philo¬ 

sophical lessons he learned from her, he remarks that she “was wise about 

such things and many others as weH”-(201d). In fact, as he narrates his expe¬ 

riences with her, Socrates refers to Diotima’s wisdom four times.This 

characterization is not accidental. Diotima controls the narratives she tells 

and intentionally conveys them to Socrates with the purpose of furthering 

his philosophical education. 

Furthermore, narratives contain knowledge that the wise narrator has 

and the unwise listener does not. In this way, the power of narrative knowl¬ 

edge is enormously seductive.'^ The rapturous appeal in being audience to a 

narrative is not simply, as Peter Brooks would have us believe, “plotting, 

the dynamic aspect of narrative [that] makes us read forward” (1984, viii). 

Rather, the appeal lies in the belief that one will come to have the knowl¬ 

edge contained in the narrative. A narrative promises us this knowledge. 

According to Aristotle, this promise of knowledge seduces us because “to 

be learning something is the greatest of pleasures not only to the philosopher 

but also to the rest of humanity, however small their capacity for it” {Poet., 

1448bl3-15). The seductive power of narrative lies in this enjoyment. As he 

receives this narrated knowledge from Diotima, Socrates begins to become 

wise, or at least to love wisdom, the very essence of philosophy. 

As a narrator, Diotima exhibits two qualities that both display her own 

philosophic orientation and potentially evoke the practice of philosophy in 

her audience. First, she interacts with other people as she narrates. In doing 

so, she creates a participatory community that fosters philosophical 

exchange. Second, she exhibits an awareness of the fact that she tells narra¬ 

tives. In doing so, she displays self-consciousness, an integral aspect of 

Platonic philosophy. Plato’s dialogues portray interaction with other people 

as an essential component of the philosophical life. Philosophical inquiry is 



Diotima Tells Socrates a Story 181 

a shared, communal activity because the participants must reach a level of 

agreement in order to philosophize. For example, Socrates speaks to 

Protrarchus: “come then, we must agree about these things and one thing 

more” {Phil, lid). Similarly, in the Symposium, Socrates tells Alcibiades: 

“counseling together, we will do what appears best concerning these things 

and others” (219b). The potentially philosophic participants then must use 

this agreement as a foundation for further inquiry. If philosophy occurs, it 

arises out of this participatory context. 

Narrating an account also requires this participatory context. To narrate 

successfully, the narrator must include the audience—the narratee—in the 

narrative. The narrator must make the narrative relevant to the narratee. As 

a result, a successful narrative, like successful philosophizing, reflects an 

engagement with other people. Telling a narrative necessitates a participato¬ 

ry relationship between the narrator and the audience.Gerald Prince 

remarks, “a narrator may thus postulate some sort of initial intimacy 

between himself and his narratee” (1982, 43-44). Wayne Booth explains 

how this initial intimacy functions: “Though it is most evident when a nar¬ 

rator tells the story of his own adventures, we react to all narrators as per¬ 

sons” (1973, 273). The narrator enters this participatory community, as 

well. Perhaps reflecting this harmonious philosophical community, Diotima 

“speaks in a style that is loosely woven but never definitively knotted” 

(Irigaray, 1989, 39). 

Indeed, Diotima’s narrative style reflects a high level of participation 

with her audience.'^ Diotima involves Socrates in several ways. First, she 

converses with Socrates before she narrates (201e-202e). Diotima does not 

simply speak at Socrates. Instead, she establishes a cooperative relationship 

between them. Second, Diotima insists that Socrates participate in their 

inquiry into the nature of Eros. She elicits his participation by addressing 

Socrates by name thirteen times and by asking him direct questions 

throughout their discussion.Third, Diotima includes Socrates by using 

plural verb forms: “How would it be, let us imagine” and “Let’s imagine 

how it would be if someone were to see the Beautiful itself’ (211dl0). By 

using these plural verb forms, Diotima associates herself with Socrates’ 

position and simultaneously raises him to her level. In this way, Diotima 

establishes a partnership between herself and Socrates. James Phelan notes 

that such addresses and the narrator’s various comments to a generalized 

‘you’ explicitly acknowledge the importance of the narrator’s relationship 

to a narrative audience” (1989, 139). Diotima makes their philosophic part¬ 

nership explicit when she hypothetically supposes, “If someone were to ask 

us, ‘What is the love of beautiful things, Socrates and Diotima?”’ 
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(204d2-6). As a result of Diotima’s inclusive efforts, Socrates becomes an 

integral part of the narrative she tells. Philosophy could, and in fact does, 

flourish in this participatory context that Diotima creates by narrating these 

accounts to Socrates. 
While philosophical awakening can arise through an exchange with 

other people, it is clear that philosophy is also an inward journey. 

Throughout the dialogues, Plato portrays self-consciousness as*a compo¬ 

nent of philosophical inquiry. In keeping with this idea, Diotima is reflec¬ 

tive about the narrative process in which she engages. She frequently 

comments on the narratives that she tells Socrates.^' Some examples 

include: “It’s long to narrate, nevertheless I will tell you”; “just as I went 

through”; and “I will try to teach you” (203bl, 204c6, and 204dl-2). 

Insofar as Diotima reflects upon how she narrates and upon what she 

intends to accomplish by narrating these accounts, she demonstrates self- 

consciousness. This self-consciousness is a precondition for self-knowl¬ 

edge. Self-consciousness is an awareness of one’s various activities: eating, 

speaking, narrating, thinking. Self-knowledge entails an awareness of one¬ 

self in terms of a system of beliefs or a theoretical understanding of the 

nature of the self and its relation to the world. Understood in these terms, 

Diotima’s narrative style does not reveal her self-knowledge. Hence, one 

might argue that she lacks self-knowledge. However, Stanley Rosen (1973) 

argues that while Plato thinks self-consciousness is an integral aspect of phi¬ 

losophy, self-knowledge is, in fact, impossible. If his insight is correct, then 

Diotima exhibits the only kind of self-awareness that is actually attainable. 

In fact, Diotima’s narrative style serves a higher function: it promotes 

Socrates’ philosophical education. Diotima’s narrative style functions as Eros 

does in the ascent passage. It leads the listener toward philosophical insight. 

Furthermore, by telling narratives in the manner in which she does, Diotima 

enables Socrates to move beyond a level of self-absorbed frustration as would 

happen if she merely used the elenchos, a process of argumentative refutation, 

to produce an aporia, a state of intellectual perplexity. Just as Aristophanes 

hopes that Eryximachus and Pausanias will teach others the true nature of Eros 

(189d), Diotima instructs Socrates with the same intention. She hopes he will 

teach others. To what we can imagine as Diotima’s delight, he does. Socrates 

ends his account of Diotima’s teachings by reiterating that he is “persuaded by 

her speech” (212b). Socrates also believes in the pedagogical power of these 

narratives and “wants to tell others” (212b). In the end, he is not only persuad¬ 

ed by what she says, but also by how she says it. 

Narrative analysis can enhance a feminist interpretation of Diotima by 

showing that in the Symposium, Plato produces an account of truth tethered 
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to the female. Many feminists argue that the patriarchal conception of phi¬ 

losophy, which Plato is typically thought to represent, refuses to allow a 

female voice (Lloyd, 1984). For example, Donna Stanton sees philosophy 

as “reproduc[ing] the dichotomy between male rationality and female mate¬ 

riality, corporeality, and sexuality” (Stanton, 1989, 167). Irigaray, another 

example, is “attempting to show that if you produce an account of truth 

which includes, or is derivative of, an imaginary primal in which the role of 

the mother is written out, leaving engenderment entirely to the father, then 

your whole theory and its consequences will be marked by that forgetting” 

(Whitford, 1991, 112). 

Here, however, we do not find the patriarchal hegemony that so concerns 

Stanton and Irigaray. Rather, in this dialogue, Plato portrays Socrates, his 

teacher and by extension himself, as learning from a woman. By focusing 

on the fact that Diotima, Socrates, and Plato all tell narratives in order to 

promote philosophical education, one sees an undeniable affirmation of the 

kind of philosophy practiced by a woman. Even if Irigaray plausibly decon¬ 

structs the content of Diotima’s speech, her argument does not diminish the 

fact that Plato portrays both himself and Socrates imitating her method. By 

focusing on the narrative aspects of Diotima’s speech and by tracing out the 

subsequent Socratic and Platonic uses of narrative techniques, one begins to 

see that Diotima is not excluded from philosophy at all. In this way, this 

“thinking muse” is not “forever outside the activity of philosophizing” 

(Allen and Young, 1989, 1). Insofar as she persuades Socrates and Plato to 

follow her narrative path, Diotima exists at the birthplace of philosophy. 

II. Socrates’ Narrative 

In this section, I will accomplish three things. First, I will establish that 

Socrates tells a narrative. Second, I will describe the philosophical qualities 

exhibited in Socrates’ narrative style. Third, I ask why Socrates chooses to 

narrate an account to the symposiasts and suggest that his pedagogical use 

of narrative techniques extends far beyond the dramatic context of the 

Symposium. 

(1) SOCRATES TELLS THE SYMPOSIASTS A STORY 

When Socrates reduces Agathon and, by extension, the other symposi¬ 

asts to aporia, he tacitly criticizes their conception of Erds.'^^ However, 

Socrates does not merely criticize their ideas. He also posits a different way 

of conceiving the nature of Eros. More specifically, by reporting Diotima’s 

speech, Socrates stresses the intermediate and indeterminate nature of Eros 



184 Anne-Marie Bowery 

(202a) over and against the fixed definitions of Eros that the symposiasts 

present in their encomia. However, just as Socrates criticizes the symposi¬ 

asts for their nonphilosophical conception of Eros, he faults the unphilo- 

sophical manner in which the symposiasts speak as well. Just as Socrates 

delivers a new philosophical conception of Eros, he proposes a new philo¬ 

sophical method of speaking as well.^^ Socrates’ words make this proposal 

clear. He declares, “For I will not give an encomium in this way, as I am not 

able. However that may be, the truth, if you desire, I am willing to speak 

according to myself and not against your speeches so that I not be liable for 

being an object of laughter” (199a-199b2). Though Socrates does not 

explicitly prescribe the adoption of a narrative style of speech to the sym¬ 

posiasts as a means of becoming philosophical, he does remark that he will 

speak differently than they did. Indeed, he does not “give an encomium” 

(199a). Instead, Socrates says he will speak “the truth according to myself 

and not against your speeches” (199a). With these words, Socrates distin¬ 

guishes his style of speech from the preceding non-narrative encomia and 

“bluntly repudiates this method” )i^osen, 1987, 205). He repudiates it by 

telling a narrative about himself and Efiotima. 

In Socrates’ narrative, we again have the presence of a teller and the 

presence of a tale. Socrates tells a story about his education in ta erotika. In 

doing so, he creates characters that interact with each other. The first charac¬ 

ter is a youthful version of himself. The second is Diotima, a priestess from 

Mantinea. First, Diotima and Socrates converse; Diotima disabuses him of 

his Agathonistic conception of Eros and offers the conception of Eros as an 

intermediary between gods and humans (201e-203a). Irigaray notes that 

Diotima “teaches the renunciation of already established truths” (1989, 33). 

To illustrate the daimonic nature of Eros, she tells him the story of the birth 

of Eros (203b-204a). Again, Irigaray notes, Diotima “establishes the inter¬ 

mediary and she never abandons it as a mere way or means” (1989, 32). 

After this story, they discuss the purpose of Eros and its usefulness for 

human beings (204d-206b). Diotima then tells Socrates the process that one 

must go through to ascend to the realm of the Beautiful itself (209a-212a). 

The tale ends as Socrates proclaims his allegiance with Diotima’s concep¬ 

tion of Eros. He is persuaded and wants to persuade others (212b). Socrates 

appropriates Diotima’s narrative methodology and affirms the philosophi¬ 

cal suitability of it. 

(2) THE PHILOSOPHICAL ASPECTS OF SOCRATES’ NARRATIVE STYLE 

Socrates’ narrative illustrates the same three philosophical qualities that 

Diotima’s did; it aims at increasing the listener’s knowledge, it produces a 
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participatory community with others, and it promotes self-knowledge in the 

narratee. The claim that Socrates displays knowledge by narrating this 

account may seem counterintuitive because Socrates regularly professes his 

ignorance {Ap., 21b). Apart from aporetic knowledge of his ignorance, 

knowledge of ta erotika is one of the only positive claims that Socrates 

makes. Early in the Symposium, for instance, Socrates asserts, “I claim to 

know nothing other than erotic things {ta erotikaY’ (177d). Even taking into 

account Socrates’ own erotic exceptions, his contention is clearly ironic. 

Socrates knows all kinds of things. He knows the exact location of where 

“Boreas carried off Orithyia from the river” {Phdr., 478b-c). He knows the 

myth of Er, the story of Theuth and Ammon, and a number of theories about 

the immortality of the soul. He knows the entire content of the Republic, the 

Charmides, Euthydemus, and the Protagoras. Indeed, Socrates displays 

knowledge whenever he narrates. His pervasive narratives provide persua¬ 

sive evidence that Socrates is ironic when he professes to know nothing but 

his ignorance. 

Again like Diotima, Socrates involves his audience in his narrative. 

Eollowing Diotima’s lead, he converses with the symposiasts before narrat¬ 

ing his account to them. For example, he banters with Eryximachus (194a) 

and compliments him (198b). He asks Phaedrus’ permission to question 

Agathon (199b). He refutes Agathon and reduces him to aporia. Then, he 

explains the applicability of his narrative to Agathon directly: “I was say¬ 

ing to her the same things exactly as you were to me just now, Agathon” 

(2010).^"^ When Socrates makes Diotima refer to Aristophanes’ speech, he 

also includes Aristophanes in the narrative (205d-206al). Essentially, 

Socrates flatters Eryximachus, Phaedrus, Agathon, and Aristophanes. 

Socrates makes them believe that their support and agreement are important 

to him. By paying attention to his audience, Socrates implicitly asks the 

symposiasts to return the favor. They should pay attention to his narrative. 

In these ways, Socrates creates a receptive and participatory context for his 

narrative, a context in which philosophy might occur. Indeed, Socrates’ 

attempts at inclusion seem successful. His audience applauds his narrative 

and Aristophanes even acknowledges a similarity between his discourse and 

Socrates’ (212c). One danger of this receptive environment is that the narra¬ 

tee may be led to a unphilosophical position such as occurs with sophistic 

persuasion. However, such an eventuality is possible, according to Plato, 

only where the possibility of knowledge is denied and when a responsible 

context in which the student can learn fails to develop {Gorg., 448b). In con¬ 

trast, the necessary relationship between narrating, knowledge, and its par¬ 

ticipatory community mitigates against the possibility of sophistry. 
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(3) SOCRATES’ USE OF DIOTIMA’S NARRATIVE STYLE 

If Socrates had merely displayed knowledge, included his audience in 

his narrative, and reflected on his narrative activity, then his narrative style 

would not differ substantively from Diotima’s. However, Socrates adds 

another dimension to the content of his narrative. Socrates tells a story about 

himself. That he does so should not surprise us. Socratic philosophy arises 

out of the Delphic oracle’s dictum, “Know thyself. Socrates emphasizes 

this point to Phaedrus, “I am not yet able to know myself.” As a result, “it 

indeed appears to me laughable, while still being ignorant [of myself] to 

examine other things” {Phdr., 229e). Therefore, he continues, I direct my 

inquiries, as I have just said, rather to myself’ (230a). Laszlo Versenyi 

argues this point precisely. He remarks, “The maieutic method awakened 

self-awareness, self-reflection, and a self-critical inquiry into the truth it 

aimed to teach nothing but self-awareness, self-reflection, and a critical 

inquiry into oneself’ (1963, 122).. For Socrates, philosophy cannot be 

divorced from the search for self-knowledge. When Charles Griswold 

speaks of a “metaphysical connection between self-knowledge and knowl¬ 

edge of Ideas,” he affirms this interdependence of philosophy and self- 

knowledge (1986, 3).^^ Telling a narrative intertwines with self-knowledge. 

One has only to think of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past or the auto¬ 

biographical books of Augustine’s Confessions to see a central interplay 

between self-knowledge and narrative.^’ Gerald Prince even contends that 

“narratology can help us understand what human beings are” (1982, 164). 

Indeed, in contemporary philosophic literature it has become common¬ 

place to acknowledge a connection between self-knowledge and the activity 

of narrating an account. In fact, a pervasive theme of postmodernism affirms 

an identity between the self and the activity of telling stories. As one critic 

claims, “The meaning of a life can be adequately grasped only in a narra¬ 

tive or storylike framework” (Kerby, 1991, 4). Richard Rorty typifies this 

view, as well (1989). The view here articulated is that the self or subject is 

the product of language. It is itself a discursive result and not a prelinguistic 

item. If the self is a narrative construct, surely self-knowledge arises out of 

an exploration of the narratives that construct it.^* Because Socrates tells an 

autobiography, his narrative style manifests a conception of self-knowledge 

that is more in keeping with Postmodernism than Platonism. 

Socrates certainly does not have to tell a narrative about himself. He 

could simply relate Diotima’s speech as a myth (muthos), just as he recounts 

the Theuth and Ammon story for Phaedrus {Phdr., 274c-275b2). However, 

Socrates chooses to narrate an account about himself as a youth, a youth 

who receives Diotima’s teaching. This self-inclusion shows that Socrates 
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believes that narrating should be an activity in which a person explains one¬ 

self. Socrates narrates how he came to have a philosophical conception of 

Eros. In essence, Socrates narrates how he became the person he is.^^ 

Socrates tells “a story of how a life came to be what it was, or [how] a self 

became what it was” (Martin, 1986, 75). When Socrates makes himself a 

character in his narrative, he portrays narrating as an activity that pursues 

the self as its focus of study. By narrating an account of himself, Socrates 

obeys the Delphic oracle’s command. 

Diotima would not so readily associate with this Socratic precursor to 

Postmodernism. Though Diotima narrates a story about the origin of Eros 

and a story about the soul’s erotic ascent to the Beautiful itself, she does not 

tell a story about herself. She does not tell her narrative to find out anything 

about herself or to demonstrate her self-knowledge for Socrates. Though 

she reflects upon the manner in which she narrates, Diotima remains signif¬ 

icantly uninvolved with her logos because it is not about herself. Diotima’s 

absence prefigures Plato’s own absence from the dialogues. Her absence 

from the narrative allows it to function as Eros functions, leading the listen¬ 

er toward the Beautiful itself. Hence, her narrative is equally applicable to 

anyone. From a feminist perspective, Diotima’s narrative style reflects a lib¬ 

erating universality. Andrea Nye notes that “there is no reason to think that 

Diotima’s teaching would have been meant only for men. The content of 

that teaching clearly refers to both women and men” (1989, 58). The ab¬ 

sence of Diotima’s particular self in the the content of her narrative symbol¬ 

izes the universality of Diotima’s message. 

(4) SOCRATES’ NARRATIVE PHILOSOPHY 

In the Symposium, Socrates implicitly posits narrating as a philosophi¬ 

cally provocative activity in which the symposiasts should engage. As long 

as they remain mired in their non-reflective, non-narrative encomia, they 

will never be able to philosophize. Socrates wants the symposiasts to see the 

philosophical benefit that narrating an account can offer. Why, though, 

would Socrates care if the symposiasts became philosophical? As a partial 

answer to this question, I will briefly consider how Socrates describes the 

purpose of his interactions with other people. At his trial, Socrates charac¬ 

terizes himself as a “stinging fly rousing, persuading [and] reproving, every 

one of you.” As this gadfly, he attempts to prod the “big and noble 

[Athenian] horse” toward philosophy {Ap., 30e). In the Theaetetus, Socrates 

characterizes himself as a midwife whose “patients are men [whose] con¬ 

cern is not with the body but with the soul that is in travail of birth” (149c). 

Socrates draws out nascent philosophical impulses that might otherwise 
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remain buried in the souls of his interlocutors. Socrates explains that the 

highest point of my art (techne) is the power to prove by every test whether 

the offspring of a young man’s thought is a false phantom or instinct with 

life and truth” (ThaeL, 149c). These passages reveal Socrates’ belief that he 

can evoke some type of philosophical reflection in others. In essence, 

Socrates practices a maieutic art. I maintain that the process of telling a nar¬ 

rative is one of the technai, like the elenchos, that he employs todead other 

people to philosophy. Furthermore, Socrates portrays himself as having 

learned this narrative techne from Diotima. 

First, while it is generally acknowledged that Diotima uses the sophistic 

technique of the elenchos to refute Socrates’ beliefs, it is not generally 

noticed that Diotima’s narratives are told immediately after she employs the 

elenchos. For example, Diotima begins her conversation with Socrates by 

refuting his previously held conception of Eros (201e-203b). Immediately 

after this refutation, Diotima tells her first narrative: “That’s a rather long 

story, but I will tell you anyway.” (203b). The elenchos resumes (204a- 

210a). Immediately following this long refutative exchange, she begins to 

narrate the ascent passage (210a). By juxtaposing Diotima’s narratives and 

the elenchos in this way, Plato suggests that they are both pedagogical tech¬ 

nai that Diotima employs to teach Socrates. Socrates regularly adopts both 

technai in his practice of philosophy. 

Second, Socrates learns this narrative techne from Diotima. While it is 

true that Socrates uses narrative techniques in many other places without 

crediting Diotima, he does explicitly say Diotima is his teacher. He calls her 

his “teacher about Love” (20 le). He re-emphasizes the fact: “All this she 

taught me” (207a) and underscores the point a third time: “But that’s why I 

came to you, Diotima, as I just said. I knew I needed a teacher” (207c). 

Finally, Socrates ends his account of Diotima’s teachings by reiterating that 

he is “persuaded by her speech” (212b). Thus, Plato’s Symposium suggests 

that Socrates learns the narrative strategy that he incorporates into his philo¬ 

sophical practice from Diotima. The Symposium is unique in the Platonic 

corpus because it shows Socrates learning from someone who teaches him 

to narrate. By focusing on the narrative lessons he learned from Diotima, 

we understand Socrates’ practice of philosophy in a different way. We come 

to see that it is profoundly narrative in nature. 

III. Plato’s Narratives 

Plato, like the dramatic characters he invents, also recognizes the pedagog¬ 

ical power of telling narratives. However, Plato tells stories quite differently 



Diotima Tells Socrates a Story 189 

than Socrates does, for he produces the narrative frame of the Symposium. 

After analyzing how this narrative frame structures the Symposium, a prima¬ 

ry difference between Platonic and Socratic narrative methodologies 

becomes clear. Plato, unlike Socrates, does not tell narratives about himself. 

Because Plato chooses to remain anonymous from his narratives, he implic¬ 

itly endorses Diotima’s narrative methodology over and against Socrates’ 

narrative practices. 

(1) PLATO TELLS US A STORY 

In the Symposium, Plato creates a teller and a tale. In fact, he creates 

many tellers and many tales. In dramatic order of appearance, we encounter 

Apollodorus, Aristodemus, Socrates, Diotima, and Alcibiades. Plato’s first 

creation, Apollodorus, tells two tales. First, when asked by an unnamed 

interlocutor to tell the story of Agathon’s party, Apollodorus narrates an 

account of how someone asked him to narrate the same story. The 

Symposium begins with this story: “I believe that I am not unrehearsed in 

what you are asking me.” (172a). Second, Apollodorus tells the tale that 

Aristodemus narrated for him (174a-223d). Apollodorus recounts that 

Aristodemus meets Socrates coming from the baths. Socrates invites 

Aristodemus to a party. They go to Agathon’s party. The guests at the party 

give speeches praising Eros. Socrates narrates a story about Diotima narrat¬ 

ing a story about Love and the ascent to the Beautiful. Alcibiades arrives. 

Aristodemus and Socrates leave the next morning. 

Plato then creates the narrator Aristodemus. At some point in the past, 

Aristodemus told Apollodorus about meeting Socrates along the road and 

following him to Agathon’s house. The story follows. Aristodemus meets 

Socrates coming from the baths. They converse and Socrates invites him to 

Agathon’s party. They go. They listen to speeches praising Eros. A drunken 

Alcibiades bursts in, accompanied by flute girls and revelers. The party 

degenerates into chaos. Aristodemus and Socrates leave together the next 

morning.^® Clearly, Plato creates the narrator Socrates. Since Socrates tells 

the story about learning about ta erotika from that wise foreign woman, 

Plato also creates the narrator Diotima. Alcibiades, Plato’s final creation, 

narrates the story of his famous, though failed, attempt to seduce Socrates 

(217a-222b).3> 

Yet nowhere in any of these tales told by his narrators does Plato tell a 

story about himself. Plato is anonymous. As one commentator remarks, 

“one of the features of the Platonic Dialogues which most immediately 

strikes the reader is the presence on virtually every page of a character call¬ 

ed Socrates and the apparent absence of the author, Plato” (Rowe, 1984, 1). 
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This reticence on Plato’s part has vexed, irritated, confounded, and confused 

Plato scholars for centuries. Solutions to this problem of anonymity vary 

widely. Some interpreters assume that Socrates must simply be Plato in dis¬ 

guise (Ryle, 1966; Tredennick, 1969)?^ Other interpreters argue that Plato’s 

absence indicates the presence of his “unwritten beliefs (agrapha dogmata) 

in which he doubtless lectured in his own name (Ryle, 1966; Taylor, 1960). 

Those concerned with historical correctness point out that the artistic creator 

did not sign a work in the way that our romanticized and pre-postmodem- 

ized conception of the artist demands. For example, Ludwig Edelstein 

explains Plato’s anonymity by asserting that Plato continues the Pythagorean 

tradition of writing only in the name of the philosophical master, Socrates 

(1962). Postmodern interpreters use Plato’s dramatic absence as they artfully 

deconstruct this founding father of idealism (Derrida, 1981). Though 

Platonic anonymity is accounted for in many ways, few interpreters elabo¬ 

rate upon Plato’s narrative anonymity.^^ 

This author, who so carefully constructed numerous portraits of other 

people narrating, who foregrounds the activity of narrating so prominently 

in the Symposium, never depicts himself as a narrator in any of his dia¬ 

logues.This Platonic absence or anonymity stands in sharp distinction to 

how Plato portrays Socrates. Socrates constantly tells stories about himself. 

The significance of Plato’s absence cannot be overemphasized. This deci¬ 

sion to remain anonymous becomes even more momentous when one 

acknowledges a literary and historical tradition of narrative appearances 

with which Plato could have aligned himself. Hesiod, Homer, Herodotus, 

Thucydides, and Xenophon all create distinct narrative voices for them¬ 

selves. However, Plato does not appear like Hesiod, the shepherd, in the 

Theogony, narrating how he came to have his narrative ability. Similarly, he 

does not emerge as the “me” of Homer’s Odyssey, commanding the muse to 

sing. He does not speak directly to his audience as Herodotus and 

Thucydides do in their respective histories. One recent interpreter correctly 

claims that “the attempt to recapture lost time is marked by Plato (no less 

than by Proust) as an expression of desire” (Halperin, 1992, 102). However, 

Plato’s narratives are quite different from Proust’s. Plato does not create a 

Marcel; he does not create a narrator with a pervasive and unified narrative 

voice whose fictional biography strongly resembles the author’s historical 

biography. Even a less anachronistic example, Xenophon’s Memorabilia, 

shows us that the anonymous narrative style of Plato’s dialogues is distinc¬ 

tive. Xenophon begins his text, “Many times I have wondered” (I, I, 1). 

Throughout the text, he personifies himself, the author, as a narrator.^^ Plato 

never says anything like this; nowhere does Plato cast himself as a narrator. 
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This refusal to cast himself as a narrator is another aspect of Platonic 

anonymity. 

(2) WHY PLATO NARRATES 

Socrates transformed philosophy into a narrative practice by placing 

himself in the center of his narratives. Socrates’ personality was too promi¬ 

nent in his practice of philosophy. As a result, people loved Socrates and not 

philosophy.^® One of the main ways Socrates demonstrates this extreme 

self-involvement lies in his pervasive practice of telling narratives. Partially 

because of Socrates’ compelling narratives, his disciples could not separate 

their love for Socrates and the stories he told from their conception of phi¬ 

losophy. Since they imitated Socrates’ narrative self-orientation, they could 

not divorce their practice of philosophy from self-interested stories about 

themselves and Socrates. By telling stories about themselves and stories 

about Socrates, Socrates’ disciples obscured the practice of philosophy. 

Plato’s anonymous narrative stance attempts to overcome the seeming 

inevitability of philosophical discipleship. 

Plato chose to be anonymous so that people would not love him. 

Philosophy is able to triumph over discipleship because Plato’s narrative 

absence distances him from the reader. Helen Bacon believes that “the dis¬ 

tance serves to engage the reader,” in that we become participants instead 

of “mere spectators” (1959, 419). Roger Hornsby, on the other hand, senses 

Plato’s intention more accurately. He describes the feeling of “aesthetic dis¬ 

tance” that arises out of the Symposium’’s complex narrative frame. He sug¬ 

gests that this aesthetic distance creates a “dichotomy between our 

intellectual awareness and our emotional involvement” (1956, 37). Plato’s 

absence as a narrator fosters this dichotomy of distance. It severs emotional 

self-involvement from philosophical awareness. Since Plato himself does 

not appear, a reader of his dialogues cannot love Plato in the obsessive way 

that Socrates’ disciples loved him. Instead, a reader moves toward a love of 

philosophy. Plato wants his readers to become philosophers. While Plato’s 

absence does not preclude the possibility that a reader could love him obses¬ 

sively, as a child might worship an absent parent or an adolescent girl pines 

after the boy who never returns her glances, Plato’s consistent narrative 

silence suggests that he is willing to risk this danger. 

By refusing to narrate as Socrates did, Plato provides a corrective exam¬ 

ple to Socrates’ overwhelming presence in his practice of philosophy. 

Plato’s absence from the dialogues portrays the necessary absence of the 

particular self from the highest level of philosophical insight. Just as 

Diotima remains absent as a character in her narratives in order to further 
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Socrates’ philosophical education, Plato’s absence turns the reader away 

from himself and toward philosophy. The reader should recognize that just 

as there is no complete account of Plato in the dialogues, so, too, there can 

be no complete account of the self in philosophy. Plato’s refusal to repre¬ 

sent himself in his narratives is a pharmakon, an antidote for Socrates’ self- 

involved narratives. Plato always escapes, much in the way that Diotima’s 

use of narrative escapes our notice. Circuitously, Plato’s method of narrat¬ 

ing in the Symposium returns to its depicted origin. Many aspects of Plato s 

narrative style resemble Diotima’s. Like Diotima, Plato tells stories of love. 

Like Diotima, Plato tells stories of beauty. However, he does not tell stories 

about himself. Neither does Diotima. It is only Socrates and his disciples 

who indulge. 

Diotima herself senses this philosophical lack in Socrates. A reexamina¬ 

tion of Diotima’s conversation with Socrates details the specific nature of 

Socrates’ philosophical weakness. After Diotima narrates the story of the 

birth of Eros, Socrates and Diotima converse about the nature of love. Near 

the end of their conversation, Diotima pauses. She does not know if 

Socrates will be able to follow the “higher mysteries’’ (210a). Nonetheless, 

despite her reservations about Socrates’ intellectual capacity, she begins to 

narrate the ascent passage. One begins by a love of beautiful bodies and 

moves to a love of one body in which we engender “beautiful words” 

{kalous logons) (210a). Then one sees beauty in the soul and desires to pro¬ 

duce ""logoi" that make the young better (210c). One turns and contemplates 

a “great sea of beauty” and subsequently produces “many great and beauti¬ 

ful logoi" (210d). Up to this point, the creation of logoi, of which the cre¬ 

ation of narratives is certainly a prime example, intertwines with every 

stage of the erotic philosophical ascent. 

Then, one “sees some single knowledge that is of this beauty” (210d).% 

Apparently, Diotima thinks Socrates will have some difficulty seeing this 

single knowledge because she interrupts her narrative at this moment to 

address Socrates directly. She urges him to “try to hold your mind to me as 

much as you are able” (210e). Having indicated her doubt in Socrates’ intel¬ 

lectual capacity for the second time, Diotima continues, “All of a sudden, 

one observes something wondrous and beautiful by nature.” Again, she 

stops narrating. She calls Socrates by name and explains that it is this won¬ 

drous beauty for the sake of which “were all the previous toils” (210e). She 

assumes that Socrates would not understand this crucial point without being 

told. This interruption marks the third time that Diotima expresses her reser¬ 

vations about Socrates’ intellectual capabilities. She resumes her narrative. 

Finally, one ascends to that knowledge “which is no other than knowledge 
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of the Beautiful itself’ (21 Ic). Again, Diotima acts as if Socrates would not 

understand the enormity of this situation without clarification. She explains 

the situation to Socrates: “Dear Socrates, here, if anywhere, is life worth liv¬ 

ing for man {anthropos)" (211d).^’ 

Diotima’s frequent direct addresses to Socrates are not the only indica¬ 

tion of her awareness of Socrates’ philosophical limitation. As she con¬ 

cludes, Diotima’s language shifts. This shift in language further evidences 

her lack of faith in Socrates’ philosophical abilities. Through most of the 

ascent passage, she speaks of the ascent as a process that any person might 

experience. Diotima’s narrative of the ascent passage becomes a guide for 

the perplexed. Examples of the “universal” applicability of the ascent 

include: “It is necessary to begin as a youth”; “if he is guided”; “if he per¬ 

ceives”; “so that one sees”; “in order that he may believe” (210a4- 211dl). 

After describing the Beautiful itself, Diotima returns to Socrates. She refers 

to him as “dear Socrates” (ophile Socrates) (211dl). This ironically endear¬ 

ing vocative underscores that she will now address Socrates specifically. 

Her language changes. Diotima switches to a specific conditional use of lan¬ 

guage, remarking, “if ever you see,” “it seems to you to be,” and “if you and 

many others” (21 Id3-d6). This shift declaims the necessity for Socrates par¬ 

ticularly (as opposed to anyone generally) to recognize the Beautiful itself. 

Furthermore, this viewing of the Beautiful itself does not occur within a lin¬ 

guistic context. Any mention of beautiful words (kaloi logoi) is pointedly 

absent from the last stages of the ascent (211a-212a). When Diotima 

emphasizes that the Beautiful itself “partakes of no body nor any discourse 

{logosy (211a), she makes this point explicit. In fact, this assertion marks 

her last use of the word. A succinct statement about the nonlinguistic aspect 

of philosophy occurs in the Seventh Letter. Plato remarks, “Of these things 

[Dionysius’ writings about philosophy], I know nothing” {Epist. VII, 341b). 

Plato goes on to say that many others have also written on these philosophi¬ 

cal matters, ostensibly the same philosophical matters with which Socrates 

concerns himself. However, according to Plato, regardless of how they 

claim to have come to this philosophical knowledge, it is obvious they know 

nothing about it precisely because they have written something about it. To 

write about philosophy is to betray a lack of it. Plato, in contrast, ironically 

proclaims, “there is no writing of mine concerning these things nor will 

there be” {Epist. VII, 341c4-5). Though Plato does not write philosophy, 

this refusal does not immediately entail the nonlinguistic nature of philoso¬ 

phy. For instance, Plato might speak to his close companions about the 

nature of philosophy or lecture on the Good. To this possibility, Plato 

emphatically responds, “For it is in no way spoken of like other studies. 
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Knowing it comes out of much in the matter itself [knowledge of it] then 

comes suddenly, like a fire kindled by a leaping spark, it is generated in the 

soul and maintains itself’ (Epist. VII, 341c-d).^* 

With its reference to sudden recognition, this passage demands compari¬ 

son to the nonlinguistic ascent to the Beautiful itself that Diotima describes 

to Socrates, a stage of the ascent that she believes Socrates cannot make 

precisely because of his linguistic dependency. By continually alerting 

Socrates whenever she alludes to the Beautiful itself, Diotima implies that 

philosophical recognition of kalon auton without kaloi logoi will pose a dif¬ 

ficulty for Socrates since the powerful and beautiful logoi seduce Socrates. 

Diotima does not believe that Socrates can comprehend the Beautiful itself 

because he cannot comprehend without logos. For Socrates, the logoi are so 

beautiful and great that he cannot see the Beautiful itself; he sees only him¬ 

self. This implicit reference in Letter VII to the ascent passage and 

Diotima’s reference to Socrates’ inadequacy underscores the difference 

between Plato and Socrates on the issue of linguistic dependency. A bit 

later, Plato continues his thoughts about the weakness of logos: “On account 

of this, no one having sense (nous) would dare ever to place into it (logos) 

the things having been contemplated by him and especially immovable 

things” (Epist. VII, 343a). 

So if Plato speaks as Diotima, Plato’s charge against Socrates is that he 

does not recognize the aporiai of logos or the weakness (astheneia) of 

logos.'^^ Just as Diotima chastises the youthful Socrates so mired in kaloi 

logoi that he does not see the Beautiful itself, Plato chastises the older 

Socrates for depending on his self-oriented narratives as a pedagogical 

method. By depicting Socrates’ practice of philosophy as indelibly narra¬ 

tive-based, Plato portrays Soerates as a person continually immersed in 

kaloi logoi. This immersion in speech marks Socrates’ philosophical limita¬ 

tion. Socrates does not recognize that the limitations of his pedagogical 

approach arise from his inability to perceive to kalon auton without oi kaloi 

logoi. As a result, “as a character in the dialogues, Socrates lives on as a dis¬ 

embodied image whose being consists in pure speech” (West, 1979, 232). 

Socrates remains inexorably tethered to the narratives he tells. Plato, fol¬ 

lowing Diotima’s lead, may reach that beautiful realm. 



Therapeutic Arguments and 

Structures of Desire 

Martha Nussbaum 

We all know that society influences our thinking and our behavior in 

many ways. But we frequently imagine that we also inhabit a presocietal 

realm of “nature,” and that our desires and emotions derive from that 

realm. This way of thinking was very much encouraged by romanticism, 

but it has older roots; it was alive, indeed, in the ancient Greek world. 

Greeks liked to talk about erotic passion as something that grows in us “by 

nature,” and to refer to the compulsions of nature in explication of their 

sexual conduct.' The contrast between nature and convention, in the Greek 

world very much as in our own, was used to mark certain things as 

unchangeable and off-limits, other things as more superficial and potential¬ 

ly more mutable.^ 

On the other hand, in the ancient Greek world as in our own, there were 

also challenges to the naturalizing of emotion and desire. Philosophical 

arguments, some very powerful, began to question the idea that either emo¬ 

tions such as anger and fear or bodily desires such sexual desires and the 

desire for food were simply innate and biological, unshaped by cultural 

forces. The paper reprinted here is an attempt to begin mining the ancient 

arguments for what they might yield for our contemporary debates. As 

such, it is part of a larger and more detailed historical inquiry,^ and also of a 

more detailed philosophical inquiry in which I sort out my own position on 

the issues raised in the historical texts.^ Here, then, I shall only make a few 

observations about distinctions that I think need to be observed and ques¬ 

tions that need to be asked. 

First, it is important to distinguish explananda of different types, and, 

in particular, to distinguish appetites from emotions. I believe that these are 

logically distinct categories, although interrelated in complicated ways. The 

ancient Greek Stoics seem to me to have done better with these distinctions 
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than the Epicureans, on whom I focus in this paper. Sexual desire proba¬ 

bly involves both appetite and emotion, and one way of looking at 

Lucretius’ proposal is that it attempts to separate the two components, pre¬ 

serving the first and eliminating the second. 

Second, we should observe that positions that have been advanced in the 

area of “social construction” differ over two questions: (1) What is the origin 

of emotions and desires? (2) Is an emotion such as fear, or anger*, or sexual 

desire, a single thing, or are there many different forms of human emotion 

and desire in different times and places, exhibiting no fixed “essence”? The 

answers to the two questions are connected in many complex ways. A per¬ 

son who holds that e.g., fear is genetic in origin is likely to be an “essential- 

ist” on the second question, reasoning that human biology remains relatively 

stable across place and time; and yet she may readily concede that behav¬ 

ior expressing fear will in many ways be shaped by culture. The person who 

holds that basic emotion categories are socially shaped is likely to recognize 

a diversity of forms of emotional organization with no single “essence”— 

although, as my paper argues, this may also not be so, since there might turn 

out to be some reason why human societies all organize things in a very sim¬ 

ilar way. Getting clear about these two questions and their interrelations is a 

very important part of making progress on the issue. 

Third, we should insist that there are several different levels on which 

claims of biological or social origin may be made. To focus on sexual love, 

my central topic in the article, at least five different areas of our life with 

respect to love call forth these competing forms of explanation. 

(1) Custom and norms regarding the proper expression of sexual 

love—what acts one chooses, what partners are acceptable. 

(2) Norms regarding the nature and morality of sexual conduct and 

emotion themselves—whether, for example, they are understood 

as intrinsically sinful and morally problematic. 

(3) Norms regarding what is desirable in a sexual partner: body 

shape, features, dress, and so forth. 

(4) The basic sexual categories into which erotic agents are divided, 

categories such as “the heterosexual,” “the homosexual.” 

(5) The membership of particular individuals in one category rather 

than another. 

Notice that even a hard-core biological determinist is likely to accept a 

large role for social construction in (1), and possibly in (2) and (3). More 

controversial will be (4) and (5), where the claim of social construction 

bites deeper. On the whole, the Hellenistic philosophers are social con- 
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structionists with respect to (4). They hold, that is, that our basic emotion 

categories, categories such as fear, anger, love—and also many subcate¬ 

gories of agent within that—are social artifacts, and may be undone by 

philosophical teaching. Stoics may even hold this position about gender 

itself; at any rate, it is clear that they treated gender as a morally irrelevant 

attribute on par with national origin, and as one that would be minimized in 

the ideal city, by a scheme of unisex clothing, and by the continual teaching 

that our real identity is that of rational personhood, which is, it would seem, 

not gendered.^ Hellenistic philosophers have little to say about (5), since 

they have little interest in child development. Presumably they would need 

to invoke some combination of social and parental conditioning to explain 

the emotional repertory that the individual comes to have. 

Fourth, we must carefully distinguish between the naturalness of a phe¬ 

nomenon, in the sense of its biological or innate origin, and its goodness. 

The fact that something is “natural” has often been invoked to show that it 

is good. But of course it shows no such thing, without further premises 

about the providential design about nature. Many things, such as diseases, 

are “natural” and bad; many things are man-made and good. The Greek 

nomos-phusis debate was already well aware of this, but some of our mod¬ 

ern arguments have not always taken the point. 

Finally, we should carefully distinguish between the question of social 

construction and the question of mutability. The fact that a phenomenon is 

biological in origin does not mean we are stuck with it forever. Diseases 

can sometimes be cured. The fact that a phenomenon is social in origin 

does not mean we can change it at will or easily. Seneca is aware that erad¬ 

icating anger in a society, or even in an individual, will require a lifetime of 

patient continual effort, and that even such effort may prove unsuccessful, 

given the recalcitrance of habit. On the other hand, recognizing the nature 

of the phenomenon with which we are dealing does show us how we might 

alter it if we should want to alter it. So, as the Hellenistic philosophers 

thought, good philosophical argument on this point can be an agent of 

human freedom. 

—Martha Nussbaum, August 1995 

I begin with a passage from the ancient Greek Philosopher Epicurus 

(fourth-third century B.C.E.), who, in his Letter to Menoeceus, asked how 

human beings can be released from certain social and psychological con¬ 

straints so that they can lead more fruitful human lives. This passage always 

occasions gasps and embarrassed giggles when I read it to undergraduate 
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audiences; and it is from those giggles that I want to begin this inquiry. The 

passage goes as follows: 

The truly pleasant life is not produced by an unbroken succession of 

drinking bouts and revels; not by the enjoyment of boys and women and 

fish and the other things that a luxurious table presents. It is produced by 

sober reasoning that seeks out the causes of all pursuit and avoidance and 

drives out the beliefs that are responsible for our greatest disturbances. 

(Letter to Menoeceus 132) 

That is a rather literal translation of the original Greek. I note that the 

most common translation by a very respectable scholar removes its pecu¬ 

liarities as follows: 

It is not an unbroken succession of drinking bouts and revelry, not sexual 

love, not the enjoyment of the fish and other delicacies of a luxurious 

table_(R. D. Hicks)® 

This is an important passage for anyone who is interested in studying 

the relationship between sexual desire and socially taught beliefs. It is 

important for two reasons. First, because it gives striking and characteristic 

evidence of some ancient Greek conceptions of desire and its objects that 

are strikingly different from our contemporary conceptions and cast light 

on the status of ours by their difference. Second, because it is part of the 

argument for a powerful philosophical theory concerning the social origins 

of desire. This theory holds that many forms of human desire and emotion 

are grounded in and partly constituted by beliefs that are learned in soci¬ 

ety—beliefs that might be criticized and even altered, if rational people 

decide that they are false, silly, or in other ways inimical to human flour¬ 

ishing. The two interests we might have in the passage are closely connect¬ 

ed, as it turns out. For the information about historical difference that it 

reveals offers us strong reasons to accept the philosophical thesis it pre¬ 

sents: desire is, at least in part, a social construct. 

I 

I shall deal with the historical point first. And I shall deal with it rather 

briefly, since there has recently been a good deal of excellent work along 

these lines, some examples of which appear elsewhere.^ But since the arti¬ 

cles here focus on particular areas of sexual life in the ancient world, it is 

still worthwhile providing a general overview of the state of the question. 
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For years, then, indeed for centuries, the discourse of the ancient world 

concerning sexual desire was treated by scholars, insofar as they treated it at 

all, as something at once impenetrably alien and disgustingly familiar. 

Around the borders of the great silence that surrounded the subject of 

ancient Greek homosexuality, one heard embarrassed whisperings that 

revealed two beliefs on the part of the whisperers: first, that it was highly 

peculiar, almost inconceivable, and surely incomprehensible that this oth¬ 

erwise sensible and even admirable people should accept with equanimity 

and even praise forms of conduct that Englishmen found thoroughly dis¬ 

gusting; second, that what was being praised in works of Plato and accepted 

laughingly in comedies of Aristophanes was in fact the very same “thing” 

that Englishmen were accustomed to forbid and find disgusting. This was 

why, in fact, it was thought so very bizarre that the otherwise rational Greeks 

did not conceal and condemn it. The result of this complex attitude—in a 

civilization that memorized the arguments of the Phaedrus even while 

putting homosexuals to death by hanging—was denial and embarrassed 

silence: the silence that is sternly enjoined at the moment in the film of E. M. 

Forester’s Maurice when the eager young students are told that they may 

skip over certain passages in the Phaedrus in which they take a lively inter¬ 

est; the silence that is proudly proclaimed in the major scholarly edition of 

the works of Catullus by C.J. Fordyce, published in 1961 by the Oxford 

University Press, at the beginning of which we are told that “A few poems 

which for good reason are rarely read have been omitted.” (When one exam¬ 

ines the editor’s principle of selection one discovers that poems of a “het¬ 

erosexual” and scatological nature are unproblematically included.) 

The silence was officially broken in 1978, with the publication of Sir 

Kenneth Dover’s important and first-rate book, Greek Homosexuality} But 

Dover, while determined to confront the subject with both tolerance and 

meticulous scholarship, took over in certain ways a major assumption from 

previous generations of non-scholarship: namely that there is such a thing 

as “Greek Homosexuality”—that is, that the phenomenon lived and 

described by the Greeks was sufficiently similar to modern-day homosex¬ 

uality that it made sense to write a continuous history of this “thing,” 

homosexuality, and to talk about the ways in which Greek attitudes to “it” 

differed from our own. Dover was so determined to bring to light what had 

been pushed behind the courtliness that it never sufficiently occurred to 

him to ask whether what had been denied and pushed behind was in fact 

the same “thing” at all as what was there to be brought to light by historical 

inquiry—whether, indeed, there was any one “thing” at all corresponding 

to our conception of homosexuality. Dover is a marvelous scholar; his 
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methodological care, his mastery of evidence from many different areas, 

and his general intellectual acumen make his book an extremely important 

one, and one from which the reader can learn an enormous amount about 

cultural differences as well as about putative continuities. Its specific con¬ 

clusions are by no means invalidated by the philosophic assumptions that I 

am questioning. Nonetheless, questions of a fundamental kind remained to 

be asked, and the unity of the phenomena had to be called into question. 

More recent scholarship has asked these necessary questions—inspired 

by the suggestive work of Foucault in The History of Sexuality, but by now 

pressing beyond Foucault’s work in historical detail and precision. The 

essays in this issue give some examples of ways in which younger schol¬ 

ars have been arguing that the ancient discourse about and also the experi¬ 

ence of sexual desire and its objects were very different from our own. I 

can, therefore, simply summarize the general direction of these findings 

very briefly.® 

In order to do this, it will be useful to return to our Epicurus passage. 

The truly pleasant life is not produced by an unbroken succession of 

drinking bouts and revels; not by the enjoyment of boys and women and 

fish and the other things that a luxurious table presents. 

What is it that makes modem undergraduates uneasy and amused here? 

What is it that makes our respectable translator feel that he has to translate 

it oddly, in order to make sense of it? It is not only the presence of males 

alongside females as objects of desire for the male recipient of Epicurus’ 

letter, and the evident absence of any question as to the naturalness or natu¬ 

ralness of such enjoyment. That is certainly one thing that is striking about 

the passage; and it is one of the things that Hicks’ translation, with its vague 

expression “sexual love,” obscures. But it is surely not the only, or even 

the primary odd thing. What is odd and amusing above all is the grouping 

of boys and women together with fish and other delicacies of “the luxurious 

table”—as if the problem of sexual appetite was just one part of a general 

problem of bodily appetite and its management. Epicurus’ oddly construct¬ 

ed sentence begins with something that we tend to think of as profound, 

intimate, defining of our selfhood, and morally problematic in a special 

way, and ends up with the superficial area of gastronomic choice, as if there 

were no difference of level or moral intensity between the two spheres. If 

we attempt to reconstruct what produced a sentence like this, a sentence 

that was supposed to speak vigorously to the experience of Epicurean 

pupils from many different backgrounds and social classes, we are led to 

attribute to Epicurus a general conception of appetitive enjoying that 
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includes eating and drinking along with sexual activity, and does not make a 

very strong distinction between the two spheres. 

The two striking features of this passage—its indifference about the 

gender of the object of desire and its treatment of sexual desire as just one 

part of a more general moral problem of appetitive self-control—are in fact 

characteristic not only of Epicurus’ thought elsewhere, but also of a great 

deal of the discourse about desire in the ancient world. The recent scholar¬ 

ship to which I have alluded has convincingly argued that there was for the 

ancient Greeks no salient distinction corresponding to our own distinction 

between heterosexuality and homosexuality: no distinction, that is, of per¬ 

sons into two profoundly different kinds on the basis of the gender of the 

object they most deeply or most characteristically desire.Nor is there, 

indeed, anything precisely corresponding to our modern concept of a “sex¬ 

uality”—a deep and relatively stable inner orientation towards objects of a 

certain gender. There are morally salient distinctions in the sexual sphere, 

certainly, but they lie elsewhere: distinctions between activity and passivi¬ 

ty, between controlling and being controlled, and also between being self¬ 

controlling and being un-self-controlled. But the moral assessment of 

persons with respect to their “sexuality” that is so ubiquitous in the modem 

world would have seemed to the ancient Greeks peculiar, arbitrary, and 

unmotivated. 

David Halperin has proposed a parallel that will help us to have a vivid 

sense of this (Halperin, 1990b, 26-27). Imagine, he says, how we would 

react to a society that divided people into two distinct classes on the basis of 

their taste, or distaste, for a particular food. To stay close to Epicurus, let 

us take fish as our example, and let us imagine people divided into the 

ichthuphages and the non-ichthuphages. Let us, furthermore, imagine these 

preferences explained by the positing of an “edility”—a deep inner orien¬ 

tation towards foods of a certain sort that is a fundamental determinant of 

one’s entire identity. Let us suppose that the members of the society in 

question believe that the ichthuphages are somehow problematic, “unnat¬ 

ural,” “queer,” while the others are normal, “straight,” “all right.” Let us, 

finally, imagine that they believe you cannot really know who a person is, 

deep down, without knowing that. This example seems to show us two 

things about ourselves. First, it shows us that distinctions that we take to 

be fundamental, inevitable, and “natural” might, from some other perfectly 

reasonable point of view, seem just as factitious, arbitrary, and peculiar as 

these food distinctions, which we ourselves would readily brand as super¬ 

stitious and odd. Second, it gives us a way of beginning to imagine how 

social distinctions that are non-necessary and in some cases arbitrary can. 
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nonetheless, form not only conceptions of desire but the very experience of 

desire, at a rather deep level. For, to take our fish example, wouldn’t the 

member of the society in question have an experience of eating and food 

choice that is rather different from our own? Wouldn’t the social beliefs, 

learned from youth and deeply internalized, totally transform the simple 

pleasure of biting into a grilled salmon, and cause many joyful acts to be 

hedged round with secrecy, guilt, and anger on the part of some agents, by 

embarrassment, silence, and worse on the part of others? Asking these 

questions helps us to begin to ask how, and to what extent, our own experi¬ 

ence of sexual desire is informed by our own distinctions, distinctions that a 

study of ancient Greece shows to be non-necessary, non-natural, and per¬ 

haps not even terribly reasonable, obvious, or sensible. 

These are complicated historical issues. Much more qualification and 

distinction-making is required if we are to understand fully how far and in 

what ways ancient Greek views really are different from our own. As I 

have said, I shall not attempt to present here the more detailed investiga¬ 

tion that would be required. But now I want to use these historical observa¬ 

tions to approach my second theme, the central issue of this paper. I have 

said that the Epicurus passage is part of a powerful argument for a philo¬ 

sophical conception of emotion and desire, a conception that holds that 

these elements of human life are to a great extent formed by socially 

learned beliefs, beliefs that can be altered if the participants decide that 

they are false, confused, or in some other way inimical to human flourish¬ 

ing. It is the primary purpose of this paper to investigate this conception as 

it was developed by ancient Greek philosophers, especially of the 

Hellenistic period, to ask about its implications for the analysis of sexual 

desire, and to see what light it may shed on contemporary debates about the 

“social construction of sexuality.’’" 

II 

Frequently we speak as if the emotions and desires are timeless ahis- 

torical entities, springing up as parts of an animal level of human nature 

that is untouched by history and culture. Anger, fear, sexual desire, and 

many relatives of these are taken in this way to be parts of “human nature,” 

parts that have nothing to do with what we have learned to believe as the 

result of the way in which we have been brought up. This picture of emo¬ 

tion and desire was dominant in Western intellectual circles for a long time, 

largely on account of the influence of British empiricism and related psy¬ 

chologies. And although it is now under heavy attack from many sides— 
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from philosophy, from anthropology, from psychoanalysis, and even from 

cognitive psychology*^—it retains a surprising degree of influence in peo¬ 

ple’s thought and talk about themselves. 

Epicurus, and with him almost all major philosophers of the ancient 

Greek world, had a different view about the emotions. This view is that 

emotions such as fear, grief, anger, pity, and love rest on, and are in part 

made up out of, beliefs about the way things are in the world, beliefs in 

which the value-laden distinctions taught in society are prominent. Take, 

for example, anger. Anger, as Aristotle, Epicureans, and Stoics all argue, is 

not a mere animal reaction; it involves an attitude towards an object that is 

based upon certain beliefs. It requires, that is, the belief that one has been 

wronged, and wronged in a more than trivial way, by the person at whom 

the anger is directed. If we were to alter those beliefs—either by showing 

that the alleged wrong did not take place, or that it was really not impor¬ 

tant, or that it was not in fact caused by the person in question, we would 

expect the person’s anger at that other person to go away. Even if some 

residual irritated feeling remains, it does not seem appropriate to call it 

anger unless it has that complex cognitive structure. Obviously, if this gen¬ 

eral point is correct, then people’s experiences of anger will vary, not only 

in accordance with their view of the facts as to what has happened to them, 

but also, and more importantly, with their view about what things are dam¬ 

ages and what damages have importance. As the Stoics were fond of point¬ 

ing out, if we could get people to believe that nothing that could even in 

principle be damaged by another person is of any importance at all, we 

would have done away with anger completely. 

Much the same appears to be true of other major emotions. Fear, it is 

argued, requires the belief that there are important damages that one may 

suffer in the future, in a way that one is powerless to prevent.'^ Once again, 

one can imagine altering those beliefs. In a particular case, one might 

become convinced that the impending damage is not at all likely to occur, 

or that if it does occur it will not be a bad thing. Or one might become con¬ 

vinced that a whole class of possible future events usually thought to be 

damages are not really such. Or finally—as the Stoics urge—one might 

become convinced that the only truly important things are one’s own 

thoughts and inner activities of willing. And then, if one believes as well 

that these inner activities are always fully under one’s own control—as, 

again, the Stoics teach—then there will be no room at all for fear. Indeed, 

one can see that the changes in belief that remove fear would remove grief 

and pity as well. For a loss that one fears, looking to the future, is an object 

of grief when it has taken place. And pity is the other-directed relative of 



204 Martha Nussbaum 

these emotions: for it requires the belief that the suffering of another person 

is of serious magnitude, and also that the damage or loss is not that person s 

fault. (For if one thought that it was the person’s fault, one would blame 

and reprove, rather than pity.)‘^ 

In short, the major emotions seem to this entire philosophical tradition 

to rest upon a complex family of rather controversial evaluative beliefs, 

beliefs that can be assessed as either rational or irrational (with respect to 

the manner of their formation, the evidence on which they rest), and also 

as either true or false (with respect to their content). They can be examined 

and criticized by rational arguments, and in many cases they can be altered, 

if agents decide that the relevant beliefs are false. At this point, the various 

philosophers part company. For Aristotle holds, on the whole, that these 

emotions are frequently well-founded, and thus have a valuable role to play 

in the life of a good person. There are, to be sure, many instances of ill- 

founded anger and fear, many things (for example, money and reputation) 

that people care about more than they should and whose loss they there¬ 

fore fear or resent more than they should. But, he holds, human life does 

contain possibilities for undeserved reversals of fortune, reversals that are 

truly serious and that provide good reasons for fear, grief, anger, pity—or, if 

the changes are good ones, for sudden delight and intense gratitude and pas¬ 

sionate love.'® His Hellenistic successors, the Epicureans and Stoics, deny 

this. Because they hold that the most important things in human life are 

always within the agent’s own control, they also hold that emotions such 

as fear, grief, pity, and anger are always groundless, involving a belief in 

the great importance of that which lies beyond one’s own control, and are 

to be extirpated completely from human life. Their radical ethical posi¬ 

tion—which requires them to deny the outstanding importance of such 

highly valued goods as the love of children and spouse, affiliation and activ; 

ity within a political community, even the opportunity to perform virtuous 

actions—grounds an equally radical position concerning the emotions. 

Emotions, then, are social artifacts, formations in the soul that result 

from the implantation of belief by society. But what can be implanted can 

also be examined and assessed. This job, these philosophers argue, is the 

task of philosophy. And notice that the critical scrutiny of philosophy, suc¬ 

cessfully performed, will change not only people’s beliefs about the emo¬ 

tions. It will change the emotional experience itself. The truly convinced 

Aristotelian will not experience anger over slights to reputation or losses 

of wealth. The convinced Epicurean or Stoic will experience no fear at all, 

and will live in a calm and undisturbed condition. Epicureans defined phi¬ 

losophy as “the art that secures the happy life by means of reasonings and 
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arguments.”'’ Reasoning does not simply produce intellectual conviction; it 

changes the life of desire. 

This position seems to me to be a powerful one, grounded in an extreme¬ 

ly impressive analysis of the emotions in their relation to belief. Nor are the 

philosophers at all naive when it comes to describing the means by which 

emotion-grounding beliefs can be altered by philosophical “therapy.” The 

emotion-grounding beliefs have been presented to the pupil almost from 

birth; they are bound to be deeply lodged in the soul, and difficult to dis¬ 

lodge. A one-shot argument might produce superficial assent; but that is 

very far, these philosophers know, from real, thoroughgoing inner convic¬ 

tion. “He does not really grant what he professes,” says the Roman 

Epicurean Lucretius of a person who professes various rational convictions 

while fearing death in his heart (III. 876). And he characterizes the depth 

and the frequently subconscious nature of the fear-grounding beliefs by call¬ 

ing them “silent voices” that speak to the pupil despite her official protesta¬ 

tions, and “hidden goads beneath the heart” that motivate her behavior 

“without conscious awareness” (III. 55-58, III. 873-78, cf. 1053-75). This 

means that philosophy, if it is to have the power to change such beliefs, will 

need to be something much more comprehensive than an avocation or a 

subject of study. It must suffuse the whole of life, constructing (whether in 

the existing culture or in an alternative community apart from it) an alter¬ 

native mode of life, in which the frequent repetition of philosophical argu¬ 

ments and a continual practice of self-scrutiny fill up the pupil’s daily life, 

transforming all other activities. Epicureans were asked to live outside of 

the city, and Epicurus wrote to a prospective pupil: “Happy youth—take 

sail, and flee from all culture.” And it seems that the Epicurean teacher 

asked pupils to divulge thoughts and feelings, in order to receive intense 

philosophical criticism.'* The Stoic Seneca reports that at the close of every 

day he reviews the day’s activities critically, in an extended process of 

self-examination and “confessions,” while his wife, “long since familiar 

with this custom of mine,” waits patiently for him to come to bed (On 

Anger III.36). And the practice of self-scrutiny is central to all of Stoic ther¬ 

apy. In this way, these radical social critics expect that the philosophical 

arguments can, as Epicurus puts it, “become powerful” (Letter to Herodotus 

83), in the soul and life of the pupil, transforming not simply intellectual 

adherence, but the experience of desire and emotion itself. 

So far, I have focused on very general evaluative beliefs that are likely to 

be shared, in some form, by many, if not all, societies. I have not focused on 

the ways in which different societies construct the emotion-grounding 

beliefs differently, and I have not asked to what extent the ancient Greek 
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philosophers recognize the possibility of such cultural differences. The 

answer here is, I think, a complex one. On the one hand, these thinkers 

about emotion do appear to believe that, where the major, highly general 

categories of emotion are concerned, all the societies with which they are 

concerned teach, in some form, the emotion-grounding beliefs. Death is 

feared in Greece and in Rome; everywhere in the known world people care 

about people and things in such a way as to make room for grief, for anger, 

for passionate joy and desire. On the other hand, when we examine the high¬ 

ly specific enumerations of concrete varieties of these passions, and the pro¬ 

posals for concrete instances of therapeutic treatment we find, I believe, a 

good deal of interest in cultural specificity. Lucretius assumes that Epicurus 

is right to suppose that everywhere there are fears and angers that need 

philosophical therapy. But he devotes a good deal of attention to the specif¬ 

ically Roman forms of these emotions in constructing his therapeutic argu¬ 

ment for a Roman interlocutor: to the connection of the fear of death with 

subservience to priests, to the conventional understanding of aggressiveness 

and anger as linked with admirable military behavior. Not only the occa¬ 

sions on which these passions manifest themselves but also the peculiar 

shape and tonality of the experience of passions, the connections these have 

with other experiences, are seen to have a cultural component. (We shall 

shortly see this in greater detail when we discuss his account of erotic 

desire.) Attention to the culture’s own categories shapes the lists and defin¬ 

itions of emotions given in the various schools.*® Thus instead of simply 

translating all the terms of the Greek lists, the Roman theorists tend, instead, 

to look at the shape of their own experience. This cultural specificity is an 

essential part of therapeutic argument since, they argue, therapy is only as 

effective as is its grasp of the concrete experience of the pupil, including 

not only the pupil’s theoretical beliefs, but also her fantasies, her images,, 

even her dreams. Thus in reality, while holding that most human societies 

(indeed, all societies short of perfected philosophical societies, real or imag¬ 

ined) contain the major members of this family of diseases, the philosophers 

believe that, like good doctors, they ought to understand the symptoms that 

prevail locally and not simply do medicine from the textbook. Emotions are 

not simply general cultural constructs; they are complex syndromes that 

vary in subtle ways from place to place, and each culture constructs them 

somewhat differently, in keeping with its traditions of evaluation. 

Ill 

Is sexual desire like this? In the ancient world there were two schools of 

thought on this issue. One, represented by the Plato of the Republic and 
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Phaedo, held that sexual desire is simply a bodily urge, like hunger and 

thirst. It is to be classified with these and other bodily appetites, rather than 

with emotions such as fear, pity, grief, and anger, which are understood to 

have a complex cognitive structure. The appetites are seen as pushes, forces 

that in their very nature reach out for a certain characteristic type of object; 

they do not contain in themselves any conception of a good object, or any 

beliefs about what is important or fine. For this reason, they are thought to 

be impervious to rational therapy; if they are to be managed, it will have 

to be through some form of suppression. Good argument about the reasons 

for fear can actually remove fear; but argument about the worthlessness of 

food does nothing to alter the bodily feeling of hunger—and sexual desire is 

taken to be like this as well. 

The other picture also has its origins in Plato—but in the more complex 

account of erotic desire that Plato gives in the Phaedrus. According to this 

picture, desire still has an animal component; but the complex experience 

of erotic desire involves all parts of the soul together—including reason. 

Desire itself conceives of its object as beautiful or valuable, has various 

beliefs about the object, and is responsive to changes in belief. In this pic¬ 

ture, one’s experience of sexual desire is in large part a function of one’s 

thoughts and aims, of the ways one has been brought up to see the world, 

the distinctions one has learned to make.^^ 

This picture of sexual desire and erotic love is further developed in 

Epicurean teaching—above all, in a brilliant section of Lucretius’ De 

Rerum Natura. The purpose of this section of Lucretius’s argument is to 

show to what extent and in what ways the experience of erotic love is 

shaped by social learning, to develop a critique of these social teachings, 

and to propose both a therapeutic treatment for those enmeshed in bad 

forms of love and a glimpse of a good or healthy form that will survive the 

therapeutic treatment. I have analyzed these arguments at length else- 

where:^' I shall try to provide, rather briefly, an overview of the primary 

points, as they bear on our overall argument. 

Lucretius links his account of desire to a general account of perception. 

For it is essential to show the variety of ways in which experience and 

learning can influence the inner life, if one is really going to get a good 

understanding of sexual experience and its cultural formation. In this gen¬ 

eral account, he argues that perceptual experience can mislead, unless per¬ 

ceptions are scrutinized and criticized by mind (IV.755 ff., 818-22). One 

way in which such deformation can occur is through the mutual influence of 

desire and perception. Desire is aroused by perception; but perception is 

also shaped by desire, since people see things in a way that is heavily influ¬ 

enced by their expectations and wishes, attending only to what corresponds 
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to those wishes and often ignoring other parts of what is present (779 ff.)- 

The mind, furthermore, has a tendency to extrapolate rapidly from its per¬ 

ceptions, building up a whole picture on the basis of a few signs, instead of 

attending closely to all the evidenee that is actually before it (816-17). 

Clearly, wishes, habits and expectations will all influence the way in which 

the mind does this. So, too, he now argues, will our physiological state: for 

states of need and dissatisfaction lead us to focus on objects-that might 

seem to promise an end to the dissatisfaction (858 ff.). 

Lucretius now turns to influence of habit. In waking life, and even in 

sleep, our habitual pursuits influence what we see (what we attend to, what 

we construct). Forms of habitual activity—one’s professional daily life, the 

books one regularly reads—contain characteristic structures of pleasure 

and attention that influenee thought even at the unconscious level. Thus, in 

their dreams, lawyers see themselves pleading cases, generals fighting bat¬ 

tles. Lucretius remarks that in his dreams he does philosophy: “I do this, 

and investigate the nature of things at all times and having found it I write it 

up in my ancestral language” (962 ff.). Since we observe similar phenome¬ 

na in animals (who dream of hunting, etc.), we can conclude that this is a 

natural and not a god-sent process (986 ff.). 

These observations, taken together, prepare us to understand how com¬ 

plex the experience of erotic love and its associated pereeption actually is, 

and how deeply shaped, in many different ways, by social features that 

work not just on consciousness, but even on the unconscious life of each of 

us. Stories, poems, myths, habits, expectations—all these lead us to see the 

person before us in a certain way, a way that may not be either correct or 

healthy. And Lucretius’ remarks about the power of his poetry to shape 

thought reminds the reader that the verbal constructions of love with which 

any reader of love poetry is constantly assailed must have a corresponding 

power. Reading love poems and hearing love stories produce images and 

patterns of attention. 

Lucretius now turns officially to the topic of erotic love. As we might by 

now expect, he argues that love, as most people experience it, is bad 

because it is based on false beliefs. But his aecount of the false beliefs, and 

the mechanism of their social transmission, is extremely complex. In his 

remarkable account of sexual intercourse, one of the most violent and 

arresting passages in all of Latin poetry, he assails both (conventional) 

love’s beliefs about its aim and its conception of its object, describing the 

bad consequences of pursuing that aim and having that object. 

The person in love—and his constant references to the cliches of love 

poetry show that he is speaking of a construction of love learned through 
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the culture, and especially through literature—aims, above all, at union or 

fusion with the object of desire. (Throughout the passage, and in related 

passages in other books, this aim is contrasted with another aim that is 

available, and frequently pursued in nature: the aim of mutual pleasure.) 

But the aim of fusion is both internally incoherent and impossible. 

Incoherent because (speaking always from the point of view of the male 

interlocutor and pupil), the natural bodily function culminates in ejacula¬ 

tion into, whereas the wish of love is for taking in from. Nature’s structure 

is at odds with love’s design. Impossible, because the person never can be 

taken in. Even if little bits of flesh could be rubbed off, he says (cf. 1103, 

1110)—or, one might add, if one’s gender or sexual practices are such that 

one does take in something physiologically from one’s partner—still, the 

aim of love remains unfulfilled. The aim will be satisfied only by complete 

possession and incorporation of the other person: and the person is far more 

than little surface pieces of matter. Lucretius concludes that lovers must 

necessarily remain frustrated, feeding themselves on perceptions, and on 

these alone (1095-96). We notice here that the fact that the partner is a sep¬ 

arate person with a separate life is no delight to these lovers, but a perma¬ 

nent obstacle to the fulfillment of their deepest wish. 

This account of love’s aim must be understood in connection with the 

accompanying diagnosis of love’s false beliefs about its object. Why does 

love want to incorporate or devour this person, and no other? Because this 

person is seen to be perfect, divine, the only one, the one he has to have. 

Lucretius repeatedly shows how many poetic cliches of the beloved woman 

as a goddess, a “Venus,” inform male experience. Each natural property is 

transformed into a mythological perfection. The lover’s perception, guid¬ 

ed by stories and poetic myths, looks for a Venus in the real woman who is 

before him. Glimpsing a few signs, he makes up “attributes,” the rest 

(1154), “blind with desire” (1153). Thus he hardly looks at the actual per¬ 

son before him, nor does he accurately notes the aims and goals she has, 

the real qualities she possesses. The lover’s desire for complete possession 

and incorporation can now be seen as a desire to possess something of the 

more than human, to devour the divine. 

This complex illusion, Lucretius now argues, has many bad conse¬ 

quences, both external to the erotic relationship and within it. The external 

consequences are familiar from the tradition’s arguments against love: 

waste of strength, and force; loss of control over the rest of one’s life; dam¬ 

age to one’s fortune; damage to political activity; damage to reputation 

(1121-32). The internal consequences are more striking. The aim to possess 

the other, and its inevitable frustration, produce in the lovers a continual 
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sense of frustration and non-fulfillment. Even at the moment of greatest 

sexual pleasure, “some bitterness rises up to torment them even in the 

flower of their enjoyment” (1134). This bitter feeling, we see, is caused by 

the discrepancy between the cultural fantasy and natural reality. To these 

torments are added the frustrations of jealousy. For love’s aim is intolerant 

of the other person’s separate life; and glances, smiles at others, all remind 

the lover of his incomplete possession. This leads, in turn, to suspicious 

behavior that is injurious to the other person, and, in general, to a disregard 

of the other’s real existence and separate needs. 

Finally, Lucretius argues, such a lover, armed with such aims, and with 

the overestimation of the loved one that goes with them, will prove unable 

to tolerate the evidence of the woman’s everyday bodily existence. This 

passage is extremely important for any understanding of his views con¬ 

cerning the cultural construction of love, and its philosophical therapy. 

But let her be as fine of face as she can be, still. . . she does just the same 

in everything, and we know it, as the ugly, and reeks, herself, poor 

wretched thing, of foul odors, and her housemaids flee, far from her and 

giggle in secret. But the tearful lover, turned away from her door, often 

smothers the threshold with flowers and garlands, and anoints the proud 

doorposts with marjoram, and plants kisses, poor wretch, on the door. Yet 

if he were finally let in, and if just one whiff of that smell should meet 

him as he came in, he would think up some good excuse to go away, and 

his deep-drawn lament, long planned, would fall silent, and on the spot he 

would condemn his stupidity, because he sees that he has attributed to her 

more than it is correct to grant to any mortal. Nor are our Venuses in the 

dark about this. That’s why they are all the more at pains to conceal the 

backstage side of their lives from those whom they want to keep held fast 

in love. All for nothing, since you can still drag it all into the light in your 

mind, and look into the reasons for all this laughing, and, if she has a good 

mind and is not spiteful, overlook all this in your turn, and yield to human 

life {humanis concedere rebus). (1171, 1174-91) 

The passage begins as a piece of satirical unmasking. It asks the lover to 

look behind love’s radiant appearance to see what is really there. It tells 

him that if he does so he will find that things are not as godlike and glam¬ 

orous as they seem. We now have a stock scenario from Latin love poetry: 

the lover standing outside his mistress’s door. In front of the door the lover 

places sweet-smelling flowers on the posts and kisses the door his divine 

mistress has touched. Inside we find foul odors and knowing giggles. 
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What is going on here? In my longer analysis (Nussbaum, 1986, ch. 7), I 

have argued that the most likely explanation of the scene is that the woman 

is having her period. The man, who has formed the habit of thinking of her 

as more than mortal (has “attributed” to her more than is right to grant to 

any mortal) would be expected to react to this ordinary bodily event with 

disillusionment, disgust, and repudiation. In this way, Lucretius continues, 

male illusions force the female to live a dishonest life, staging herself as in 

a theater and concealing the stage machinery. Since this lover has been 

brought up on myths of Venus, a Venus is what he must see. And so the 

poor human women (“our Venuses” says Lucretius with irony) must strain 

to give him what he wants, even if it means concealing themselves. 

But it is the ending of the passage that we must now try to understand. 

We might expect that the reaction of the disappointed lover would be rejec¬ 

tion of the woman, and disgusted scorn. But, clearly, that is not where 

Lucretius’ therapeutic argument ends. The argument now takes a sudden 

and surprising turn, moving the pupil beyond disgust as well, to an attitude 

altogether new: “If she has a good mind and is not spiteful, overlook all this 

in your turn, and yield to human life” (humanis concedere rebus). What is 

the nature of the transition to this advice, from the moment of unmasking 

and disillusionment? And what does the advice itself mean? 

What has happened, I think, is that Lucretius, by writing a surprise end¬ 

ing to the lover’s story, has forced us to reflect on the oppositions contained 

within the story. He invites us to recognize that these opposites depend on 

one another. If there is not illusion, there is no moment of disillusionment. 

If there is no glamorous on-stage show, there is not backstage that looks, 

by contrast, mean and poor. If the loved one is not turned into a goddess, 

there is no surprise and no disgust at her humanity. The really cured state 

would not be the state of the disgusted lover. It would be a condition 

beyond both obsession and disgust, in which the lover could see the 

beloved clearly as a separate and a fully human being, accurately take note 

of the good properties she actually does possess, and accept both her 

humanity and his own. The fantasies of love taught through love poetry and 

in the culture more generally constrain and enclose both men and women, 

dooming the former to an exhausting alternation between worship and 

hatred, the other to a frantic effort of concealment and theater, accompa¬ 

nied by an equal hatred of everyday human things. 

Lucretius does not repudiate altogether the social element in desire. By 

itself, social teaching and shaping is neither good nor bad: it all depends on 

the character of the social teaching involved. Without any social element, he 

shows us in Book V of the poem, human sexual life would be conducted 
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“in the manner of the beasts” {more ferarum), and there would be no room 

for the experience of desire mingled with tender concern, or for the careful 

concern with mutual pleasure, that would characterize human society at its 

best. (In fact. Book IV concludes with an emphatic insistence on the impor¬ 

tance of female pleasure, and with an account of a good marriage, based on 

mutual respect and on the accurate perception of one another’s characteris¬ 

tics.) On the other hand, the myths concerning sexuality in his own society 

seemed to him to be pernicious and constraining, dooming all participants 

to an alternation between unfulfillable expectation and a disgust with per¬ 

ceived reality. It is his belief that the social teaching lies very deep: it 

shapes experience itself, not just belief about experience. And it affects 

what we experience not only in moments of conscious control, but also in 

our dream-life and fantasy-life, in ways not directly accessible to rational 

persuasion. 

And yet, Lucretius also believes that these illusions can be therapeuti¬ 

cally treated by philosophical argument; and that such teaching, repeatedly 

and skillfully applied, will result in a beneficial transformation of experi¬ 

ence, even at the unconscious level. We learn from his poem to be skeptical 

of the social constructions that shape our thinking; and through its rhetori¬ 

cal and satirical elements we learn to distance ourselves from them, to 

begin to laugh at them. Longer and fuller experience of studying such argu¬ 

ments, and of looking at life in their light, can be expected, he claims, to 

form new habits of attention, new patterns of desire. 

IV 

This Lucretian argument, and the entire ancient debate that I have all 

too briefly sketched here, seems to me philosophically convincing, and 

highly relevant to current debates about the “social construction of sexual¬ 

ity.” I think that these arguments show that, while sexual desire does have 

an important biological dimension, the beliefs we are brought up with, the 

stories we know, the terms and distinctions we use, all shape not only our 

discourse about desire, but also the experience of desire itself. These beliefs 

are not always evident to us as pieces of social learning, since they are very 

habitual, lie very deep, and frequently inform our entire language, in such a 

way that alternatives are hard to see, and our own current way looks like 

the only way. But history, anthropology, and philosophy, working togeth¬ 

er, can make them visible. And one of the most valuable consequences of 

the new scholarship on Greek homosexuality is that it is doing just that for 
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our understanding of what we now tend to call homosexual desire. By con¬ 

fronting us with the reality of other possibilities, it forces us to confront 

what is historically made in our own discourse and experience. And once 

we have confronted some of our deepest beliefs and patterns of perception 

as contingent, as culturally constructed, we are then in a position to ask the 

questions that the Stoics and Epicureans asked about those constructions, 

and to subject them to critical philosophical “therapy” if we find that they 

are inimical to human flourishing. 

As we undertake that project, the arguments I have described here have 

much assistance and insight to offer. This is so above all because they are 

good arguments—because the proposals about therapy are anchored to a 

deep and elaborate philosophical conception (or really, conceptions) of 

emotion and desire, defended with good arguments against rival concep¬ 

tions. Thus they will help us link our accounts of sexual desire to our 

inquires concerning fear and grief and anger, and to pursue the investiga¬ 

tions of rival conceptions in all these areas with rigor that is sometimes 

lacking from the contemporary debate. 

There are three areas, in particular, in which I think we can profit from a 

close study of Lucretius’ arguments and their relative. First, in the area of 

cultural relativism. For, the ancient debate seems to me to show a promising 

way of striking the balance between what is culturally specific and what is 

likely to be shared, in one or another form, by all human beings. As 

Lucretius’s reader readily sees, the concrete experience of love that is 

depicted in the poem is in certain ways peculiarly Roman. Cultural con¬ 

structions are transmitted not in lofty abstractions, but in concrete ways of 

putting things—for example in the particular poetic cliches in which lovers 

think of love. And Lucretius’ lover thinks about love in some characteristi¬ 

cally and concretely Roman ways, imagining the woman as a Venus—with 

all the baggage of concrete mythology that entails. He also imagines love 

with metaphors of battle and combat, and with a number of other concrete 

images that give the experience a particularly Roman texture. (As the large 

number of Greek words in this section of the poem attests, this Roman 

experience, being mediated though literature, is also culturally eclectic, and 

this fact cannot help affecting the lover’s self-perception as well, and affect¬ 

ing the ways in which live is experienced differently by different social 

classes, with their differing degrees of connection to Greek culture.) Loving 

is not simply the acceptance of a set of propositions, it is taking on and liv¬ 

ing out of a whole scenario, or set of stories—and these narratives are in 

many ways culturally specific. 
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Nonetheless, as the larger shape of the ancient debate informs us, there 

is likely to be much overlap among cultures with respect to the emotions 

and desires. For they are all, as Stoic arguments emphasize, grounded in 

the recognition that things outside us, things that we do not ourselves con¬ 

trol, have great value. This very general belief—which, to be sure, always 

turns up in some culturally specific form—is the sufficient basis for a whole 

family of emotions. One cannot wipe out grief, fear, anger, and pity, without 

getting rid of it completely, in every form. Thus the ancient writers feel jus¬ 

tified, while offering particular therapeutic arguments to culturally speci¬ 

fied interlocutors, in claiming that some such problem is the problem of 

every human being, and some such argument is an argument that needs to 

be heard by every human being. Seneca’s On Anger is careful to attend to 

the interlocutor’s particular Roman experience of anger, and to focus on 

examples that depict the family, military obligations, etc., in a concretely 

Roman way. Still, it is obvious that the work is at the same time addressed 

to any and every human being; for anyone who has not become convinced 

by Stoicism or some view like it will have some external attachments that 

can give cause for anger and resentment. The contemporary debate seems to 

me to err, by contrast, by taking up positions that are too simple and unsub- 

tle to accommodate the delicate interplay between the shared and the local. 

Some writers on emotions and desire—many, for example, in psychoanaly¬ 

sis, and cognitive psychology—tend to speak as if anger, love, fear, and 

sexual desire are cultural universals, neglecting the ways in which different 

societies set things up rather differently. The anthropological literature, on 

the other hand, and the part of the philosophical literature influenced by a 

certain reading of Foucault, speaks very often as if there is no overlap 

among the different societies with respect to emotional experience, no such 

thing as a human common ground. The ancient debate will help, I suggest, 

in clarifying what we shall want to say on this question. 

Second, the ancient debate suggests ways in which we might do justice 

to the importance of both social learning and individual’s personal history, 

when thinking about the formations of emotion and desire. Once again, 

here the contemporary literature usually focuses on either one or the 

other—on the individual in psychoanalysis, on general cultural forces in 

Foucault and in anthropology. The Epicureans and Stoics forcefully argue 

that good therapeutic argument is searchingly personal, dedicated to a 

scrutiny of the entirety of the individual pupil’s thought and desiring, capa¬ 

ble, therefore, of eliciting from the pupil “acknowledgment” or “confes¬ 

sion” of deep and sometimes unconscious desires. On the other hand, they 

do not forget the fact that the unconscious, while deep “inside,” is in many 
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respects a social artifact. Lucretius’s patient dreams in the language of 

Roman love-lyric, just as his lawyers dream in the language of the courts. 

Seneca insists that all Romans need to examine themselves for certain dif¬ 

ficulties connected with anger and aggression; and yet his own process of 

“confession,” as he describes it, is searchingly personal, going through all 

idiosyncrasies of his own daily history and individual responses. The mate¬ 

rial suggests how much illumination might come out of an intelligent con¬ 

versation between contemporary psychoanalysis and anthropology, if 

conducted with the philosophical rigor of these ancient conversations. 

Finally, the ancient arguments, with their emphasis on therapy and their 

interest in radical personal and social change, offer us promising paradigms 

for ways in which we ourselves might ask society and ourselves to change, 

if we should discover, through argument, that our own ways of constructing 

the discourse of desire are at odds with other things we wish and hope for 

ourselves, with our ideas of what it takes for human beings to flourish. The 

ancient arguments illustrate that even in an extremely corrupt society one 

can frequently find a healthy part of the pupil’s beliefs to appeal to, find a 

conception of flourishing that will be agreed to express the wishes of that 

healthy part, even though it may conflict with many other things that the 

pupil says and does. Many modem arguments of the “social-construction” 

kind suggest that there is no place in human life for change. We are the 

more or less passive constructs of forces larger than we are, and about the 

most we can do is to realize the nature of the ways of thinking that have 

bound, bind, and will continue to bind us. This way of thinking is especial¬ 

ly common in the area of sexual desire. It is rare to find an anti-racist who 

believes that racist belief and feelings can never in any way be changed by 

any process of rational “therapy.” And yet it does seem to be the positions 

of some leading figures in the debate on the “social construction” of sexu¬ 

ality that we will never be able to stop thinking of ourselves under the cate¬ 

gories of “sexuality” made for us by nineteenth-century science—even if 

we decide, by argument, that they are arbitrary, unhelpful, and inimical to 

human flourishing. 

Frequently such social determinisms trace their origin to Nietzsche, 

who is taken to hold that we can never escape from the categories in which 

we were raised, although we can perhaps come to see their contingent and 

arbitrary character. But Nietzsche, who was profoundly influenced by 

Hellenistic philosophy, who published his first article on a topic in that 

area, and who repeatedly taught and reflected on Stoic ethics, is, I believe, 

closely allied with Stoicism and Epicureanism on this point. For he does 

appear to hold that there is a healthy element in the human being that can 
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flourish if, and only if, certain deep cultural conventions are criticized. The 

“re-valuation of values” begins by noticing that the values we believed to 

be necessary and essential are actually contingent and to some extent arbi¬ 

trary. But once this perception is accepted, things can never be the same: 

for to admit this much opens the door to a new question: “What do these 

values do for us? How do they serve or impede life?” And this second 

phase of re-evaluation, closely modeled on Hellenistic therapies, does not 

leave things in place. People who accept the fact that god is dead do not 

live on as before, with just a little more awareness. Or rather, they do that 

only if they would really rather not have this knowledge and are deter¬ 

mined merely to pay it lip-service. Lucretius already spoke eloquently 

about such people: people who mouth philosophical arguments about death 

but do not allow the arguments to enter in and to change them. Suppose, 

on the other hand, one really goes through the therapeutic argument in a 

thoroughgoing way. Then one will emerge, Nietzsche claims, with a view 

of oneself as an artist—not one who plays around, does anything she likes, 

throws all discipline and all history to the winds, but one who exercises an 

intelligent and disciplined freedom with respect to her own cultural her¬ 

itage, refusing it the tyranny over her thought and experience that it other¬ 

wise would have exercised. 

It is this sort of radical criticism of convention, and this sort of human 

freedom, that I find eloquently portrayed and exemplified in the Hellenistic 

tradition of writing about emotion and desire. And this is why it was the 

belief of the Hellenistic philosophers that philosophical education and 

philosophical argument were the instruments of freedom for the individ¬ 

ual, and, for the community, the bases of universal citizenship in a truly 

rational society. 
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1. See, for example, R DuBois (1982, 1988), N. Felson-Rubin (1994), N. Rabinowitz 

(1993a, 1993b), J. Peradotto, J. Sullivan (1984), S. Pomeroy (1975, 1984), M. Skin¬ 

ner (1987), J. Snyder (1988), and F. Zeitlin (1984). See also the groundbreaking 

works by J. Harrison (1912, 1922). 

2. Discussion of the differences between the two kinds of feminist thinking are found in 

Iris Young (1985, 173). 

3. See, for example, C. Whitbeck (1976, 54-80), L. Lange (1983), P. DuBois (1988); a 

full discussion of this issue appears in Tress (this volume). The “flower pot” view of 

generation appears to be similar to the one echoed in the (in)famous lines uttered by 

Aeschylus’ Apollo in the tragedy. The Eumenides, at II. 610-12. Apollo finds Orestes 

innocent of matricide (although he did in fact slay his mother, Clytemnestra) because 

“the parent is the one who mounts.” 

4. See, for example, N. Bluestone (1987), C. Freeland (1987, 1994), E. Cole (1994), D. 

Modrak (1994). 

5. After all, the term is used to signify a variety of views relating to women and gender, 

as indicated by the range of feminist positions from liberal to socialist to difference 

feminism. See Jaggar (1983, chs. 3-6). 

6. A further objection to the project of blaming the source is that often the origin of the 

sexist notion is some earlier, inchoate idea that existed at the time the thinker com¬ 

posed the theory. If one were consistently to blame the source for the influence, one 

should have to trace the sexist idea back to its very first source, which is undoubtedly 

impracticable. 

7. See, for example, B. Bar On (1994, xii-xiii), P. Du Bois (1988), J. Peradotto, J. 

Sullivan (1984, 3), and C. Whitbeck (1976). 

8. The argument in fact closely parallels a Utilitarian one that John Stuart Mill offers in 

On the Subjection of Women, where he argues that educating women will double the 

intellectual resources of the society (Mill 1970, 18). 

9. See, for example, Jaggar (1983), Tong (1988), Bordo (1987) on the implicit danger of 

dualistic metaphysics. Jaggar mentions this in conjunction with the radical feminist 

conception of patriarchy in which we find, it is claimed, a grounding set of opposi¬ 

tions, such as mind and matter, reason and emotion, male and female, etc., and that 
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these serve to perpetuate the inequality between women and men (Jaggar 1983, 

96-97). 
10. Plato introduces the idea about the common possession of women at the beginning of 

Republic V, where Socrates is represented as having to overcome “three waves” of 

opposition concerning the possibility of the ideal state: the first, that women be 

philosopher-rulers, and the second, that women and children be held in common (see 

Rep.A5\cif.). 

11. Some exceptions to the common Athenian assumption of class and gender inequality 

are found in certain schools, like the Cynics, possibly the Cyrenaics, and the Sophists. 

For discussion of some of these schools, see C. De Vogel (1966), D. Dudley (1937), E. 

Cantarella (1987), A. Malherbe (1977), M. Meunier (1932), and K. Wider (1986). 

12. One might point out, in this regard, that Aristotle’s notion of the good human life 

does not presuppose an atomistic notion of the self, such as that which some have 

argued undergirds Western individualism: see, for example, Jaggar (1983, 28-48), 

MacPherson (1962, 1-8, 263-77), Young (1987, 56-7). 

13. It should be pointed out that what Aristotle considers an equivocal is not the term 

“good” but that to which the term refers; see Aristotle’s Categories lal-6. 

14. For discussion of feminist standpoint theory, see, for example, L. Code (1991), S. 

Harding (1986) and (1987, 181-90); L. Anthony (1993) provides a criticism of stand¬ 

point epistemologies. See also J. Allen and I. Young (1989, 11). 

CHAPTER ONE: PLATO’S REPUBLIC AND FEMINISM 

1. Rousseau (1911, ch. 5) and Schopenhauer (1974) are the most striking examples. 

2. (R. Lucas, 1973). The claim that Plato was a feminist is very common in discussions 

of Republic V, and also in recent feminist discussions. (Cf. A. Rosenthal 1973): “The 

feminism of Plato is exemplary and unparalleled in philosophy or political theory.” 

3. The term “nuclear family” may be found dislikable, but it is useful in avoiding the 

suggestion that Plato wants to abolish the family in favor of impersonal institutions of 

a 1984 type. He stresses that family affection will remain, though spread over a wider 

class of people (463d-e). 
4. And children, though I shall not be considering them in this paper. In modem discus¬ 

sions the question of children’s rights is often raised along with that of women’s 

rights, but significantly no one has ever tried to see Plato as a precursor of these ideas. 

5. Plato justifies the abolition of the nuclear family solely on grounds of eugenics and of 

the unity of the state (see below) and there seems no reason why these grounds 

should not hold even if women were not full Guardians and had a subordinate status; 

Plato’s second proposal is thus in principle independent of his first. 

6. Mill in On the Subjection of Women deals with this type of argument as an objection 

to women having political rights. Nowadays the idea that women differ intellectually 

from men is directed rather against women having serious careers comparable to 

men’s; cf. C. Hutt (1973, ch. 5). 

7. As it certainly is Plato’s aim. He does not use the patronizing argument that on 

grounds of “respect for persons” women should have equal pay and status with men 

even if their contribution is recognized to be inferior. 
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8. 452a4-5, al0-b3, b8-c2, 453a3-4, 457a6-9, 458dl-2, 466c6-dl, 467al-2, 468d7-el. 

9. The word is used literally at 459el, e3, and (possibly) as a metaphor at 45 lc7-8. 

10. It is, however, true that Plato’s argument breaks some ground at least, in making it 

possible to consider women as individuals and not as a class with mixed capacities, 

at 455e-456a, after the argument just considered, women are compared with other 

women in various ways, not with men. Hence Plato has removed objections to con¬ 

sidering his proposals at all on the ground that women as a class are incompetent. 

11. 456c4-9: the question is, are the proposals best, beltista. Jowett (1871) translates this 

and similar phrases by “most beneficial.” At 457a3^ the proposals are “best for the 

city,” ariston polei. At 457bl-2 women’s nakedness in the gymnasium will be “for 

the sake of what is best,” tou beltistou heneka, and people who find it ludicrous will 

be foolish, because “what is useful (ophelimon) is fair and what is harmful 

(blaberon) is ugly,” and the proposals are useful as well as possible (cl-2). Cf. 

452d3-e2, where the supposed analogy of men exercising naked is justified in terms 
of benefit. 

12. It is found even in Firestone (1970, 206-210), though her main argument is not utili¬ 

tarian. Interestingly, it is not the main argument in the utilitarian Mill, for whom the 

main objection to sexual inequality is the curtailment of the freedom, and hence the 

happiness, of women. Mill causes confusion, however, by also including utilitarian 
arguments. 

13. Of course there are other objections to housewifery as an occupation for women, e.g. 

that it is hard, unpleasant and unpaid, and these may well be more important from the 

viewpoint of practical reforms, but tbe charge that it does not satisfy a woman’s 

capacities is the most relevant to discussion of Plato’s argument. 

14. However, the equal and free association of men and women appears as one of the bad 

effects of the completely democratic state (563b7-9). This is discussed below. 

15. Gosling (1973, ch. 3 “Admiration for Manliness.”). As the title suggests. Gosling 

conducts the discussion wholly in terms of male ideals, and does not remark on any 

difficulty arising from the fact that half the Guardians will be women. 

16. Laws 802e declares that pride and courage are characteristic of men (and should be 

expressed in their music) whereas what is characteristic of women is restraint and 

modesty. Plato seems to endorse in the Meno the idea that the scope of men’s and 

women’s virtue is different—that of a man is to manage his own and the city’s affairs 

capably, that of a woman is to be a good and thrifty housewife and to obey her hus¬ 

band (71e, 73a). This makes it hard to see how women can possess the thumoeidic 

part of the soul necessary for the complete justice of a Guardian. The Laws con¬ 

cludes, consistently, that a woman has less potentiality for virtue than a man 

(781b2-4): Plato says that it is women’s weakness and timidity that makes them sly 

and devious. 

17. Cf. Laws 917a4-6, where this is clearly brought out. 

18. A woman can choose her own husband, if she is an heiress, only in the extremely 

unlikely situation of there being absolutely no suitable male relative available; and 

even then her choice is to be in consultation with her guardians. 

19. Even so, a limited amount of gymnastic activity and fighting is left open for women 

in the Laws; this shows how little this has to do with real liberation of women. 
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CHAPTER TWO: WOMEN’S NATURE AND ROLE 

IN THE IDEAL POLIS: REPUBLIC V REVISITED 

I wish to thank Justina Gregory, Julius Moravcsik, and Julie Ward for helpful comments on 

an earlier version of this paper. 
1. Doubts have also been expressed, e.g., by Strauss (1964, 116), who characterizes the 

proposal as “laughable,” and Saxonhouse (1976, 196), who maintains that the propo¬ 

sition is infeasible since it “ignores the peculiar natures of [men and women] and thus 

undermines the perfection of the political society in the Republic. According to 

Taylor (1960, 278), Plato’s comments about women in Rep. V do not represent his 

own view, but rather that of Socrates. 
2. See, e.g., N. Smith (1983), Vlastos (1989), and J. Smith (1983); cf. Calvert (1975, 

243), according to whom “[a]t his most rigorous and philosophical level [Plato] is cer¬ 

tainly an advocate of equality for women.” It is difficult to pick any one term that 

specifies adequately the position which Plato defends. For current purposes, I choose 

“equality,” with two important provisos: first, I speak here strictly about the Guardian 

class, and second, by “equal” in the present context I mean simply that Plato argues 

that both men and women are capable of performing successfully the highest func¬ 

tions in society; Halliwell (1993, 15) terms the latter “role-equality.” With respect to 

the first proviso, it should be noted that while Plato does not state explicitly how the 

arguments he offers would apply to non-Guardian women, he supplies all the ingredi¬ 

ents necessary for such an extension (cf. Halliwell 1993, 147). 

3. By “misogynist” I mean here, roughly, “tending to blame women rather than to praise 

them”; cf. Fantham et al. (1994), ch. 1 (“Women in Archaic Greece: Talk in Praise and 

Blame”). 
4. My focus in this paper is on Plato’s position in dialogues up to and including the 

Republic, an exploration of subsequent dialogues would be a topic for another paper. 

5. Vlastos (1989, 138). Vlastos’ claim is made with reference to a small group of pas¬ 

sages from the Republic. My account, which takes Vlastos’ discussion as its point of 

departure, confirms via the study of a much larger group of passages his view about 

the absence of phusis and the significance of that absence. 

6. Techne (pi. technai) is often translated “art” or “craft.” “Rational purposive disci¬ 

pline” is closer to Plato’s meaning in the Gorgias and other dialogues which discuss 

his highly normative conception of this type of activity. 

7. See, e.g., Symp. 187e4-5, where cookery, dubbed an empeiria at Gorg. 462d9-l 1, is 

identified as a techne; with regard to tragic poetry, whose techne status is denied at 

Gorg. 502b-d, see Symp. 223d5; though Gorg. 501el-7 denies that harp-playing and 

flute-playing are technai, they are affirmed to be such at Euthyd. 289c 1^ and Prot. 

323a8-9, respectively; sophistry, grouped with empeiriai at Gorg. 463bl-6, is called a 

techne at Prot. 316d3-4 and 317cl-2; and prior to its explicit classification as an 

empeiria at Gorg. 462b-c, rhetoric is identified repeatedly as a techne (at 448c9 it is 

even characterized as the finest techne of all). 

8. In the Ion it is because rhapsodes and poets do not operate with understanding, and 

their disciplines lack genuine subject matters, that they are not viewed as practition¬ 

ers of technai. For an emphasis on the understanding requirement, see 534b-d, 

535b-d, and 542a. Plato combines discussion of the two conditions at 537d-e, when 

he says that technai are distinguished from one another based on the fact that their 
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practitioners have episteme of different subject matters (cf. 538a). He stresses the 

importance of the subject-matter condition at the dialogue’s end, when Socrates says 

that, far from giving him a display of his episteme regarding Homer, Ion is unwilling 

to say precisely “what he is so clever about” (peri hon deinos ei) (541e5-6). 

9. In my formulation of this requirement I follow Moravcsik (1992, 15). 

10. Based on the framework and discussion of the Gorgias and on Plato’s remarks else¬ 

where (e.g., the Protagoras), one can develop a similar account of Plato’s challenge to 

the techne status of rhetoric and sophistry. Unless otherwise noted, translations of the 

Republic are those of Shorey (Hamilton and Cairns 1963), at times with modifica¬ 

tions, and those of other dialogues are my own. 

11. Poets’ writings had an educational impact in multiple contexts: on the one hand, the 

works of poets like Homer were introduced in primary schools; on the other hand and 

more generally, the influence of these poets and their writings pervaded Athenian cul¬ 

ture, notably through the presentation of tragedies at the dramatic festivals. 
12. My translation. 

13. The basic criticisms of poets—for their failure to have a positive impact on people’s 

souls, for their lack of knowledge, and for their occupation with appearance—have 

received much attention (for an account which comments on them all, see Moravcsik 

(1982). For a discussion that notes Plato’s denial to poetry of the rank of techne, con¬ 

centrating thereby on its failure to meet what I call the “understanding condition,” see 

Woodruff (1982). My own interest in Plato’s treatment of poetry lies in exploring and 

linking the three criticisms based on their role in Plato’s systematic challenge to poet¬ 

ry’s techne status, in showing how that critique goes hand in hand with Plato’s depic¬ 

tion, also systematic, of philosophy as the techne par excellence, and in illustrating 

how Plato’s critique of poetry in the Republic is tied to those offered elsewhere, above 

all in the Cratylus (for an account of Plato’s critique in the Cratylus, see Levin 1995). 

14. In addition, Plato notes that passages in the writings of Homer and other poets that 

promote a fear of death will be expunged, not because they are not pleasing (hedea) to 

the audience, but because they do not benefit those who are to become Guardians 

(387b2-5). Lines that describe heroes as indulging too much in food and drink will be 

deleted; while they do indeed yield pleasure (hedone) in their hearers, they fail to pro¬ 

mote the development of sophrosune (389e-390a). With regard to the dichotomy 

between the pleasant and the good insofar as it involves poets, see also 397d and 

493c-d. 

15. My translation. 

16. My translation. 

17. The cornerstone of future Guardians’ basic education is mousike, which includes poet¬ 

ry, stories, and music. 

18. For an emphasis on the importance of being able to provide a rational account (logon 

didonai) which exhibits one’s understanding, see also 533c and 534b. 

19. In the Republic Plato considers how praxeis which all qualify as technai in the nar¬ 

row sense may nevertheless differ from one another in significant ways. All technai 

are both teachable and leamable; differences here, to the extent that they exist, are less 

substantial than in the case of other requirements. 

20. Although there is a special relationship between the Good and other ethical Forms, 

more generally Plato views order and harmony as marks of goodness (for his assign¬ 

ment to the Good of far wider than ethical significance, see 508e). The concept of 
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goodness is thus pertinent to such disciplines as astronomy, which studies the ordered 

movement of heavenly bodies. Moreover, there is a close connection between the cos¬ 

mic and human planes insofar as the proper study of disciplines like astronomy helps 

to create order and harmony within the human soul. 

21. Regarding the Gorgias cf. Moravcsik (1992, 20, 24). 
22. In contrast, as Malcolm (1991,75) has noted, the Form, i.e., the F itself, “is what it is to 

be F.” 
23. Cf. his table of contents (xii), which classifies the discussion of women as an appendix 

to Books II-IV. On Book V as transitional, see also Halliwell (1993, 3-5). 

24. For discussion see Levin (1995). 
25. Book V does not specify how technai such as geometry are to be accommodated in 

terms of this dichotomy. This stems from the fact that Plato is beginning his detailed 

exploration of how philosophers differ, cognitively speaking, from everyone else. In 

his presentation of the Divided Line (509d-51 le), Plato claims that dianoia is inter¬ 

mediate between pistis and noesis (or episteme, 533e-534a). Like noesis it is directed 

toward Forms, but its access to those entities is mediated rather than direct. When 

Plato draws a general contrast between the visible and intelligible realms, which are 

symbolized by the halves of the Line, he speaks of the bottom two segments collec¬ 

tively as doxa, and of the top two as noesis (533e-534a). (While pistis is the term used 

in the Gorgias to designate belief in contrast to knowledge [see 454d], in the Republic 

doxa has this role, and pistis is used to mark off one portion of the bottom half of the 

Line.) When Plato speaks precisely, however, a distinction within each half—in par¬ 

ticular the upper one—comes to the fore. Hence, in the Republic, while no practition¬ 

ers of activities that the Gorgias would classify as technai operate with mere belief, 

those on the Republic’s second tier, unlike philosophers, achieve something short of 

full understanding. With regard to the understanding requirement, the philosopher 

thus surpasses not only those who practice empeiriai, but also all other techne practi¬ 

tioners. 
26. If one calls to mind here Aristotle’s discussion of substantial unity in Meta. VIL17, 

one might say that Book V is like the syllable rather than the heap (1041bl 1-33). 

27. There is common ground between the two approaches in the view that not all women 

are good, and that in fact there are outstanding examples of female kakia. At least in 

part, the point of contention is whether one is justified in making inferences about 

women as a genos based on the presence of striking defects in one or more individual 

women. For negative comments about individual women’s phuseis, see Med. 1339-45 

and Or. 126; for instances in which inferences are made on the aforementioned basis, 

see Hec. 1178-82 and Hipp. 966-67 (in the latter case, Theseus speculates that 

Hippolytus might offer such a generalization in his own defense). 

28. There Heracles speaks disdainfully of Deianira as “a woman, a female, quite differ¬ 

ent in nature (phusin) from a man” (my translation). For a similar remark see Soph. 

El. 997. For a criticism by Oedipus of his two sons, which uses phusis in likening 

them to Egyptian men said to act like women, see O.C. 337-45; interestingly, 

Oedipus praises his daughters by likening them to sons, when he states that Antigone 

and Ismene “have saved me, they are my support, and are not girls, but men, in faith¬ 

fulness. As for you two, you are no sons of mine!” (m’ eksdizousin, haid’ emai 

trophoi, haid’ andres, ou gunaikes, es to sumponein; humeis d’ ap’ allou kouk emou 

pephukaton) {O.C. 1367-69, tr. Fitzgerald). 
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29. Tr. Warner. 

30. My translation. 

31. For blanket condemnations of women which do not make use of phusis or phuein, see 

Hes. W.D. 53-105, 373-75; Th. 570-602; Soph. fr. 187N2; Eur. fr. 429N2; and Eur. 

Hipp. 616-68. As Barrett (1964, 280) notes with reference to the final passage, for 

Hippolytus “all women are vile”; he distinguishes only between greater and lesser 

evils. Moreover, alAndr. 272-73 it is said that no remedy or vaccine (pharmakon) has 

yet been discovered for the gune kake, which is such an evil (kakon) to humanity 

(even if line 273, which is bracketed by Diggle, is omitted, one still finds here a nega¬ 

tive comment about the genos of women). 

32. Tr. Fitzgerald. 

33. For a different interpretation see Loraux (1978). 

34. Tr. Willetts, slightly modified. 

35. For a negative generalization about the entire class (pan genos) of women made and 

promptly criticized, see Hec. 1178-84. Theseus rejects out of hand any argument that 

Hippolytus might make according to which “you will tell me that this frantic folly is 

inborn in a woman’s nature (gunaixi... empephuken); man is different: but I know 

that young men are no more to be trusted than a woman when love disturbs the youth¬ 

ful blood in them” (Hipp. 966-69; tr. Grene). For positive comments about individual 

women’s phuseis, see Eur. I.A. 1410-11, Hel. 1002-3, and Ion 239^0; for Electra 

described as having a nature exceptional for a woman, see Or. 1204-6. 

36. Plato’s relation to the literary tradition is more significant and wideranging than previ¬ 

ously thought. Scholars have long recognized that when treating ethical questions in 

the Republic, specifically the matter of character development in Books II-III and X, 

Plato views the poets as direct and central opponents. In Levin (1995 and 1996) I 

argue that in his philosophy of language as well—specifically his treatment of etymol¬ 

ogy in the Cratylus and eponymy in the Phaedo—Plato relates himself in fundamental 

ways to the literary tradition; in the latter case, Plato, operating against a literary back¬ 

drop, develops a revised version of eponymy that better suits his own philosophical 

purposes. As elsewhere, in Rep. V Plato takes literary praxis as his point of departure, 

and develops a revamped way of treating the issue in question. 

37. In the Republic Plato makes frequent reference to a “philosophical nature” (see, e.g., 

485al0, cl2-dl, 489e3-490a3, and 490c8). Someone of this type exhibits the disposi¬ 

tion and traits required for the apprehension of phuseis or ousiai (i.e.. Forms), and 

hence is said to possess a philosophical phusis. With regard to this connection 

between the two uses of phusis, one may cite 490a8-b3, where Plato emphasizes that 

someone is said to have a philosophical nature because he or she possesses a special 

aptitude and determination to apprehend natures proper; cf. 485al()-b3, where what is 

distinctive of the philosophical phusis is the fact that it is enamored of essences rather 

than mere appearances. The fact that in both passages Plato uses language of aspira¬ 

tion (eros) calls to mind the Symposium's ascent, which only one with a philosophical 

nature is able to complete; in using “aspiration” as a translation of eras, I follow 

Moravcsik (1971). 

38. When the topic is human nature, this terminology is used in multiple contexts: 1) with 

reference to human nature generally (as, e.g., at Phaed. 79bl0, Symp. 206c4, Prot. 

358dl, and Rep. 395b4, 514a2, and 558e2); 2) in reflections on the natures of types or 

subdivisions of human beings and individual representatives thereof (see, e.g., Phaed. 
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109e6; Symp. 219d4; Gorg. 463a8, 484a2, c8, 485d4, e7, 486b5, 492a7, Rep. 366c7, 

370a8, bl, c4, 374bl0, e4, 7, 375blO, c8, d7, ell, 376cl, 5, 401c4, 410a3, el, 6, 

411b6,415cl, 423d3,430a4,431c7,433a6, 434bl, 435b5,443c5,453al, b5, 8, cl, 5, 

e3, 4, 454b4, 7, 8, d2, 455a2, b5, cl, d8, el, 7, 456a8, 10, b3, 6, dl, 458c8, 466d3, 

473d4, 474c 1, 485a5, 10, cl, 486a2, b3, d4, 10, 11, 487a3, 489e4, 490a9, c8, d6, e2, 

491a2, 8, b8, d7, e2, 5, 492al, 494all, d9, 495a5, bl, 5, d7, 496b3, 6, 497b2, 500al, 

7, 501d4, 502a6, 503b8, 519c9, 526b5, 6, c6, 535a9, b2, c4, 537c6, 538c3, 539d4, 

540c7, 547b5, e4, 548e2, 549b2, 550b3, 558b3, 564e6, 572c8, 573c8, 576a6, b7, 

579b4, and 597e7); and 3) in comments about aspects of the human psuche (see, e.g.. 

Rep. 431a5, 432a8,439e4,441a3,442a6,444b4, d9, 10, 530cl, 589b4, 606a5, and 7). 

39. In using the term “Principle of Specialization” I follow Annas (1981, 73). 

40. In addition, he anthropeia phusis (“human nature”) at Symp. 212b3 may refer to rea¬ 

son; on this point see Moravcsik (1971, 294). 

41. Here I am in accord with the conclusion of Vlastos (1989, 138) regarding those com¬ 

ments he discusses. 

42. Here Plato distinguishes the youth’s father, who appeals to the rational aspect of his 

son’s soul, from all other men and women, who appeal to the spirited and appetitive 

elements. 

43. On this point cf. Vlastos (1989, 138), who notes that “there is no reference to women’s 

phusis in [431b-c] or any of the [other passages] I have cited from the Republic, as 

there would have been if his point had been that those bad ‘womanish’ traits were 

inherent in femaleness as such.” In what follows I explore Plato’s use of, or failure to 

use, phusis in greater detail, and the results of that inquiry serve to extend the scope of 

Vlastos’ claim, which was based on a group of four passages from the Republic 

(431b-c, 469d, 563b, and 605d-e). Rankin (1964, 98) cites Rep. 469d and 579b in 

support of the claim that Plato believed in the natural inferiority of women; in fact, 

however, neither passage discusses women’s phusis. For a treatment of women’s 

nature with an emphasis different from my own, see Okin (1979, 51-70). 

44. The following remarks take as their point of departure a TLG search for the relevant 

terms in the Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, Ion, Hippias Minor, Charmides, Laches, 

Protagoras, Lysis, Euthydemus, Menexenus, Hippias Major, Meno, Gorgias, Phaedo, 

Cratylus, Symposium, and Republic. For a recent defense of the view that the 

Phaedrus was written after the Republic, and functions as a “companion piece” to the 

Parmenides, see Nehamas and Woodruff (1995); for an endorsement of the sequence 

Republic, Parmenides, Theaetetus, Phaedrus, see Brandwood (1990 and 1992). It is 

worth noting, however, that an investigation of the Parmenides, Theaetetus, and 

Phaedrus provides additional support for the results of the present inquiry. The one 

passage worth mentioning for its combination of the relevant terms, Theaet. 

149cl-150a6, occurs in remarks setting the stage for Socrates’ discussion of his own 

brand of midwifery; the topic there is not women’s phusis, and Plato makes no critical 

remarks about women. 

45. The criterion most often used to determine closeness is spatial proximity, regardless of 

whether the terms in question fall in the same speech. 

46. Tr. Nehamas and Woodruff. 

47. It is only at 620c, where Plato notes that the soul of Epeius entered “into the nature of 

an arts and crafts woman” (eis technikes gunaikos ... phusin), that he uses phusis in 

an explicit reference to women. While the reference is direct, Plato’s concern there is 
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not to investigate the nature of women, and the term is not used to offer a pronounce¬ 

ment about that nature. For further discussion of this passage, see p. 28. 

48. At 579b-c Plato speaks of the tyrant, with the degenerate phusis described in what 

precedes, as “cowering in the recesses of his house like a woman, envying among the 

other citizens anyone who goes abroad and sees any good thing.” 

49. Four passages warrant separate discussion. First, dXSymp. 181b3-c6 Pausanias distin¬ 

guishes between two types of eras, and claims that those inspired by that of Fleavenly 

Aphrodite are attracted to males, taking pleasure in “what is by nature (phusei) 

stronger and more intelligent” (tr. Nehamas and Woodruff). This passage has a strong 

ideological basis, and has as its purpose the justification of a particular ethos', that is, it 

reflects a view about sexual preferences that was widespread in the upper social class¬ 

es, and occurs in a speech which itself constitutes an apologia for homosexual eras. In 

addition, the remark, which makes no direct reference to women, might be taken at 

most to imply a claim about female inferiority under present conditions. Second, at 

one point in his speech, Aristophanes says that, of the three types of possible relations 

involving the sexes—male-male, male-female, and female-female—“[pjeople who 

are split from a male are male-oriented. While they are boys, because they are chips 

off the male block, they love men and enjoy lying with men and being embraced by 

men; those are the best of boys and lads, because they are the most manly in their 

nature (phusei)'’ (191e6-192a2) (tr. Nehamas and Woodruff). At this point in his 

encomium—which itself consists of a myth—Aristophanes compares, not male and 

female natures, but superior and inferior male ones; moreover, his remark has the 

same ideological basis, and reflects the same ethos, as that of Pausanias. Third, at Rep. 

395dl-e3 Plato states that “imitations, if continued from youth far into life, settle 

down into habits and second nature in the body, the speech, and the thought.... We 

will not then allow our charges, whom we expect to prove good men, being men, to 

play the parts of women and imitate a woman young or old wrangling with her hus¬ 

band, defying heaven, loudly boasting, fortunate in her own conceit, or involved in 

misfortune and possessed by grief and lamentation—still less a woman who is sick, 

in love, or in labor.” As in the Symposium, there is no direct criticism of women’s phu¬ 

sis', Plato simply warns of the danger of imitating women under current conditions, in 

which the nuclear family—the attachments of whose members are grounded on emo¬ 

tion and desire—remains intact, and in which emotional displays are common. Plato’s 

focus here on women’s emotional displays is counterbalanced by his concentration 

elsewhere on the proneness to emotional expressions of human beings more generally. 

Finally, 431a5-c7 includes a reference to “the mob of motley appetites and pleasures 

and pains one would find chiefly in children and women and slaves and in the base 

rabble of those who are free men in name.” In what precedes, Plato praises a state in 

which the naturally better part of the soul controls that which is worse; in the criticism 

that follows, which in any case does not single out women, Plato does not say that 

they are by nature precluded from having souls in which the aforementioned relation 

obtains. In fact, Plato has not yet raised that question; it is precisely the discussion of 

women in Book V that is devoted to the consideration of this issue. On this passage cf. 

Vlastos (1989, 138), who emphasizes that Plato is “speaking of women as they are 

under present, nonideal, conditions”; he is not saying that what is presently observ¬ 

able “is there as the permanently fixed, invariant, character of the female of the 

species, its nature.... In the absence of any such indications, the right way to read 
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[such] passages is as reflections on what Plato thinks women are now, formed and 

shaped, deformed and misshaped, by the society which has reared them.” 

50. For the phrase para to ethos (“contrary to custom”), see 452a7. 
51. In the Phaedo the soul is often identified with intellect, while the body is correlated 

with desire, feeling and emotion, and sense-perception. 
52. Here Socrates and Glaucon find ridiculous the idea that whether one is bald or long¬ 

haired would matter when the concern is to determine individuals’ fitness to perform 

the various jobs in society. 
53. By linking his discussion of the two types of differences so closely, Plato seems to use 

an implicit argument by analogy to show that one’s reproductive role, like the amount 

of hair one has, is an incidental property (i.e., not determinative of essence). 

54. While Plato indicates that there may be variations in the manner in which individuals 

undertake jobs requiring physical strength due to differences between men and 

women with respect to this characteristic, he makes clear that women are not to be 

excluded on this basis from the performance of a particular function in society. 

55. For a recent critique of Plato’s dualism, which holds it responsible for his view of 

femaleness as “a curse, the source of evil, chaos and dissolution,” see Genova (1994, 

42). For an account of the contradiction in Plato’s views about women, which focuses 

on his dualism, see Spelman (1982, 111-19). 
56. On the soul as sexless, cf. Wilamowitz (1919, 18 and 1920, 398). For an argument that 

Plato views the soul itself as gendered, in the sense that there are “manly” and “wom¬ 

anly” types of souls, see Spelman (1988, 30-34). A range of other views of why Plato 

introduces the proposal about women is found in the literature. According to Annas 

(1976; 312), for example, “Plato’s sole ground for his proposals is their usefulness to 

the state”; for a critique of this view, see J. Smith (1983, 606). Okin (1977 and 1979) 

maintains that the abolition of the private family results in the emancipation of 

women; for objections see Jacobs (1978) and N. Smith (1980). 

57. Allen (1975, 136) comments on the issue of recollection, but interprets Plato to hold 

that “women were an inferior incarnation” and that it is desirable for a woman 

Guardian to recollect the Forms, though harder “because of her weakness.” For inter¬ 

pretations which view the inferiority in question as physical rather than mental or 

intellectual, see Burns (1984, 137) and J. Smith (1983, 602). 

58. Regarding Xanthippe’s temper, as reported in Xenophon’s Memorabilia and 

Symposium, see Walcot (1987, 14-15). 

59. Cf. N. Smith (1983,473), who connects Plato’s statement in the Republic that women 

can be lovers of wisdom to the Symposium's presentation of Diotima, “a woman who 

gives Socrates instruction in the philosophy of love.” For a range of other views of the 

significance of Diotima’s presence, see Halperin (1990); Rosen (1987); Wider (1986); 

Saxonhouse (1984); Allen (1975); Freeman (1988); and Irigaray (1989), with the 

introduction by Kuykendall (1989) and critical essay by Nye (1989). The Symposium 

does not, as Dickason (1973-1974, 49) maintains, itself express the belief that 

“women and men have the same essential nature and worth”; for a critique of 

Dickason’s use of Aristophanes’ speech as direct evidence of Plato’s own view, see 

Osborne (1975). In my view, Hawthorne (1994, 92) goes further than the text warrants 

in suggesting that Diotima has “the status of one of the earliest women philosophers 

we can name, a woman with her own developed philosophy and not just simply the 

woman whose words Socrates reports.” More generally, contra Wider (1986, 48), one 
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cannot infer anything about women’s contemporary engagement in philosophy from 

the fact that Socrates’ teacher is a woman. There is disagreement among scholars 

about Diotima’s historicity: for assertions of her fictionality, see, e.g., Nehamas and 

Woodruff (1989, 45, 52) and Nussbaum (1986, 177); for defenses of her historicity, 

see, e.g., Nye (1989, 46), Wider (1986, 44-48), Taylor (1960, 224), and Hawthorne 

(1994, 92, 96). Even if Plato took a historical person as his point of departure, the con¬ 

tent of the doctrine attributed to Diotima indicates that in all fundamentals she is a 

Platonic construction; cf. Friedlander (1969, 148), Guthrie (1975, 385), and Dover 

(1980, 10). 

60. As previously noted, a sustained defense of these claims about the Phaedo and 

Symposium would be a topic for another paper. 

CHAPTER THREE: THE METAPHYSICAL SCIENCE 

OF ARISTOTLE’S GENERATION OE ANIMALS ITS FEMINIST CRITICS 

I would like to thank Helen Lang for her helpful comments on earlier drafts of this paper. 

1. Eve Browning Cole (1989, 88-89). 

2. As evidence of Aristotle’s sexism, Mary Mahowald offers, without comment, pas¬ 

sages from Generation of Animals in Mahowald (1983, 266-72). Caroline Whitbeck 

speaks of Aristotle’s “flower-pot” theory of pregnancy (Whitbeck, 1976, 54-80). 

Linda Lange holds that Aristotle’s sexist views on sex difference are not separable 

from his general philosophical thought, that they are interwoven with and may, she 

proposes, be the basis for ideas he develops in his political, metaphysical, and logical 

writings; see Lange (1983, 1-15). Prudence Allen’s thesis (Allen 1985) is that 

Aristotle systematically devalues women, with long-term effects both for women and 

for the history of philosophy. Page DuBois offers a similar assessment of Aristotle in 

her book (Dubois, 1988). Kotzin (1989) lists Aristotle’s offensive assertions in the 

biological and political treatises. Kotzin believes not only that “it is beyond dispute 

that Aristotle was wrong about women” (21), but also that Aristotle is not entitled to 

make the claims that he does and that they are inconsistent with other elements of his 

philosophy. 

3. The promotion of fertility goddess worship, for example, by some feminist writers 

must be regarded at best as an attempt to imaginatively infuse a desiccated modem 

notion of conception and pregnancy with some meaning. 

4. As Peck remarks in the Preface to his translation of Generation of Animals: “ ... for in 

reproduction, as understood by Aristotle, not only the individual is concerned but the 

cosmos at large: it is a business in which the powers of the universe are concentrated 

and united” (Peck 1979, v). Translations of Generation of Animals in this article are 

for the most part those of Peck, although occasionally I make modifications. 

5. See Horowitz (1976). 

6. The demand that male and female contributions be the same in kind follows along the 

lines of ancient theories such as those of Empedocles and Hippocrates (as will be seen 

later in this essay), as well as of modern genetic views of reproduction. In both the 

ancient theories cited and the modern scientific one, strong materialist assumptions 

are at work. Feminist critics (e.g. Allen) who endorse this criterion of acceptability 

may, wittingly or not, adopt a materialist framework along with it. 
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7. Other commentators have responded to the apparent sexism in GA. Johannes Morsmk 

(1979, 87-88) sees Aristotle not as a sexist but as a scientist involved in a battle of sci¬ 

entific theory with Hippocrates and his school. Anthony Preus (1970, 4) sees Aristotle 

making the mistake of linking matter and form exclusively with female and male 

respectively. Montgomery Furth (1988) sees the source of the sexism in Aristotle s 

reluctance to divide form. 

8. Aristotle explains the distinction between natural generation (genesis) and artificial 

production (poiesis) in Metaphysics VII. 7. He distinguishes nature and* things natural 

from art and things humanly produced in Physics II. 1. 

9. Peck (1979, viii). 

10. This line of thought is termed “metaphysical” here because in the Physics Aristotle 

declares that the formal cause and its nature is the work of first philosophy, or meta¬ 

physics, to determine (192a34-36). In the Metaphysics he says that the form is a cause 

because “the question ‘why’ is ultimately reduced to the logos, and the primary ‘why’ 

is cause and principle” (983a28-29). Thus, the formal cause and the ultimate meaning 

of an entity should be regarded as metaphysical—or should be regarded metaphysi¬ 

cally. Joseph Owens (1978, 176-177) cites both of the above passages. 

11. See Hans Jonas (1966, 33-34). 

12. See also the preliminary justification at 716all-12. See also 716bl0-12, 731bl8, 

732al-3; and at 732al2: “Thus things are alive in virtue of having in them a share of 

the male and the female.” We may note that in the Metaphysics too, in defining arche 

as a source from which come motion and change, Aristotle adds “as the child comes 

from the father and mother” (1013a8-9). 

13. On this particular sort of structuring of the argumentation in Aristotle, where the thesis 

is stated first and the remainder of the discussion in a given book secures that thesis, 

see Helen Lang (1989). Lang demonstrates the teleological structure of argumentation 

in the Physics, where Aristotle posits his thesis at the start, and the discussion that fol¬ 

lows in that book supports rather than extends or alters the initial thesis. Also see 

Joseph Owens’ observation, regarding the first sentence of the Metaphysics, “All men 

by nature desire to leam.” Owens writes, “This one short sentence, as will be seen ... 

contains the whole mon/q/'the Aristotelian Metaphysics” (Owens 1979, 158, n. 5). On 

the philosophical importance of Aristotle’s form of presentation see also Werner 

Jaeger (1948 6), and Owens (1979, 72). ' 

14. In the translation of GA by Peck in the Loeb edition, sperma is routinely translated as 

“semen.” Platt also translates sperma as “semen” in the Oxford edition; A. Platt, 

Generation of Animals, in Barnes (1984). Translating sperma in this way gives the 

wrong impression that Aristotle regards only the male discharge as authentically gen¬ 

erative, and completely obscures an important question raised in GA I : whether the 

female parent contributes sperma, that is, generative fluid, to the process. It can be 

noted in advance that Aristotle’s answer is that the female does contribute sperma, 

although it differs from that of the male parent, that is, it is not semen. Sexism here 

has its sources, not in Aristotle, but in his nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

translators. In my discussion I will simply transliterate sperma when it appears in the 

text, rather than follow Peck’s translation of the term. 

15. See Metaphysics X. 9, where Aristotle states that male and female do not differ sub¬ 

stantially. They possess the same human form and their differences are only with 

respect to matter. Also see GA 730b34-35, where he states that male and female “are 
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identical in species”; and GA 741a6: “Granted that the female possesses the same soul 

[as the male] .. 

Aristotle’s view of female and male difference is not, however, a simple function¬ 

alist one. He recognizes the ways in which the generative parts have complex ties to 

other aspects of an entity’s life. The extensiveness of these ties is what leads Aristotle 

to regard femaleness and maleness as each a “principle,” rather than a natural varia¬ 

tion on the order of hair or eye color. That is, he notes that in general it is when a prin¬ 

ciple changes, even in a small way, that numerous other dependent things are affected. 

He has observed, for example, that castrated animals undergo extensive changes after 

the generative organ alone has been destroyed. He concludes, based on the frequency 

of this observation, that femaleness and maleness are on the order of “principles.” 

16. For an example of the necessary anatomy-better anatomy distinction see 717al6-17. 

17. Of interest on the subject of ancient embryological theories is chapter 1 of Joseph 

Needham (1959) (although Needham is not always a careful reader of Aristotle). Also 

see Preus (1970, 5-7). 

18. See the extended discussion which begins at 721612. 

19. See Preus (1970, 7). Also of interest is the Hippocratic treatise, “The Seed” (Hippo¬ 

crates 1978); and Needham’s comments on Hippocrates’ “mechanical approach” to 

viewing generation in Needham (1959, 33). 

20. See Peck, Generation of Animals, 372-3, n. a; and Preus (1970, 196, n. 6). Needham 

discusses “Denials of Maternity and Paternity,” in Needham, (1959, 43-46). 

21. Eumenides 610-12; quoted from Needham (1959, 43). (Peck and Preus also cite this 

passage from Eumenides.) 

22. Caroline Whitbeck (1976,55) describing Aristotle’s view as “the flower pot theory” of 

pregnancy, believes that Aristotle holds that “the woman supplies the container and 

the earth which nourishes the seed but the seed is solely the man’s.” Page DuBois 

(1988, 126) writes, “The great scientific work of Aristotle, read and accepted as truth 

for centuries, takes up the metaphorical system ... that the female body is a container, 

like an oven, to be filled up with the semen, which provides soul and form to the mate¬ 

rial container.” Maryanne Cline Horowitz (1976, 186) regards Aristotle’s theory as 

“an extreme position in the process of the masculinization of procreation.” She states, 

“Unlike the medical school of Hippocrates, Aristotle taught that sperma, in its narrow 

sense as the seed from which an embryo grows, is secreted only by males” (192). 

Prudence Allen says, “Borrowing the use of hot and cold from Empedocles and 

Hippocrates, Aristotle developed a theory of sex identity that argued that the female 

provided no seed in generation because she was by nature colder than the male” 

(Allen 1985, 34). 

23. At 728a25, near the close of these considerations, he states, “Hence, plainly it is rea¬ 

sonable to hold that generation takes place from this process: for, as we see, the men¬ 

strual fluid is sperma, not indeed sperma in a pure condition, but needing still to be 

acted upon.” In addition, at 730a35 he says, “The male and female both deposit 

together what they have to contribute in the female.” Preus’s careful reading of the 

text leads him, too, to the conclusion that for Aristotle the menstrual contribution of 

the female is spermata: “Given Aristotle’s notion that the ‘menstrual fluid’ is the 

female sperma of the mammalia ...” Preus (1970, 8). And also, “The menstrual fluid 

should be that spermatic contribution which serves as matter for generation” (Preus 

1970, 9). 
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Among Aristotle’s feminist critics, the misinterpretation seems to arise from a fail¬ 

ure to appreciate the importance of the material cause in Aristotle’s metaphysics, and 

from reading “matter” in a post-seventeenth-century sense. This might be particularly 

the case in Whitbeck’s criticism (1976,55-57). Horowitz (1976) notices that Aristotle 

calls both semen and menstrual blood sperma, but she does not notice or find it signif¬ 

icant that he also calls them both the principles of generation. Her attention is directed 

exclusively at the higher degree of concoction of the semen, and this leads her to 

exaggerate the subordination of the material principle in Aristotle’s scheme, making 

that principle almost worthless. 

Other commentators on GA have read the text in this way as well. John M. Cooper 

(1990, 57) writes, “The menstrual fluid is also a ‘seminal residue’ (spermatikon perit- 

toma), less concocted and less pure than sperm, and so not capable of generating any¬ 

thing, i.e. not capable of coming alive by itself or making anything else come alive 

(I. 20.728al8, 26 [sic.]; II. 3.737a27-30; II. 7.746b26-9).” Nothing, for Aristotle, 

comes alive by itself (“nothing generates itself’ 735al4), so this is not a legitimate cri¬ 

terion for determining the spermatic status of menstrual fluid. The capacity “to make 

something come alive,” which as a way of describing generation sounds a bit magical 

rather than Aristotelian, is a potential ’that can only be exercised in concert with spe¬ 

cialized material which itself has a potential capacity to be formed as a particular kind 

of creature. See also Cooper’s note on symmetry, where he explicitly denies that 

“there is any kind of interaction between the two factors, in the sense of a joint work¬ 

ing together by two independent but proportionately coordinated agents with a view to 

a common product” (1990, 59, n. 6). What Cooper eloquently denies is very much the 

same thesis that Aristotle is developing in GA. 

24. Allen(1985, 33-34, 84-86). 

25. For Aristotle, the puzzle appears not so much to be generation out of the union of the 

same sexes, but independent generation by the female: “Why does not the female 

accomplish generation all by itself and from itself?” (741a4-5). Note that his first 

answer to this question depends on what he has already argued: that the fetation will 

be alive only on acquiring sentient soul, and this is what the male contributes. But, 

almost recognizing that this answer begs the question, he pursues the puzzle to arrive 

at a metaphysical explanation, in keeping with the tenor of Book II. His explanation 

relies on the concept of telos'. “The female [by herself] is unable to generate offspring 

and bring it to completion; if it could the existence of the male would have no pur¬ 

pose, and nature does nothing which lacks purpose” (741b3-4). 

26. It appears to have been Hippocrates’ theory, sometimes termed the “double seed theo¬ 

ry, that both male and female contribute semen. Aristotle may have Hippocrates in 

mind when he argues against the suggestion that both female and male contribute 

semen to generation; see “The Seed,” and Morsink’s discussion of GA in relation to it 

(1979, 87-88). Aristotle’s argument at 727a26-30 is that no one animal produces two 

spermatic fluids, and since the female contributes the menstrual fluid, she does not 

contribute semen (gone) as the male does. 

There is a difficulty with the Greek terms which undoubtedly has aided the misun¬ 

derstanding of Aristotle’s intentions. He does not restrict the designation sperma to 

semen, as has been shown, but often enough when referring to semen he simply uses 

the broader term sperma. Sometimes it is plain from the context and his description 

which of the two spermata he has in mind; sometimes he seems to distinguish 

“generative fluid” from “semen” by use of sperma and gone, respectively, but this 
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usage is far from consistent (for example at 729a21-23: “The foregoing discussion 

will have made it clear that the female, though it does not contribute any semen 

(gone), yet contributes something, namely, the substance constituting the menstrual 

fluid”). While the lack of clear and consistent terminology easily can lead to confu¬ 

sion and support the sexism charges against Aristotle, it is plausible that the difficulty 

he has maintaining a clear distinction in the text by means of the language then avail¬ 

able is, on the contrary, evidence of the conceptual advance that he is attempting in 

regarding both fluids as spermatic. 

27. Matter is always “formed,” too, to some extent (see Furth 1988, 84-87); matter is that 

which is capable of further formation, and so it too is linked to the metaphysical 

dimension). See also Peck’s note on prime matter and on matter at its highest degree 

of formation being equivalent to form (Peck, 1979, 110-11, n. e). 

28. At 730b5-6 he offers a preliminary analogy to house building to help explain this at 

730b5-6. 

29. See also Anima 415a25-26. 

30. Aristotle’s higher animal types almost always correspond to Darwin’s “later” types. 

31. Notice again that the material contribution is considered within the topic of the work¬ 

ing of sperma, indicating once more that Aristotle regards the maternal fluid as gener¬ 

ative. 

32. For Aristotle’s fuller exposition of these concepts, see Physics III. 3. 

33. See also 735al3: “The cause of this process of formation is not any part of the body.” 

34. This holds true, of course, for the mother as well. She is in actuality what the offspring 

is only potentially. 

35. Regarding the maternal contribution, he speaks of “ ... the generating parent, who is 

in actuality what the material out of which the offspring formed is potentially” 

(734b35). Regarding the paternal contribution he says, “It is clear that sperma (in con¬ 

text, “semen”) possesses soul, and that it is soul, potentially” (735a9); see also 

739b 18-19. In Metaphysics IX. 7 he says, “We must, however, distinguish when a 

particular thing exists potentially and when it does not..., e.g. is earth potentially a 

man? No, but rather when it has already become sperma, and perhaps not even then” 

(1048b37-1049a5). In Parts of Animals he says, “Moreover, the seed is potentially 

something, and the relation of potentiality to actuality we know” (641b36). In De 

Anima he says, “So seed (sperma) and fruit are potentially bodies [which have the 

capacity to live]” (412b26). 

36. With respect to the mutuality posited in this interpretation, Aristotle, speaking of body 

and soul, makes the following comment in De Anima: “For it is by this association 

(koinonian) that the one acts and the other is acted upon, that the one moves and the 

other is moved; and no such mutual relation is found in haphazard combinations” 

(407bl8-20). The partnership of matter and form is emphasized, the partnership 

whereby the one can move and the other can be moved. Regarding Aristotle’s theory 

of the initiation of movement, as Frederick Woodbridge (1965, 13-14) explains, 

“Motion strictly is not a transfer of movement from one body to another, but the 

change from rest to movement or the change from what can happen into an actual hap¬ 

pening.” There must be contact between the two bodies; but according to Aristotle, 

movement cannot be grasped as a mechanical collision. Some of Aristotle’s commen¬ 

tators seem to assume a mechanical model when considering his explanation of the 

moving cause in generation—a model characteristic of modern science rather than 

Aristotle’s physics. It is the modern model which involves one body in motion and 
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one inertly at rest. For Aristotle, on the other hand, matter actively desires form, as he 

says in Physics I. 9; its potentiality is its orientation toward form. Thus, matter is not 

just the passive recipient of an external, haphazardly arising force. On this subject 

Helen Lang (1992, 26) writes, commenting on Physics I. 9: “Here we reach a key 

issue: for Aristotle, to be moved does not imply a passive principle. Matter (or poten¬ 

tial), which is moved by form (or actuality), is moved precisely because it is never 

neutral to its mover: matter is aimed at—it runs after—form. Because of the active 

orientation of the moved towards its mover, no third cause is required to combine mat¬ 

ter and form. They go together naturally: form constitutes a thing as natural and matter 

is aimed at form.” 

37. Peck offers “underdeveloped” as an alternate translation for peperomenom: “under¬ 

developed,” then, relative to the full range that is available to the female. See, too, 

Aristotle’s statement that “the female’s contribution ... contains all the parts of the 

body potentially, though none in actuality; and ‘all’ includes those parts which distin¬ 

guish the two sexes” (737a24-25). Compare this with the comment in the Hippocratic 

treatise, “The Seed”: “The children of deformed parents are usually sound. This is 

because although an animal may be deformed, it still has exactly the same components 

as what is sound” (Hippocrates 1978, 323). This comment can be read in keeping with 

the interpretation of Aristotle offered here, that is, that Aristotle holds that the female 

parent has all the anatomical components (male as well as female) potentially, even 

though she herself does not exhibit them. She is not, therefore, a deformity; it is only 

the principle that apphes analogically. It is possible that the Hippocratic passage influ¬ 

enced Aristotle’s statements, but Aristotle does not mention Hippocrates by name in 

GA. 

38. Preus(1970,9,n. 14). 

39. At the start of the treatise, just after Aristotle has stated his thesis that the female and 

male are the archai of generation, he makes this remark about cosmology: “This is 

why in cosmology too they speak of the nature of the Earth as something female and 

call it ‘mother,’ while they give to the heaven and the sun and anything else of that 

kind the title of ‘generator’ and ‘father’” (716al5). Aristotle does not himself sub¬ 

scribe to this mythic way of speaking, but it is suggestive, perhaps, that he thinks of 

earth and heaven directly after establishing his thesis. 

40. In the Greek, Aristotle mentions “the female” before “the male” twice in this passage, 

although both Peck and Platt render these lines with “the male” first. The adjustment 

in Peck’s translation above is mine. Platt translates the last phrase as follows: “That 

they exist because it is better and on account of the final cause, takes us back to a prin¬ 

ciple still further remote” (Platt, The Generation of Animals, 1135-36). 

41. Peck (1979, 568). 

42. As one immediate indication that in Book II Aristotle’s interest has expanded beyond 

that of Book I and the working of generation in the case of particular male and female 

mates, to the consideration of generation with regard to classes of animals, see his 

statements at 732al-2. He explains that since “the better” cannot be brought about in 

and for each individual creature, “there is always a class of men, of animals, of plants; 

and since the principle of these is ‘the male’ and ‘the female’ ...” That is, Aristotle 

now takes up male and female as the principles of the classes, not just of the offspring 

of individual acts of generation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: SEXUAL INEQUALITY IN ARISTOTLE’S THEORIES 

OF REPRODUCTION AND INHERITANCE 

I would like to thank Margaret Atherton, Mary Louise Gill, Richard Kraut, and Julie Ward 

for their comments on earlier versions of this paper Margaret Atherton for a number of 

helpful discussions of my ideas, and Julie Ward for her extraordinarily generous and patient 

editorial support. 

1. The issues raised by the second are not othewise addressed in this paper. On this topic 

see, for example, Modrak (1994), Mulgan (1994), and N. Smith (1983). 

2. For example, Horowitz (1976, 187-88); 

Just as Aristotle’s biological sexism influenced many human beings’ per¬ 

ceptions of themselves and their offspring, his political sexism influenced 

their beliefs on the proper distribution of roles in society.... Aristotle’s 

“proportionate justice,” a justice that is applied not equally between per¬ 

sons but proportionately according to their worth, judged in practical 

terms by their position in natural and social hierarchies, has given an eth¬ 

ical justification to the discriminatory policies that still pervade the West. 

By introducing his book on politics with an analysis of the patriarchal 

Greek household, Aristotle legitimized the patriarchy as the proper form 

of government for the family.... [A]n indication of the consistent anti¬ 

feminism of Aristotle is that while upholders of many sides of the woman 

question have used the Bible to support their case, it was a rare defender 

of woman who managed to use Aristotle to bring credit to the female 

branch of the human race. 

3. For example, Morsink (1979, 84), in discussing the accusations of sexism in 

Aristotle’s biology in Horowitz (1976), argues that Aristotle had “good scientific rea¬ 

sons” for accepting the “apparently sexist theory ... that the male contributes the all- 

important form and the female the mere matter of the offspring” and did not accept it 

for sexist reasons. He then concedes, “In that case, Aristotle’s biology, though not now 

sexist in conception and origin, was still sexist because of the consequences it has.” 

Even Tress (1994, 310) admits that “ ... there appears to be a long history of the use 

of Aristotle’s treatise against women,” but she believes this is mostly a result of mis¬ 

understanding a hard text and misusing it. 

4. Although this might seem to be a theory-laden way of dividing up the territory, I do 

not mean it to be. I use “theory of reproduction” and “theory of inheritance” here as 

aids for the reader. There is disagreement in the scholarly literature about the extent to 

which we need see these as part of a single theory or as separate. This topic need not 

concern us here, but I do not intend by my choice of terminology to be weighing in 

strongly on the two-theory side of the debate. 

5. For a brief discussion of the four aitiai, see Phys. II. 7 198al4-bl0, esp., a22-26. 

6. This analysis of sensible substances into two components, form and matter, is often 

referred to as Aristotle’s “hylomorphic” analysis or as “hylomorphism” from the 

Greek words hule (matter) and morphe (shape or form). See Meta. 1029a3-6. 

7. See, for example Zeitlin (1984, 177-82). 

8. G. E. R. Lloyd (1987, 84-87) has documented insertions of value judgments of vari¬ 

ous kinds in Aristotle’s scientific writing. See also G. E. R. Lloyd (1985, 56) on moral 

values and science. 
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9. Morsink (1979, 84-87) argues against the possibility that what he calls “the form-mat¬ 

ter hypothesis” (“Aristotle’s theory that the male contributes the all-important form 

and the female the mere matter of the offspring”) might be found to be a ‘ value-ridden 

premise.” 

10. As a matter of fact, a careful reading of her paper makes clear that Tress herself does 

not deny these facts, although one can be misled by her antifeminist and antimaterial¬ 

ist rhetoric. In her view, there are inequalities in the male and female roles, but they 

are seen as determined by Aristotle’s metaphysics, not by sexism or views about 

female inferiority. While I, too, think Aristotle’s metaphysical commitments carry the 

argument some distance here, I do not think they can carry it all the way. 

11. Preus (1977) contains a particularly helpful discussion of the alternative theories. 

Quite recently. Coles (1995) has written a complex and striking paper in which he 

explores the notion that Aristotle’s theory of inheritance shares more affinities with 

the views associated with the authors of a particular subset of the Hippocratic treatises 

than is usually thought. Interestingly, Coles also criticizes Aristotle for proceeding as 

if the only options were his theory and a particular version of an alternative theory. 

12. It has become somewhat of a commonplace in feminist criticism of Aristotle to blame 

the endoxic method which Aristotle takes as the starting point for his theorizing 

endoxa (opinions, both common opinion and the views of other past and present 

philosophers and scientists) as providing an inviting entranceway through which vari¬ 

ous prejudices (including sexist ones) might be incorporated and even given pride of 

place in his political and biological theories. This issue must of necessity be neglected 

here, but for an important though contested interpretation of the general role of 

endoxa in Aristotle, see T. Irwin (1988). For attempts to consider the issue of 

Aristotle’s endoxic method and its effects from a feminist perspective see Nussbaum 

(1986, 370-71), Modrak (1994), Freeland (1994, 158-59) and Green (1992, 70-96). 

13. In fact, there is a great deal of controversy among Aristotle scholars at the present time 

about to what extent, if at all, the theories are inconsistent. Furth (1988, 132-41) 

believes that they are inconsistent and suspects some sexist element in Aristotle’s rea¬ 

soning. A number of others, including Balme (1987 and 1990) and J. Cooper (1988), 

think that by interpreting “form” in both theories as including not only species-wide 

essential traits, but also inessential inheritable traits, inconsistency can be avoided. In 

fact, however, such an interpretation tends to exert pressure on the interpreter to also 

see the female as contributing form and that in turn leads to further difficulties and 

apparent inconsistencies. Cooper’s paper contains a successful attempt to handle these 

difficulties, but they are difficult to dispel. Coles (1995) accepts the anti-essentialist 

reading and decides it leads to unresolvable inconsistencies. Code (1993) and Witt 

(1985) each argue in somewhat different ways for a consistent reading of the two the¬ 

ories that does not involve giving up essentialism. 

14. It is an important feature of Aristotle’s theory of inheritance that he thinks a distinct 

mechanism called slackening, or lusis, is operating in those cases in which the off¬ 

spring inherits a characteristic such as nose shape not from a parent but from a grand¬ 

parent or some more distant relative. His idea here seems to be that sometimes the 

motion of the male parent is affected by the material upon which it is operating (anal¬ 

ogously, he suggests, to the way a knife may be dulled by what it cuts or the way in 

which something might be cooled by that which it is heating); in such cases the 

motions of the grandparent or more distant relative (which are present potentially but 
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not actually in the semen) “take over” in a way analogous to the second line in a bat¬ 

tle. He claims that a similar replacement occurs in the case of the more distant ances¬ 

tors of the female parent, but it is less clear exactly how this case works. 

15. I am talking a lot about physical features, such as sense organs, but of course, in so 

far as the soul of an animal is identified by Aristotle with its capacities to function in 

certain ways essential to living the life characteristic of that kind of animal, it is those 

capacities, rather than the structures, that are essential. Aristotle, however, tells us that 

the structures are needed in order to exercise the capacities (or most of them—set 

aside thought about pure form) and that it is just when the structures come to be that 

the associated capacities come to be also. So the dog needs a nose to smell to perceive 

in a way central to leading the life of a dog. 

16. See Cynthia Freeland’s extremely helpful discussion of the role of blood in “Aristotle 

on Bodies, Matter, and Potentiality” (in Gotthelf and Lennox, 1987). 

17. See in this connection Cooper’s artifact analogy, similar in various ways to this story 

(Cooper 1988). I suspect part of the intractability of these texts to interpreters results 

from it being extremely difficult to incorporate smoothly all the salient features of 

Aristotle’s account into a story using an artificial analogy. 

18. Unfortunately, it was not until after writing this paper that I read C. D. Reeve’s appen¬ 

dix to his book on Aristotle's ethics (Reeve 1995). It is an important contribution to 

the debate on matter and form in the embryology, in which Reeve claims that 

Aristotle’s doctrine that the female is a deformed male is crucial to his ability to main¬ 

tain that the mother contributes only matter and no form to the offspring. See espe¬ 

cially pp. 206-9. 

19. There are undoubtably various “sexist” remarks in Aristotle’s biological writings, but 

my special concern here is with his theories, in this case those formulated to explain 

reproduction and inheritance. What is of particular interest to me as it has been to 

many who have criticized or defended Aristotle is the relationship between his biolog¬ 

ical theorizing and the fairly uncontroversial fact that Aristotle seemed to believe, 

along with many of his male peers, that female animals and humans were inferior to 

their male counterparts in a variety of ways. 

20. See, for example the early examples in Okin (1979, 191-94, 197-200) on Hobbes, 

Locke, and Rousseau. 

21. See Skinner in Tully (1988) and Macpherson (1962, 7-9) for two different perspec¬ 

tives on this issue. 

22. Mayr (1982, 634) claims it was quite typical during this period for theorists to believe 

that the paternal and maternal contributions to inheritance were qualitatively and 

quantitatively different. 

23. I am assuming that much of his analysis would apply to early modem philosophy or 

nineteenth-century philosophy; Frede uses the understanding we have about those 

things that affect our own adaption of philosophical positions as evidence for the like¬ 

lihood of this same pattern occurring in the case of past philosophers. 

24. In Bar On (1994). This rich and far-ranging paper includes a careful and convincing 

analysis of the differences between Aristotle’s scientific theory, methodology, and 

practice and those of later scientists with whom he is often indiscriminately lumped 

by feminist science criticism. 

25. There is, of course, an extensive and complex literature on the more general issues 

that I am barely touching on here: the appropriate goals and uses of the history of 
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philosophy and its relationship to philosophy proper; how we should understand and 

practice charity; and the tensions between attention to historical context and a desire 

to trace problems, issues, or ideas through history and across historical periods. See, 

for example, Rosenthal (1989), papers by and in reaction to the work of Skinner in 

Tully (1988), and papers in Rorty, Schneewind, and Skinner (1984). These contain 

further references, and a number of recent books and papers have continued this dis¬ 

cussion. 

26. Matthews stresses that the difficulty would come for Aristotle with any commitment 

to the agency of parents of only one gender (or sex—Matthews’ paper deals specifi¬ 

cally with the question of whether femininity and masculinity are parts of human 

essences for Aristotle and with Aristotle’s application of the Norm-Defect Theory to 

women; it is, of course, used by Aristotle to refer broadly to all animals with sexual 

differentiation). Aristotle’s operative commitment in Matthews’ analysis is to what 

Matthews calls the Doctrine of Paternal Agency, but he points out that either this doc¬ 

trine or the weaker Doctrine of Single-Gender Agency (not held by Aristotle) would 

prevent him from postulating two eide, a male and a female, and saying that female 

offspring get their eide from their mothers and male offspring get theirs from their 

fathers. 

27. For a discussion of Aristotle and New World Slavery, see Hanke (1959). 

28. For a compelling discussion of how the work of Susan Bordo (1987) on Descartes can 

be seen as spawning both these sorts of distortions, see Margaret Atherton (1993). 

CHAPTER FIVE: THE STOICS ON WOMEN 

I am much indebted to Julie Ward, the editor of this volume, for her many valuable sugges¬ 

tions. 

1. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers (henceforth, DL) VII. 131: koinas einas 

tas gynaikas dein para tois sophois, hoste ton entychonta tei entychousei chresthai. 

Chresthai has a wide range of meanings, from “use” or “treat” to “consort with,” 

“have relations with,” including “have sexual relations with.” Cf. DL VII.33. 

2. Schofield has recently argued in support of this view (1991, 43-46); see also Baldry 

(1959,9-10). 

3. SVF 3.253. SVF here refers to the collection of stoic fragments listed under Von Arnim 

1964 in the bibliography under “Ancient Sources.” Clemens refers to the Christians 

at SVF 3.254; his testimony need not be taken to apply to the Stoics. 

4. The fragments of Musonius (written in Greek) have been collected by Hense (1905). 

Lutz (1947), offers a complete translation of the texts. 

5. DL VI. 72: elege de kai koinas einai dein tas gynaikas, gamon medena nomizon, alia 

ton peisanta tei peistheisei syneinai. According to Philodemus (PHerc 399/155, col. 

9; Cronert 1906, 64), there is utter sexual promiscuity: everyone “has intercourse with 

all men and all women, just as it happens by chance,” and “married men have sex with 

their own female servants.” In this section (Cronert 1906, 60-65), Philodemus argues 

for the influence of Diogenes on the early Stoa; cf. DL VII. 4. 

6. Philodemus, PHerc 399/155, col. 9, Cronert 64. 

7. I am grateful to Will Deming for first drawing my attention to these texts in his 

University of Chicago dissertation, which has now been published as Paul on 
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Marriage and Celibacy: The Hellenistic Background of 1 Corinthians 7, Cambridge 

1995. Among authors who have given attention to these texts are Gaiser (1974), and 

Foucault (1984a, 177-92). 

8. On Duties I. 55-56; cf. Cicero On Laws 1. 34. 

9. Stobaeus Florilegium, v. 3, 134 Meineke, 61 Von Arnim. 

10. Stobaeus Florilegium, v. 3, 7-8 Meineke, 52-53 Von Arnim; and col. 11 of his 

“Elements of Ethics.” 

11. Col. 9 of “Elements of Ethics.” 

12. At the same time, eunoetike suggests the development of the intellect {nous). 

13. SVF 3.179. Wild animals are also “conciliated” to their offspring “according to their 

need” {SVF2.12A). 

14. The continuity between self-love and socialization has been questioned; see Inwood 

1983.1 agree with the view that children are loved as parts, or extensions, of oneself; 

see Inwood (1983, 198), and Blundell (1990, 229-30). At the same time, as Blundell 

has shown, the propagation of children is continuous with the desire to help and pre¬ 

serve humanity in general. 

15. The Stoic system of concentric circles came to be adopted into Peripatetic ethics. 

Antiochus (first century B.C.E.), who mixed Stoic with Peripatetic ideas, took it over 

(Cicero On Ends V. 65 and 67). 

16. See Hierocles in Stobaeus Anthology, v. 3, 731. Hense, 51 Von Arnim. 

17. On “indifferents” and their divisions, see esp. SVF 3.136, 163, 164,and 1.244. 

18. See SVF 3.717, also 1.249, 250.1 am much indebted to Malcolm Schofield’s discus¬ 

sion of Stoic love throughout his book (1991), and to Martha Nussbaum’s analysis in 

“Eros and the Wise,” forthcoming in Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy. 

19. SVF 3.397. In Stoic terminology, it is a subdivision of epithymia, one of the four main 

kinds of pathe, irrational emotions. 

20. Plutarch {Marriage Precepts, 140e) uses the same metaphor of wine and water to 

describe conjugal relations. The metaphor seems to have become commonplace. 

21. Hierocles, in Stobaeus Anthology v. 3, 732. Hense, 51 Von Arnim. 

22. Epictetus Diatribes 2.10.3-4. 

23. Consolation to Marcia 16.1: par illis, mihi crede, vigor, par ad honesta, libeat, facul- 

tas est. (“They have an equal strength, believe me, an equal capacity for virtuous 

things, if they please.”) 

24. Fr. 3 Hense. 

25. Musonius mentions the claim, at one point, that men are “stronger in Judgment” (fr. 

12). But this is a premise in an ad hominem argument, and Musonius does not himself 

accept it. 

26. Van Geytenbeck 1963, 64-65 traces the twofold aims, reproduction and partnership 

in life, to Aristotle. He also rightly points out that Musonius’ “demand of complete 

mutual devotion” differs from Aristotle’s more pragmatic conception. 

27. Stobaeus Florilegium, v. 3, 8-10 Meineke, 54 Von Arnim.. 

28. Stobaeus Florilegium, v. 3, 8 Meineke, 53 Von Arnim. 

29. See Pomeroy, 1975, 125-31. 

30. They did point out that anthropos can be feminine in gender; one can speak of he 

anthropos, the female human being (Hiilser, 567). 

31. See Long and Sedley (1987, v. 1,401 -10). 

32. Stobaeus Florilegium, v. 3, 7 Meineke, 52 Von Arnim. 
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33. See further Cicero On Ends III.68 and On Duties III.63. The topic “should a person 

marry,” and specifically, “should the wise man marry,” came to be much treated in 

rhetoric (as a so-called “thesis,” or abstract question, which could be argued on either 

side, see Spengel v. 2, 50-53, 120, etc.). Other topics included “will the wise person 

participate in politics?” See Spengel v. 2, 123, etc. These questions were introduced 

into rhetoric from philosophy rather than the other way around. 

34. This conclusion differs from Schofield (1991), esp. 25-26, who holds that the sharing 

consists in a sexual sharing. 
35. Cicero writes that whereas some Stoics allowed Cynic behavior under special circum¬ 

stances, others prohibited it altogether {On Ends III.68). Zeno reportedly said that the 

wise man will be a Cynic (DL VII. 121). Presumably he meant “under special circum¬ 

stances.” Panaetius is a plausible example of a Stoic who did not allow Cynicizing 

under any circumstances (cf. Cicero On Duties 1.128). 

36. I disagree, therefore, with Schofield’s distinction (1991, 119-27) between the behav¬ 

ior of the wise person in existing society (where he or she will marry) and in utopia 

(where he or she will not marry). 

37. SVF 1. 248. The physical appearance as such, I suggest, need not be beautiful. What 

matters is that an aptitude for the beauty of virtue shines through the physical appear¬ 

ance. Zeno paints a detailed picture of such a young man at SVE 1.246, as quoted by 

Schofield (1991, 115-16). 

CHAPTER SIX: ARISTOTELIAN RESOURCES FOR FEMINIST THINKING 

My thanks to Emily Hauptmann and Julie Ward for helpful comments on earlier drafts of 

this essay. 

1. For North American object relations theorists, see, for example, Mahler (1968, 1975), 

Rinsley (1982, 1989), and Masterson (1988). For European object relations theorists, 

see, for example, Klein (1975), Kemberg (1980), Kohut (1971), and Winnicott (1965). 

For recent developments in the theory, see Akhtar and Parens (1991). 

2. Consider the description of particular examples of awareness as “richly colored rather 

than monochromatic,” “suffused with loving emotion,” and morally adequate due to 

“fullness and richness” in Nussbaum (1987, 152). For another example, consider 

Noddings’s claim that “To care is to act not by fixed rule but by affection and regard” 

and her claim that the one who cares acts “with special regard for the particular person 

in a concrete situation.” (Noddings, 24). For a general discussion of the importance of 

awareness of particulars over knowledge of universal rules, see McDowell (1979), 

Noddings (1984), Nussbaum (1985; 1986, 290-317; 1987), Sherman (1989, 13-55), 

Salkever(1990, 105-61). 

3. See note 2. 

4. See McDowell (1979, 343-45), Nussbaum (1985, 74; 1986, 305), and Sherman 

(1989, 28ff). 

5. Consider, for example, Noddings’s claim that the language of the ethic of care is “in 

the realm of ethical feeling” and that those using it do not claim “to present or to seek 

moral knowledge" (1984, 3). 

6. Hobbes (ch. 15, 115). 
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I. Freud (1924, 198). 

8. In this essay, I disregard the Eudemian Ethics definition (1220bl 1-13) since it contra¬ 

dicts all the other definitions. Leighton (1984, 138, note 9) suggests Aristotle found 

his Eudemian Ethics definition disadvantageous and so dropped it in the Rhetoric and 

the Nicomachean Ethics. 

9. Nussbaum and Putnam (1992, 44). 

10. They cite De Sensu I. 436a8-10 and Metaphysics VI. 1 1026a2-3, which include three 

examples of phrases of the same form, in support of this claim. 

II. Presumably they are perceptions not of proper sensibles, but of incidental or common 

sensibles. See DeAnima II. 6 418a8-25. 

12. Deborah Modrak (1987, 140) makes a similar claim. “An emotion,” she says, explain¬ 

ing Aristotle’s views, “is a pleasure or pain experienced with respect to a particular 

type of object under particular circumstances.” A longer essay would include consid¬ 

eration of apparent counter-examples. Leighton (1982, 155-56, 170, note 14; 1984, 

138) cites hate as one, since Aristotle claims in Rhetoric II. 4 (1382a 12-13) that hate 

is not accompanied by pain. However, since in his definition of emotion three chap¬ 

ters earlier (Rhet. 11. 1 1378al9-22, cited above), Aristotle says that emotions are 

accompanied by pleasure and pain, the example is not decisive. Having raised the 

example, Leighton himself (1982, 155-57, 170, note 14) treats it as anomalous rather 

than decisive and argues that the link between emotion and pleasure or pain is a con¬ 

ceptual one. He also argues there that Aristotle’s claim that emotions are accompa¬ 

nied by pleasure and pain is not meant to preclude the idea of a conceptual connection 

between them. 
13. Modrak, too, cites this passage as support for a claim that pleasures and pains are 

forms of perception according to Aristotle. In explanation of the passage, she says: 

“To feel pleasures and pains, to experience emotions and desires, is just another way 

of relating to objects in the world and thus is a form of perception” (141). She does not 

make the further claim about what the perception is perception of, however, namely, 

what is good or bad as such. 

14. I discuss good as a transcategorial in Achtenberg (1992, 318-23). 

15. Fortenbaugh (1975, 12-16) has a different interpretation. He argues not that emotions 

are types of cognition, but that cognitions are the efficient cause of emotions. His ten¬ 

dency to slide from that claim, for which he argues, into the assertion that emotions 

are cognitive, for which he does not argue, is instructive, however, as is the fact that 

he does not discuss the formal cause of emotion. 

16. The beautiful is another type of value for Aristotle. Discussion of it would go beyond 

the limits of this essay, however. 
17. For a general discussion of equivocals and of the three types of equivocals, see Owens 

(1978, 107-35). For an argument that equivocity does not simply reflect the different 

senses of words, see Irwin (1981). For a previous discussion of mine on the equivocity 

of the good, see Achtenberg (1992, 320-22). 

18. Categories 1, lal-6. 
19. Nicomachean Ethics V. 1 1129a26-3L Aristotle’s example is not “sharp” but “key” 

(kleis) which is merely ambiguous in Greek and means either “the collar-bone” or 

“that with which we lock a door.” See also Nicomachean Ethics I. 6 1096b26-27 

where Aristotle speaks of chance equivocals and Metaphysics IV. 2 1003a33-34 
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where he contrasts focal equivocals with mere equivocals (what I am calling merely 

ambiguous equivocals). 
20. Metaphysics IV. 2 1003a33—1003bl0, VII. 4 1030a34—b3, XI. 3 1060b31—61a3. 

21. Metaphysics IX. 6 1048a35-b9. 

22. Metaphysics IV. 2 1003a34—bl, XI. 3 1061a5—7. 

23. Irwin (1985, 303), suggests concurrence with the claim that Aristotle’s view in this 

passage is that good is an analogical equivocal. Irwin’s suggested argument for the 

claim is different but complementary to the one I give here and below. 

24. Seealsol. 2 982b4,blO;I. 3 983a31;XI. 1 1059a35. 

25. For a confirming interpretation of the first part of this passage, see Apostle (1979, 356, 

n. 3), “Not everything is definable; and there are principles and attributes of being qua 

being which are indefinable, such as actuality and potentiality.” 

26. Irwin (1981, 540) makes a similar point. It is the case both that there is a single true 

description of good and that good is multivocal according to him; for “goods are dif¬ 

ferent because they are ends and ends are different.” 

27. I make this proposal first in Achtenberg (1988, 28). 

28. In order to include not just final but also instrumental ends, a more complete account 

would put the distinction this way: a telos is a constitutive (final end) or enabling 

(instrumental end) limit. Then the distinction would be between limits that are 

destructive or harmful on the one hand and limits that are constitutive or enabling on 

the other. Enabling limits are those that enable what they limit to be, more fully or 

securely, what it already is. They enable it to flourish. Since instrumental ends are 

ends because they lead to final ends, and in order to simplify the argument of this 

essay, ! do not here discuss enabling limits. 

29. I use the term “development” to mean positive or successful development and “malde- 

velopment” to mean negative development or deterioration. 

30. For a previous discussion of this passage, see Achtenberg (1989, 38). 

31. For a previous discussion of the first example, see Achtenberg (1989, 38). For a con¬ 

curring interpretation of the second example, see Apostle (1981, 113, n. 17). Apostle; 

too, speaks of “preservation.” Where I speak of fulfilling or securing. Apostle speaks 

of reinforcing, strengthening, or stabilizing. 

32. In a book currently in progress, I argue at greater length for the interpretation of the 

mean that follows. ' 

33. That by “t’anangkaion” Aristotle means “the inevitable” is clear from the context. 

34. In another context, Burnet gives a similar interpretation of “dei” for Aristotle. “The 

verb dei means agathon esti” (1900, 302). 

35. The statement here is in the negative, but Aristotle’s affirmation of the positive can be 

inferred from the context. 

36. See Aristotle Metaphysics VIII. 3 1043625 for another example of this. 

37. Rousseau (1986, 146: Second Discourse, Part II, paragraph 11). See also Rousseau 

(1986, 4-5: First Discourse, Part I, paragraph 9), where Rousseau identifies govern¬ 

ment with despotism and claims that the sciences and arts spread “garlands of flow¬ 

ers” over its chains and make men “love their slavery.” 

38. Hobbes (ch. 13,98-100). 

39. I discuss rational activity as intentional activity in Achtenberg (1989, 42). For a relat¬ 

ed discussion, see Achtenberg (1992, 330-34). 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: FEMINISM AND ARISTOTLE’S RATIONAL IDEAL 

I am grateful to David Cappall, Jean Hampton, Janet Levin, the editors of C. Witt, and 

L. Antony, ed. (1994) for helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper. 

1. The title also suggests that the organizers thought it appropriate, even in this special 

context, to refer to the three of us as “girls.” I leave aside the problems associated with 

the use of this term in relation to adult women. 

2. For Aristotle’s views on women, see GA 728al7ff., 732alff., 775al5; ENI 1162al9- 

27; Pol. I 1259b28-1260a24, 1277b20. For Kant, see Kant (1960, sec. 3). For Hobbes, 

see Hobbes (1968, chs. 19-20). 

3. For a useful discussion of these issues, see Spelman (1988, especially ch. 5). 

4. See Carol Gilligan (1982). In her more recent writings, Gilligan has softened her posi¬ 

tion, to claim that though women can have the “justice” perspective as well as the 

“care” perspective men are more likely to have only the “justice” perspective. See 

Gilligan (1988). For the influence of Gilligan’s work on moral theory, see L. Blum, 

(1988); and E. Kittay and D. Meyers, (1987). For a different approach to these issues, 

see W. Flanagan and K. Jackson (1987). 

5. See, for example, John Rawls’ account of the principles of justice as chosen in special 

circumstances of rational deliberation in Rawls (1971). 

6. For a discussion of the role of “particularity” in the moral life, see L. Blum (1991), 

and the works cited therein. 

7. L. Blum (1982). 

8. Claudia Card questions whether it is appropriate to associate care and compassion 

more with women than with men, and offers some helpful criticisms of the care per¬ 

spective in Card (1988). See also C. Greeno and E. Maccoby (1986) and Gilligan’s 

reply (Gilligan 1986). 

9. For considerations in favor of the view that even natural slaves are men and women 

for Aristotle, see Fortenbaugh (1977, 136). 

10. For an enumeration of the various different types of non-citizens in Aristotle’s ideal 

state and for a discussion of their legal status, see Keyt (1986, 23-46). 

11. What to make of Aristotle’s views in EN X.7-8 and how to integrate them into the 

rest of the EN and Pol. are not matters I shall discuss here. I shall be concerned only 

with Aristotle’s broadly based view of human good which includes the goods of 

social, political, and family life (EN 1097b8-ll), as well as various intellectual 

goods. 
12. It should be clear that Aristotle’s implied and stated reservations about manual labor 

are not dissimilar from some of Marx’s criticisms of wage labor under capitalism, in 

particular from Marx’s view that such labor alienates the worker from the activity of 

production and from his species-being. See Marx (1971-78, Vol. 3, 274-77 and Vol. 

6, passim). 
13. I discuss the nature of these higher-level decisions in more detail in Homiak (1990). 

14. For a helpful discussion of Plato’s views on women see J. Annas (1976) and J. Annas 

(1981, 181-185). 
15. Fortenbaugh draws a similar conclusions in Fortenbaugh (1977). 

16. I use the translation by Terence Irwin of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (Indiana¬ 

polis: Hackett Publishing, 1985). 
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17. I follow, in broad outline, the more detailed argument for the same conclusion offered 

by Irwin (1988, 411-16). 

18. As translated by B. Jowett in Barnes (1984). 
19. It is not clear that one could provide the same type of argument for Plato. This is in 

part, I think, because the content of the good life is less well articulated in Plato than 

in Aristotle and also because, however we are to understand the content of the good 

life, it does not include democratic decision-making as a good in itself. For the 

philosopher-rulers, ruling is a burden they would prefer to be without, since they 

would prefer to be without the responsibilities and activities that take them away from 

a continual contemplation and love of the Forms. They accept the burdens of ruling 

only because there is no other way to replicate the beauty they see in the Forms. 

Although it is best for the state as a whole that they rule, their interest in ruling is 

purely instrumental. And since menial labor is often monotonous and routine, requir¬ 

ing little use of the rational powers, it would be inefficient for rulers to take it up. It is 

therefore better left to others. 

20. In Homiak (1981, 633-51), and in Homiak (1985, 93-110). 

21. See Card (1988) and Greeno and Maccoby (1986). 

22. For a related discussion, see Bishop (1979, 147-54). 

23. Cf. Nancy Chodorow’s description of healthy dependence in Chodorow (1974).and 

(1978, pp. 21 Iff). 

24. For current wage differentials between full-time working women and men, see U.S. 

Department of Labor (1987). 

25. See M. Benston (1984, 239-47, esp. 244-45). 

26. For further discussion of anger in the context of unequal power relations see 

E. Spelman (1989) and F. Nietzsche (1967, passim). 

27. For more discussion of these and related points, see Blum (1979) and Mill (1970). 

CHAPTER EIGHT: ARISTOTELIAN VISIONS OE MORAL CHARACTER 

IN VIRGINIA WOOLF’S MRS. DALLOWAY 

1. Diary entry, 24 February 1905, from Woolf (1990). 

2. The surviving typescript of this lecture, heavily corrected, is printed as Appendix HI 

(502-17) of Woolf (1988). 

3. Woolf (1988, 503). 

4. Woolf (1925, 11). All further page references are to this edition. In Jacob’s Room, 

Woolf offers the following observations: “It seems that a profound, impartial, and 

absolutely just opinion of our fellow creatures is utterly unknown” (71). “It is no use 

trying to sum people up. One must follow hints, not exactly what is said, nor yet 

entirely what is done” Woolf (1978b, 154). 

5. In what follows I shall offer an account of those claims that Aristotle makes that seem 

to me relevant to a reading of Woolf’s text. This is certainly not a full account of 

Aristotle’s moral theory. 

6. The confirmation for Virginia Woolf’s reading of the Poetics is to be found in Woolf 

(1990). The evidence of the 1905 diary is that Virginia Stephen began reading the 

Poetics on 21 February, and finished on 2 March. The entry for 21 February (240) 

includes the following: “Then I read a bit of Aristotle, the Poetics, which will fit me 
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for a reviewer! This book, I tried to read at Florence, I remember—& couldn’t!” 

7. Woolf (1990, 22 February 1905 pp. 240-41). In her letters and diaries Woolf also 

mentions reading Plato and the tragedians. 

8. Regan (1986) and Levy (1981) both discuss Moore’s influence on Bloomsbury. For 

another view of Moore’s influence on the novels of Virginia Woolf, see Rosenbaum 

(1971). Rosenbaum concentates on the issues of epistemology and philosophy of 

mind rather than on ethics. 

9. See Woolf (1968, 32-33; Helen Ambrose, sitting on deck, reads “a sentence about the 

Reality of Matter or the Nature of Good” in “a black volume of philosophy.” (Levy, 

Moore’s biographer, says that the original cover was dark brown.) For evidence of 

Virginia Stephen’s reading of (and reaction to) Principia Ethica, see her August 1908 

letters to Clive Bell and Saxon Sydney-Turner in Woolf (1977, 342, 347, 352-53). 

10. See L. Woolf (1975) for Leonard Woolf’s own account of Moore and his influence. 

On Aristotle, Leonard Woolf writes in a letter to Saxon Sydney-Turner: “I have just 

finished the Ethics & as usual with Aristotle it seems to me an eminently futile work 

as a whole, but extraordinarily shrewd in isolated observations. Chapter XI of Book 

VI [on moral judgment and moral intuition] beats me completely, it seems to contra¬ 

dict & to be absolutely irreconcilable with what has gone before in that book & the 

commentators seem quite fuddled over it.” L. Woolf (1989, July 28, 1902, 25). 

11. We also know that Virginia Woolf was reading Greek at the time she was writing Mrs. 

Dalloway, she worked on “The Hours” (the working title for Mrs. Dalloway) and 

“Reading” (the working title of The Common Reader) during the same period. The 

Common Reader contains her essay “On Not Knowing Greek,” and it was for this 

essay that she was reading Greek authors (or at least intending to) in 1922, 1923, and 

1924 (see her reading plans throughout Woolf (1978a) esp. 27 November, 3 December 

1922; 11 May, 16 November 1923; 5 April, 3 August 1924). In her first response to 

Desmond MacCarthy (“Affable Hawk”) on the issue of the intellectual status of 

women (in the New Statesman of 9 October 1920) she refers to Plato’s and Aristotle’s 

literary appreciation of Sappho; see Woolf (1978a, Appendix III). 

12. See Rowe (1978) for an analysis of Clarissa’s role as the “mean of place” in Mrs. 

Dalloway and some trenchant comments on both her defects and her virtues. 

13. For what Woolf might mean in portraying Clarissa Dalloway as a snob, see “Am I a 

Snob?” in Woolf (1985). We should also note that Clarissa herself responds to the 

snob charge: “They thought ... that she enjoyed imposing herself; liked to have 

famous people about her; great names; was simply a snob in short.... And both were 

quite wrong. What she liked was simply life” (183); this account is consistent with 

Woolf’s claims about herself in “Am I a Snob?” 

14. Woolf (1980, 32). “Kitty” was Katherine Lushington Maxse, on whom Clarissa was 

modeled. 

15. We should also note that Peter Walsh has a mixed view of Clarissa (see 114-19, for 

instance) that is, on the whole, favorable. 

16. Bradshaw apparently believes that the emotions can have no role to play in the best 

life. In Aristotelian terms, he would perhaps claim that they do not belong to the part 

of the soul having reason. But as £V 1.13 shows, Aristotle places great importance on 

the fact that the part of the soul in which the emotions are to be found “have reason in 

a way” for they can be obedient to reason. 

17. See Halliwell (1986, especially chs. V and VI) and Halliwell (1987) for fuller 
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accounts of Aristotle’s views of character in the Poetics. References are to Kassel s 

OCT edition of the Poetics. Throughout, translations from the Greek are my own. 

18. A comment from Halliwell seems appropriate here: “it was obvious [to the 

Romantics] that the Poetics could hardly provide any guidance with genres such as 

subjective lyric, or the novel, for which Aristotle had made no provision” (Halliwell 

1986, 22). 

19. Despite my claims denying the relevance of the Poetics’ account of character to my 

project, it is possible that Aristotle’s claims about katharsis would carry over to the 

effect of the novel. A full exploration of the problems associated with katharsis is well 

beyond the scope of this paper. Halliwell (1986) and R. Janko (1987) both offer care¬ 

ful discussions of the problem. 

20. References to the Nicomachean Ethics (EN) are to Bywater’s OCT. 

21. As I am here concerned with the help Aristotle can give us in understanding Virginia 

Woolf’s view of moral character, I shall not enter into the important debate about the 

role of contemplation in Aristotle’s account of eudaimonia. The issues are well set out 

in Cooper (1987), in Kraut (1989), and Broadie (1991, 383^33). 

22. See Cooper (1988a) and also Striker (1988). 

23. “But the mean with respect to us is not to be taken so [as an arithmetical proportion]; 

for it is not the case that if ten mnai are too much to eat and two too little, the trainer 

will prescribe six mnai; for this also is perhaps too much or too little for the one 

receiving it; for Milo it is too little, for the beginner in exercises too much” 

(1106a36-b4). 

24. See EN 1126b3-4; the decision rests with the particular facts. 

25. This does not mean that the decisions of the phronimos are not universalizable; the 

decision would hold good for anyone in those particular circumstances. 

26. See Kraut (1989, 38, note 22). 

27. There is also the issue of working out how to perform the correct act; this is the role of 

the so-called practical syllogism, and it too involves the perception of the phronimos. 

28. Compare this with G. E. Moore’s intuitionism about good. It is clear that a correct 

answer is possible; moreover it is also clear that people can make mistakes. See 

Moore (1903). 

29. See Kraut (1989, esp. 58-59 and 345^7). 

30. “I am now in the thick of the mad scene in Regents Park. I find I write it by clinging as 

tight to fact as I can, & write perhaps 50 words a morning.” Diary entry, 15 October 

1923 Woolf (1978a, 272). 

31. See especially Cooper (1988a) on this. Septimus is, of course, not to be held morally 

responsible for his breakdown, but his not feeling grief may well be a sign that some¬ 

thing is wrong. 

32. The differences between Clarissa and Richard also point up differences between pub¬ 

lic and private virtues. Aristotle’s complete account of virtue, of course, includes both; 

as he says, he is speaking to young men who are to take their places in the political 

life of the city. 

33. This is a claim made on the basis of fragmentary evidence; little is said of Richard 

Dalloway, but I think that he is present in Clarissa’s thoughts throughout the novel; it 

is his importance to her (and hers to him) that supports my claims about their friend¬ 

ship. See Cooper (1980) and Annas (1977). 

34. Diary entry, 18 June 1925, Woolf (1980, 32). 
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CHAPTER NINE: ARISTOTLE ON PHILIA: 

THE BEGINNING OE A FEMINIST IDEAL OF FRIENDSHIP? 

I would like to thank Deborah Achtenberg, Richard Kraut, and Ezio Vailati for their com¬ 

ments and objections to earlier versions of this paper. 

1. Henceforth, Nicomachean Ethics and Eudemian Ethics are abbreviated as EN and EE, 

respectively. The discussion of philia or friendship (see Cooper (1980, 301-3)) in EN 

covers two full books (roughly, one fifth of the total work), that in EE, one full book 

(roughly, one third). On the issue of the differences between these two works, see 

Kenny (1978, 1992). I am excepting here Plato’s Lysis as it does not present a devel¬ 

oped theory of friendship. 

2. See, for example, Spelman (1988, ch. 2), DuBois (1988, ch. 9), Tuana (1994), Senack 

(1994). 

3. See, for example, Homiak, Achtenberg, and Curd (this volume), as well as Freeland 

(1994). 

4. One of the earliest papers entitled “Friendship” by Telfer dates from 1970-71, but the 

flood of academic papers seems to follow Blum (1980); see Stocker (1981), Slote 

(1982), Thomas (1987). 

5. One scholar notes that in Western society, female friendships occur against a backdrop 

in which marriage is the focal institution, and romantic love its ideological center; 

thus, because friendships between women are threatening to the marital relation they 

are socially discouraged (O’Connor, 1992, 33). 

6. See, for example, Hartmann (1976), Young (1981), Lugones and Spelman (1983), 

Jaggar (1983), and Spelman (1988). 

7. See Fantham, et al. (1995). As Abderson and Zinsser (1989) make clear, women in the 

medieval and Renaissance periods had various means of social interaction with one 

another through domestic work in large households, artesan guilds, and merchant 

activities; convents also afforded women the possibility of female friendship. 

8. So Raymond (1986a, 173) finds that female friendship has been disadvantaged in two 

ways: either it is considered to be non-existent by the culture or it is “disabled” by 

being seen as perverse; one canonical source for which may be found in Freud’s 

analysis of the “unresolved” Oedipal complex in girls which is said to result in homo¬ 

sexual choice, described as immature and abnormal (see Freud, Female Sexuality, 

1931). 

9. In this essay, I shall be speaking about the place of female friendship specifically with¬ 

in Western society, by which I intend to signify the developed, capitalist economies 

of the West. I acknowledge that certain indigenous cultures in the West, e.g.. Native 

American cultures, may have a wholly different model of female friendship since they 

possess different conceptions of gender and gender-relations. See, for example, Allen 

(1986) Lamphere (1974). 

10. Here the underlying assumption is that relative to their class and race, women’s lives 

(needs, interests, etc.) are nevertheless accorded less value than are those of men. 

11. Consequently, the present account, insofar as it touches upon various features of 

female friendship, does not pretend to be representative of all female friendships, but 

illustrative of certain features within the group. 

12. On the distinction between feeling respect, or even beneficence, and friendship, see 

Blum (1980, 43-66). 
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13. On this feature, see Friedman (1993, ch. 7). 

14. That is, in both EE VII, and EN VIII and IX. Although the two accounts are not identi¬ 

cal, in general, I will treat them as consonant, for although there are differences, they 

do not bear on the characterization of philia developed here. See also note 1. 

15. Taking the dia at EN 1156a3-5 as expressing an aim or end of philia as opposed to 

describing the occasion on which the friendship came about. 

16. The fact that this description is introduced by “they say that” (phasi) indicates that the 

account is an endoxon or opinion that may or may not coincide with Aristotle’s own 

description of eunoia\ in EN IX. 5 (1166b30 ff.), eunoia is not similarly described. 

With regard to “ ... for his own sake,” I have followed the Greek in using the mascu¬ 

line personal pronoun; where the Greek does not require it, I use the feminine case 

throughout. 

17. Burnet (1900, 354) claims that the three features of philia alluded to here emerge from 

current usage of the term in Aristotle’s time. The second feature rules out that one can 

have philia toward an inanimate thing, like wine, suggested by Plato’s use of 

philoinos in Lysis 212d. 

18. Aristotle seems to present a further reason for which philia is a hexis, namely, that 

since the object of the friendship is (in one case) the good itself, rather than the appar¬ 

ent good, it must be dependent upon deliberation and not emotion alone (cf. 

1157b33-34). See also Burnet (1900, 370). 

19. Translation from Cope (1877, 42), in the note to Aristotle’s Rhetoric II. 4, 1380b36. 

20. Second, and briefly. Cooper’s account of philia (Cooper 1980, 310-14) takes eunoia 

as wishing well for the sake of the other and claims it is present in all three types of 

philia. But this ignores the passage in EN IX. 5 where Aristotle denies that eunoia 

exists in the two secondary kinds of friendship (1167al2-14). This in spite of 

Cooper’s ingenious solution to the problem of how eunoia can be present in the sec¬ 

ondary friendships (i.e., he takes the dia construction at 1156a3-5 to be used retro¬ 

spectively to describe the cause of the eunoia, rather than prospectively). 

21. In EN VIII. 5, Aristotle claims: “As with the virtues, so it is with friendship, the good 

are so called both in respect of disposition (hexis), and in respect of realization” 

(energeia, (1157b5-7), where I read “realization” to refer to the virtues as expressed 

in action. 

22. These lines qualify virtue friendship as “complete” (teleia)', further, persons who wish 

each other good in this way are friends in the fullest sense (malista philoi). Burnet 

(1900, 359) argues that here teleia is used “in the strict of the word, that the growth is 

complete, and that the form (eidos) of philia is realized in it so that none of it is left 

out (to teleion = ou meden hexd). It is, in fact, “full-grown” philia.” 

23. The claim that virtue friendship is “primary” and “proper” form (protos kai kurids, 

1157a30-31) stands in contrast with the secondary forms of friendship which bear a 

resemblance to virtue friendship (EN 1157al). For “primary” and “proper,” see also 

Bonitz(1849) on Meta. 1015bll. 

24. One might see a distinction between the needs of morally good persons and those who 

are not such that the latter group of persons are interested in friendship conditional 

upon their imperfections, or lack of positive moral qualities; see O’Connor (1990, 

117-18). 

25. In the last part of the argument, EN 1156b7-24 (on which compare EE 1237a9-30), 

this friendship is teleia, or “complete,” in the sense that it includes the features of the 
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secondary kinds—it is both pleasant and useful as well as conducing to arete, or 

virtue. Cf. Burnet (1900, 360). 

26. I will not here discuss the precise nature of the relation between the primary and sec¬ 

ondary kinds of friendship—whether the stated relation in ENWUl. 3 of a “similarity” 

between them (1156b20) amounts to the same thing as the claim in EE VII. 2 about a 

focal relationship (1236al7-21); see Fortenbaugh (1975); Walker (1979); J. Ward 

(1995). 

27. It may be noted that Burnet (1900, 355) holds that the notion that eunoia involves 

wishing well for the other’s sake is “merely a popular belief’ or endoxon which does 

not itself enter into the definition of philia (note to EN 1155b31). 

28. This argument is found only in EE, not EN (which contains only the denial that eunoia 

obtains in the secondary kinds), and while the text of EE appears to contain a lacuna, I 

believe that the sense of the text is fairly clear. It would have been preferable for 

Aristotle to have suggested that eunoia does not obtain in the same sense in the vari¬ 

ous kinds of philia, rather than claiming it is not present in the secondary kinds of 

philia. 

29. The relation of the secondary kinds to the primary kind, however, is not one of 

degrees: the primary kind is not “more” friendship than the other two in the strict 

sense; rather, the secondary kinds of friendship are related to the primary kind by a 

“resemblance” (hath’homoioteta, EN 1156b20). 

30. It must be said that Aristotle distinguishes between two kinds of “self-love” (philau- 

tia), one of which is blameworthy, the other denotes the state of exercising the virtues, 

and so, is praiseworthy {EN \X. 8, 1168bl5-30). Richard Kraut (1989, 131-39) dis¬ 

putes the egoistic interpretation of Aristotle’s account; he argues that self-love is sim¬ 

ply the paradigm case of the features he identifies as present in the various instances 

of friendship (cf. ENYK. 4, 1166a2-10). 

31. This is so because in the case of virtue friendships the thing loved is a per se, or essen¬ 

tial, property of the person loved, not merely an accidental, relational property that 

obtains between me and other person, such as being pleasant or useful (cf. EN 

1156b8-ll). 

32. Here Kraut (in correspondence) has objected that the affiliation of two persons both of 

whom feel oppressed does not necessarily benefit either one, and that perhaps a 

friendship with someone else, say, a man, who does not feel oppressed is preferable, 

and more beneficial. To this, I reply that if women as such are oppressed, though in 

varying degrees (by race, class, etc.), it would not assist a woman’s understanding of 

her situation to befriend a privileged man, but it would a woman. However, I do not 

suppose here that women’s friendship is itself sufficient to end their oppression; 

rather, it is a “helping” condition towards female emancipation. 

33. The term eudaimonia is standardly translated as “happiness” and so the adjective 

eudaimon as “happy,” but these are not adequate in themselves as they may suggest 

passive, transitory states (as when a child has eaten a bowl of pasta). Instead, the term 

should be thought of as signifying a secure state consisting of activities toward human 

excellence, thus “flourishing.” 

34. The two works do not coincide in these arguments; in general, I propose to follow 

those in EN IX. 9. 
35. This argument is more complex than I have indicated here; for more analysis see 

Burnet (1900), Stewart (1892), Ross (1963), Joachim (1962, 258). 
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36. In their notes to EN 1170al3 ff., Ross (1925) claims that the argument about self- 

knowledge and friendship consists in a set of eleven syllogisms, Burnet (1900) simi¬ 

larly claims that the argument consists in three main syllogisms, the first of which is 

supported by two prosyllogisms. See also Joachim (1962, 259-61), Gauthier and Jolif 

(1959, 756-62). 

37. In spite of the frequent references to “self-conscious” activities in the argument in EN 

IX. 9 (using forms of aisthanesthai). Cooper (1980, 320) seems to be right in main¬ 

taining that the point of this argument is not self-consciousness but self-knowledge; 

the version in EE VII. 2 has: “Therefore, to perceive a friend must be in a way to per¬ 

ceive oneself and to know oneself’ (Ross 1963, EE 1245a35-37). 

38. On a related version of the argument, see Aristotle’s Magna Moralia 1213al0-26; for 

a complete analysis of the two versions, see Cooper (1980, 318-324). Cooper does 

not, however, deal with the version of this argument as it appears in EE VII. 2 

(1245a26-b9). 

39. Here I intend to imply my disagreement not only with some versions of cultural femi¬ 

nism but of multiculturalism which do not observe basic egalitarian principles 

between men and women. It should be noted that Aristotle was one of the many 

thinkers who held that free women did not possess the same capacities, moral or intel¬ 

lectual, as free men did. The precise nature and degree of this difference, however, is 

debatable; see Cole (1994), Fortenbaugh (1977), Modrak (1994X Spelman (1988, 

37-56), Smith (1983). 

40. In recent papers, Nussbaum has argued that the Aristotelian conception of human 

flourishing can be applied to the modem social context: see Nussbaum (1992a, 1993). 

41. I do not see another way of plausibly construing Aristotle’s earlier explicit argument 

that we need friends so as to contemplate the goodness that we possess (through the 

virtuous actions of our friends) at EN 1169b28-1170a4. Kraut objects against 

Cooper’s interpretation that the good person already knows he is good, and so does 

not need friends to confirm this knowledge, but only has friends because observing 

goodness in one’s friends is easier. But Aristotle claims that “we are better able to 

contemplate our neighbors than ourselves (theorem de mallon tous pelas dunametha e 

heautous) and their actions than ours” (1169b33-34), which suggests to me that it 

enables us to learn something we could not otherwise learn. This seems also 

Joachim’s point when he notes that the value of our good actions is not obvious to us 

while acting since “we are absorbed in the doing and not divided into spectator and 

agenf’(Joachim 1962, 258). 

42. Here the transition might be from the dispositional knowledge that one is good to a 

state like the actual exercise of a faculty, a second actuality stage of knowing one is 

good; see DeAnima II. 5, 417a21-bl6. 

43. Gauthier and Jolif (1959, 755) note here that the lines recall Xenophon, Memorabilia 

I, II, 20, concerning fathers training their sons to virtue by having them socialize with 

the good; the textual reference to the poet Theognis is said to be to the notion that 

good or noble people learn from the good (verse 35-36). 

44. See Friedman (1993, chs. 7 and 9). 

45. Admitedly, as Kraut noted to me, the remedial, educative direction is not the one that 

Aristotle is primarily concerned with in his account of philia; however, Nussbaum 

(1986, and 1990, 54-105) finds various parts of Aristotle’s ethical theory to be 
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focused upon the use of moral imagination in the discernment of virtuous actions and 

habits. And just as it takes experience and practical reason to become courageous or 

just, so, too, it would require practice to learn about friendship. 

46. This point relates, of course, to the voluminous literature on ethics of care: see, for 

example, Gilligan (1982); Noddings (1984); Kittay and Meyers (1987); Cole and 

Coultrap-McQuinn (1992). 

47. See Cooper (1980, 307) for further discussion of these issues. 

48. lam supplying “affection” (philesis) here because the term “good” (agathon) appears 

to be an interpolation, and does not make strict sense. See Rackham (1975, 494), note 

on£A 1161a24. 

49. In the same way that his political theory may be considered in abstraction from his 

claims about slavery, so, too, his theory of virtue friendship may be separated from 

his claims about gender inequality. 

50. Interpretations of civic or political friendship vary: Barker (1945, xlvii) claims it is 

similar to familial affection, and the association within the polis is similiar to that of a 

band of intimates; Irwin (1988, ch. 18) disputes this reading as does Yack (1993, ch. 

1). 
51. For a discussion of the extent to which Aristotle’s notion of political community 

implies unity, as opposed to diversity, see Yack (1993, chs.1-2). Yack himself argues 

for an individualist interpretation of Aristotle’s notion of political community. 

52. See, for example. Card (1990, 290-99). 

CHAPTER TEN: DIOTIMA TELLS SOCRATES A STORY: 

A NARRATIVE ANALYSIS OF PLATO’S SYMPOSIUM 

1. Phallogocentrism refers to an ongoing textual interplay between language, or logos, 

and traditional metaphysical inquiry that creates and perpetuates sexual inequality by 

privileging the phallus over the feminine as the prime manifestation of true being. 

2. Martha J. Reineke questions “Irigaray’s own ability to displace and overturn phallo- 

gocentric discourse through I'ecriture feminine [because of ] Jacques Lacan, whose 

veiled presence in Irigaray’s writing threatens to distort and to co-opt her aims” 

(Reineke 1987, 67). 

3. The Thinking Muse (Allen and Young, 1989) is an interesting collection of essays 

clustered around this dilemma. 

4. For example, Margaret Whitford describes Luce Irigaray’s work as “steeped in the 

history of philosophy from the pre-Socratics to the post-structuralists” (Whitford 

1991, 10). 

5. See Annas (1976) and Bluestone (1987). 

6. Monique Schneider remarks, “I think that it could be very useful if psychoanalysts 

went further into the text of Plato, and specifically into Diotima’s speech” (Schneider 

1991,30). 

7. Some dramatic interpreters include Paul Friedlander, Leo Strauss, Jacob Klein, 

Stanley Rosen, Mitchell Miller, Drew Hyland, David Lachterman, David Roochnik, 

and Charles Griswold. See any of these writers for a detailed explanation of their 

methodological approach. For example, in his book, Self-Knowledge in Plato’s 
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Phaedrus, Charles Griswold lists the numerous proponents of this interpretive stance 

and summarizes some critical objections to it. Ultimately, he claims that, “in general, 

this approach to interpreting Plato is now widely accepted” (Griswold 1986, 8n). 

8. See Rosen (1987, 1-39). 

9. Genevieve Lloyd’s bibliographical essay in Being and Time provides a good survey 

of the narrative literature (176-82). See also Martin (1986). 

10. I do not intend to imply that the conversation between Diotima and Socrates actually 

took place. Its conceptual existence does not depend on its historical existence. 

11. When I use narrative as a noun, I am referring to the plot-based account that the teller 

tells. The narrator refers to the one telling the tale. The narratee is the intended audi¬ 

ence of the narrative. Narrative style refers to how the narrator comports him or her¬ 

self with respect to the narrative and the narratee. Narrative structure refers to the 

placement narratives that occur in a larger speech or text. Narrative aspects of a text 

include the narratives within it, the narrative styles of the narrators within the text, the 

intended narratee, and the narrative structure of the text itself. 

12. Curiously, the scholarly literature overlooks this fact. For example, Halperin calls her 

“the personage who stands at the end of the hall of narrative mirrors that constitutes 

Apollodorus’ tale of Plato’s Symposium” (1992, 123). This comment implies that 

Diotima’s speech is different from the narratives that precede it. 

13. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from the Symposium are my own. 

14. The Greek word logos has many referents: a word, a saying or statement, or an argu¬ 

ment, or a discourse, or broadly, speech, language, reason, or rational account. To 

avoid difficulties of translation, I have transliterated the word into English. 

15. 201 d, -2066, 208b, 208c (in the manner of a perfect sophist). 

16. Eric S. Rabkin asserts, “It is the subliminal-suspense that engages us with the fictional 

world, and it is subliminal-suspense to which we most immediately react” (1973, 69). 

17. An examination of reader-response theory best captures the importance of participa¬ 

tion in narrative. See Steven Mailloux (1982). 

18. The participatory context in which philosophy occurs could also symbolize the par¬ 

ticipation of soul (psyche) with the forms (ideai). 

19. In contrast, examine the encomia of Phaedrus, Pausanias, Eryximachus, and Agathon. 

Their encomia neither provide nor require the participatory context that is necessary to 

philosophize. 

20. These references to Socrates occur at 202bl0, 202dl3, 204bl0 (phile), 204dl, 204d4, 

204e2, 205al0, 206c2, 207a6, 208cl, 209e5, 210e5, 211dl (phile). Some of these 

direct questions occur at 205a3, 205b2, 206a4, 207a6, 207bl0, 207c4. 

21. These references to her own activity occur at 202c4, 202c6, 203bl 204cl-2, 204c3, 

204c6, 204dl-2, 205el, 205e5, 206b7, 206cl, 207cl0, 208c2-3, 209b4, 209c2, 

210a2,210a3,210a3. 

22. Many others have noted that Socrates’ definition of Eros is radically different from the 

preceding speeches. See Rosen (1987), Anton (1974), Dorter (1969), Dover (1966). 

23. Just as the dialogue can be read as a series of definitions of Eros progressing to 

Socrates’ philosophical speech about the daimonic nature of Eros, the dialogue can 

also be read as a philosophical development from non-narrative speech to narrative 

speech. (See Frosolono 1993). 

24. See also 199c, 201d, and 201d. 

25. Rosen (1983) argues that this agreement is a test for discipleship. 
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26. Griswold (1986) offers a compelling account of the importance of self-knowledge in 

Platonic philosophy. 

27. Genevieve Lloyd (1993) explores the relationship between selves and narrators in phi¬ 

losophy and literature. See also Genette (1980), Ricoeur (1981). 

28. See Bowery (1995) for a similar articulation of this point. 

29. If this remark seems to oversimplify Socrates’ essence, see Anton (1974). 

30. Because Apollodorus decides to tell the story “just as that one told it to me,” the read¬ 

er often believes that Aristodemus is the actual narrator of the Symposium. 

31. In the Symposium alone, Plato creates six characters who are narrators: the five listed 

above and Aristophanes. It is important to note that Aristophanes tells a narrative. 

While the secondary literature often notes that Aristophanes responds to a perceived 

similarity between Diotima’s speech and his own (212c), few commentators have 

noted their formal, i.e., narrative, similarity. 

32. Gilbert Ryle (1966), for example, believes that Socrates is Plato, as does Hugh 

Tredennick, who alleges that “Plato undoubtedly felt that he was little more than 

Socrates’ mouthpiece” (1969, 13). 

33. In A Rhetoric of Fiction (1973), Wayne Booth discusses some implications of authori¬ 

al silence. 

34. In the present formulation of this argument, I do not discuss the Letters in which a 

character named Plato enters Plato’s narrative. Plato does mention himself by name 

three times in the dialogues {Ap. 34a, 38a; Phaed. 59b). However, these appearances 

can be read as part of Plato’s criticism of Socrates (Frosolono 1993, 194-206). 

35. To list just a few examples: “I will first say that I once heard him conversing about the 

daimonion with Aristodemus” (I, IV, 2); “it appears wondrous to me”(I, II, I); “to me 

he seemed to be more worthy of honor than death by the state” (I, II, 62). 

36. The development of a cult of personality of Socrates has not gone unnoticed in the 

secondary literature. See Halperin (1992), Nussbaum (1986), and Rosen (1983). 

However, to my knowledge no one other than myself has linked this discipleship 

specifically to Socrates’ pervasive use of self-oriented narrative. 

37. However, the anthropos who reaches this realm should not be viewed as a fixed, uni¬ 

tary subject. Rather, if one were to attribute a theory of personal identity to Diotima, 

as Andrea Nye does, one would see that “Diotima’s theory of personal identity [is] 

based on the realization that the self is not unitary but constantly in a process of 

renewal and destruction” (1989,47). 

38. This final stage would, of course, transcend any narrative account, as well. 

39. The claim that Socrates is tethered to kaloi logoi and therefore unable to perceive to 

kalon auton will meet with a certain level of incredulity. Unfortunately, a full proof of 

this argument lies well beyond the scope of this particular logos, but it would involve 

a careful examination of the narratives that Socrates and his disciples tell, a considera¬ 

tion of Socrates’ use of myth to provide an account of issues about which one cannot 

give a logos, the dramatic contexts in which his numerous conversations about the 

forms occur, and a reconsideration of the enigmatic appearances of his to daimonion 

saemion. 

40. Recall that in the Phaedo, Phaedo remarks, “Plato, though, I believe, was ill” (59h). 

Plato absents himself from this narrative situation. The word Plato uses for his own 

illness is asthenes. In addition to referring to illness, meanings of asthenes include 

being without strength, weak, or feehle. Plato uses the same word in the Seventh 
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Letter to refer to “the weakness of logos" (Epist. VII, 343a). Read symbolically, it is 

not the immediacy of Socrates’ death that weakens Plato, but more specifically 

Socrates’ dependence on logos that makes Plato ill. It is from logos that Plato, and phi¬ 

losophy, are absent. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN: THERAPEUTIC ARGUMENTS 

AND STRUCTURES OF DESIRE 

1. See Kenneth Dover (1989, 61 ff.). Especially interesting is a passage from 

Xenophon’s Hiero, in which the poet Simonides and the morally worthy Hiero both 

refer to Hiero’s passion for a young man as a constraint deriving from nature—using 

the category “natural,” for an inclination that our own society has frequently judged 

“contrary to nature.” 

2. See Winkler (1990a). 

3. Nussbaum (1994, 1994a and 1995). 

4. Nussbaum (1997, 1996). 

5. See Schofield (1991). 

6. Compare Cyril Bailey: “ ... not continuous drinkings and revellings, nor the satisfac¬ 

tion of lusts, nor the enjoyment of fish and other luxuries of the wealthy table.” 

7. For general treatments of the subject see Dover (1978), Foucault (1984), Halperin 

(1990a, 1990b) Winkler (1990a, 1990b) and Konstan (1990). 

8. The work is especially valuable for its judicious treatment of evidence of many dif- 

ferent.kinds, including oratory, comedy, and vase-painting. 

9. See Foucault (1984) and Halperin (1990a). 

10. See especially Foucault (1984) and Halperin (1990a). 

11. This is the theme of Nussbaum (1994). 

12. For a variety of examples of this, see Rorty (1980), Lutz (1988), Harre (1986), Klein 

(1975), de Sousa (1987). 

13. On anger in Aristotle, see EN IV.5 1378a3lff. See also Nussbaum (1994, 359-401). 

14. See Aristotle, Rhet. 1382a21 ff. Poet. 1453a4-5: see Nussbaum (1986, 378-95). 

15. See Aristotle Rhet. 1385bl3 ff. Poet. 1453a3: and Nussbaum (1986, 378-95). 

16. See Nussbaum (1986, chs. 11-12). ' 

17. For references and discussion, see Nussbaum (1986a). 

18. For these and other references, see Nussbaum (1986a). 

19. For the standard definitions, see Von Amim (1964: 3: 391^20). 

20. See Nussbaum (1986, ch. 7), and also Price (1989). 

21. What follows is a brief summary of the reading of Lucretius presented in Nussbaum 

(1994, 140-92). 
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