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The rising interest in Aristotle’s political and ethical thought during the past
decade makes the present study a timely contribution toward the critical evalua-
tion and assessment of classical theories of social ethics. The author has worked
out a detailed analysis of the place and significance of the virtues of justice and
friendship in Aristotle’s systematic treatment of social ethics. While developing
his theme he also offers a number of illuminating comments on the difference
between the ancient and modern social structures as well critical contrasts between
classical and modern philosphers on the nature of ethical problems and the
respective conceptions of method.

Koutras states in the Preface what appears to be one of his guiding princi-
ples: «The basic features, the properties and problems of social ethics that con-
cern human beings as citizens remain the same, regardless of particular circum-
stances». This statement is not without some initial difficulty. As the discussion
progresses the reader sees more fully why the author argues along Aristotelian
lines in favor of man’s unchanging nature. His sympathies with Aristotle go
even further than that.

Koutras asserts that Aristotle’s social philosophy not only marks an advance
over the views of his predecessors, including Plato, but on the whole reflects more
adequately the fundamental structure of orgamzed life in the polis. While it
“should be admitted that the domain of ethics for both ‘Plato and Aristotle cannot
be understood apart from-the wider context of social and political life, since it is
here that man forms and shapes his ethos, Aristotle found it necessary to eriti-
cize Plato’s theory of Forms in order to free his views from a trancendent philo-
sophy of ethics and base his system on the finite nature of the individual man.
As the author points out, Aristotle relies on the virtues of phronesis and proai-
resis as the principles that determine human action, (praticin). Yet, it is the
virtues of justice and friendship that constitute the binding elements of social



- 288 —

ethics. Koutras sees that the difference between Plato and Aristotle on this issue
can be formulated as follows: whereas Plato stresses the priority of justice, Ari-
stotle considers it to be the precondition of philia and thus assigns to friend-
ship a central role in all social relations.

The first two chapters are more general and are designed to introduce the
reader to Aristotle’s method and conception of ethics, on the one hand, and their
place in the history of Greek thought and political developments, on the other.
The remaining three chapters treat in detail the substantive and complex issues
that surround the concepts of justice and friendship in Aristotle, with frequent
references to pre-Aristotelian and post-classical positions. The intent throughout
the author’s sustained discussion is to exhibit the basic thrust of Aristotle’s social
ethics by showing how all the related virtues and actions converge on securing
the highest goal of men as individuals and as citizens: eudaimonia, the moral
and intellectual perfection of the members of any organized society in a spirit of
freedom through justice and friendship.

In presenting his analysis of this difficult subject, Koutras shows impresive
familiarity with the original texts, advances sound arguments to support his exe-
gesis and succeeds in keeping in the foreground the fundamentally naturalistic,
humanistic and political character of Aristotle’s ethical philosophy. He is on
solid ground here. However, it seems rather curious that, given Koutras® approach
and special emphasis on the Aristotelian principle of eudaimonia as the highest
end of man and as founded on the nature of man, he did not supplement his
discussion with a concentrated analysis of Aristotle’s psychological treatises and
the De Anima, in particular. He occasionally refers to this latter work but only
in passing, Thus he missed what seems to this reader the needed testimonies to
strengthen his central thesis and round up the argument. No doubt such an under-
taking would have required the writing of an additional lengthy chapter. The
resultant weakness made possible what in one connection must be regarded as
questionable interpretation.

By relying on passages from Metaphysics to elucidate the Aristotle views on
the hierarchical organization of goals, Koutras is led to conclude that Aristotle
created a «chasm» between the goals of the theoretical life, on one hand, and
those of political and practical life, on the other. Thus, he states (p. 33):
«Although 7 vénoig voijoewg is the highest purpose of man, man as a political
animal is drawn by the society of his fellow human beings toward the goal of
community life in search of eudaimonia. Hence we see in the philosophy of
Aristotle a great chasm between these two sides...». In favor of his interpreta-
tion he cites two passages, which he believes support the above contention :
(a) Met. A9, 1094b 34, and (b) Nic. Eth. K8, 1178a 9—b 32, 1178b
33—1179a 32.

The contention is based on a forced correlation of passages that do not seem
directly related to the issue. In the first place, there is nothing in the Metaphy-
sics passage stating that vénoig vofcewg is «the highest purpose of man». As for
the passage from the Nic. Eth., the main topic it explores has to do with the
ways in which divine life differs from human eudaimonia especially as regards
the exercize of the faculty of nous; nowhere do we find here the expression véy-
o.c vofjoews. Therefore, Koutras® inference has no textual basis in the Nic. Ethics.
Furthermore, we have Aristotle’s explicit statement in Nic. Eth. Bk. A, Ch. 1,
to the effect that (a) ethics is a chapter of politics, and (b) the ends of our
actions must be of the attainable kind. The claim that vénoig voficewg belongs
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to this kind is a highly debatable issue. Therefore, to support his charge of a
chasm would require Koutras to come up with stronger evidence. So long as
Koutras insists on this charge, he must face another problem, an equally complex
issue: he needs to show that Aristotle’s two celebrated statements, viz. that
man is by nature a political animal and a theoretical animal, cannot constitute
a consistent set.

Although the above issue does not figure largely in Koutras’ otherwise able
discussion, the reader will find much in this book that is genuinely informative.
The book is in many respects helpful towards understanding not only Aristotle’s
position on social ethics but also how his philosophical treatment of this vital
area still constitutes a viable alternative in the face of the puzzles that confront
contemporary man.

JOHN. P. ANTON
Emory University
Atlanta, Georgia — U. S. A.
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