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Chapter 1

Can Virtue Be Taught?

Virtue is nothing else than right reason.

—Seneca, Letter 66.32

Can we make ourselves into better human beings? Can we help others do the same? And can we get the leaders of our society—statesmen, generals, businesspeople—to care about the general welfare so that humanity may prosper not just economically and materially but also spiritually? These questions have been asked for over two millennia, and attempting to answer them is crucial if we want to live a better life and contribute to building a more just society.

Within the Western tradition, with which this book is concerned, the issue of becoming a better human being has often been understood in terms of “virtue.” Before we can sensibly ask whether and how virtue can be taught, then, we need to discuss what exactly virtue is and why we should care about it. These days the word has acquired a rather old-fashioned connotation, as our thoughts are likely to wander toward Christian conceptions of virtues such as purity and chastity. The term has, accordingly, fallen into disuse. Google Ngram shows a pretty steady decline from 1800 on, plateauing for the past half century or so.

That’s unfortunate, and it is a trend that we need to reverse, not because the old-fashioned notion is one to cling to but because an even more ancient conception still offers us much valid guidance on how to live today. The ancient Greco-Romans focused on four so‑called cardinal virtues, understood as character traits, or behavioral inclinations, that ought to be cultivated and used as a moral compass to navigate our lives.

Plato is the earliest source to articulate the virtues,1 and the Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero considered them central to the conduct of our lives.2 They are

•Prudence (sometimes called practical wisdom), the ability to navigate complex situations in the best way possible.
•Justice, understood as acting fairly toward others and respecting them as human beings.
•Fortitude (or courage), encompassing endurance and the ability to confront our fears.
•Temperance, the ability to practice self-restraint and to act in right measure.
A modern study coauthored by psychologist Katherine Dahlsgaard and colleagues3 found that these same cardinal virtues are near-universal across human cultures, though they are sometimes accompanied by additional valued character traits, such as a sense of human connection and a sense of transcendence. We will return to this point near the end of the book. For now, it is easy to see why the four Platonic virtues are highly regarded across traditions: a person who acts prudently, justly, courageously, and with temperance is the kind of person we often see as a role model for ourselves and our children.

While the word “virtue” comes from the Latin virtus, meaning specifically moral strength, the original Greek term was arete, which meant “that which is good” or, more succinctly, excellence. Not just moral excellence but excellence of any sort. For instance, an excellent athlete would be one who won many competitions at Olympia. And arete does not apply just to human beings. An excellent lioness is one skilled at catching antelopes and other prey so that she and her offspring can survive. This concept even applies to objects: an excellent knife, for example, is one characterized by a sharp blade that cuts cleanly. In general, arete has to do with the proper function of a thing and how well that function is carried out. The function of a knife is to cut; the function of a lioness is to produce and feed her offspring; the function of an athlete is to win competitions.

But what is the arete of a human being? Here opinions varied among the Greco-Romans, just as they vary today among both philosophers and scientists. But not, in either case, as much as one might imagine.

The Epicureans, for instance, thought that human beings naturally seek pleasure and, especially, avoid pain. So an excellent human life is one that is devoted to minimizing pain and maximizing pleasure.4 For the Stoics, what distinguishes our species is the ability to reason and our high degree of sociality, from which it follows that we should spend our existence intent in using our mind to improve social living.5 Although these conceptions appear divergent, both the Epicureans and the Stoics agreed that we should act virtuously because doing so helps us live “in accordance with nature,” meaning our nature as a particular biological species.

Modern scientists such as comparative primatologist Frans de Waal6 have also reached the conclusion that human nature is characterized by our use of reason to solve problems as well as by the unusually high degree of sociality particular to our species. Indeed, de Waal thinks that what we call morality evolved in Homo sapiens from preexisting building blocks found in other social primates. Morality, then, has a clear and important biological function: to regulate communal living so that individuals within a group can survive and flourish.

It is interesting to note that the modern terms “ethics” and “morality” have revealing roots in this respect: the first one comes from the Greek êthos, a word related to our idea of character; the second one is from the Latin moralis, which has to do with habits and customs. Ethics or morality, in the ancient Greco-Roman sense, then, is what we do in order to live well together—the same problem faced by our primate cousins.

In order to live a good life, we need a society where people act virtuously, a goal that was not that difficult to achieve within the small social groups that characterized much of the history of humanity and continue to mark other species of primates as well. In that sort of society, everyone knows and is likely related to everyone else. Under such circumstances, it is relatively easy to make sure that individuals act virtuously because if they don’t, the other members of the group will know and will exert physical punishment or enforce ostracism on those who do not comply. Explicit ethical teachings are not necessary for the task, and both early humans and other primates could rely on their evolutionary instincts.

But human beings have not lived in small and manageable groups at least since the onset of the agricultural revolution, about ten thousand years ago. That event led to the evolution of increasingly larger stable settlements that eventually gave origin to the first cities. Those events were what ultimately triggered, in ancient Greece and Rome just as much as everywhere else on the globe, the need to develop explicit systems of ethics and related systems of laws. Simultaneously, people also began to consider whether and how they could teach the next generation to live virtuously, and especially how they might best select good leaders to handle increasingly stratified and complex societies—leaders who would act virtuously for the benefit of all.

In the West, one of the first pivotal figures to seriously explore the question of character and whether virtue can be taught was Socrates of Athens, who lived between 470 and 399 BCE, a period in which his native city, host of the first democratic government in the world, experienced its apex and fall.

In the Platonic dialogue known as the Meno, the title character directly asks Socrates the question that underlies the book you are reading now: “Can you tell me, Socrates, is human excellence something teachable? Or, if not teachable, is it something to be acquired by training? Or, if it cannot be acquired either by training or by teaching, does it accrue to me at birth or in some other way?”7

Socrates seldom answered a question directly. Instead, he would respond by asking questions of his own, aimed at guiding his interlocutors through a process of reasoning that might lead them to an answer, or at least a better understanding of the issue. Such is the case in the Meno.

Socrates begins by asking what virtue is, on the grounds that if we don’t know the answer to that question, then we have no hope of answering the further question of whether it can be taught. Things don’t go too well. Socrates informs Meno that he doesn’t know what virtue is, and moreover, he claims to be unaware of anyone else who does. Meno responds that, according to one of Socrates’s famous rivals, Gorgias, different people display different virtues depending on their roles in society: men in their prime are courageous, women are chaste, older people are wise, and so on. But Socrates will have none of it: virtue doesn’t depend on age or sex; it is a human universal.

Despite having told Meno that he is ignorant of the nature of virtue, Socrates clearly nudges his friend in certain directions rather than others. For instance, he says that temperance and justice, two of the cardinal virtues, are found both in children and in older men, implying that they may be common to all ages. Near the end of the dialogue, Socrates considers the possibility that virtue is a kind of knowledge. If so, there should be people capable of teaching it, but Socrates doesn’t see any of them around—despite the contrary claims of the likes of Gorgias and the other Sophists, a group of philosophers who commanded high fees from their students precisely because they claimed to teach virtue and who were regular opponents of Socrates in Plato’s dialogues.

Often Platonic dialogues end in a state of aporia, a useful Greek word meaning impasse or puzzlement. This is by design because, according to Socrates, wisdom begins with admitting that we don’t know what we thought we knew. Yet, in the case of the Meno, Socrates seems to reach a definite conclusion: virtue cannot, in fact, be taught.

If we were to stop with the Meno—too bad for the project of this book! However, in another Platonic dialogue, the Protagoras, Socrates arrives at the exact opposite opinion and determines that virtue can, after all, be taught.

Protagoras was one of the most famous Sophists. Early in the exchange, Protagoras predictably claims that Sophists can make people into better citizens by teaching them virtue. Socrates responds that while this would be very nice, it cannot actually be done because virtue is not a skill such as, say, medicine or architecture, which can both be learned by associating with someone who is good at them.8 Socrates advances multiple arguments in favor of his thesis, but a crucial one is that it is common knowledge that virtuous parents often fail to have virtuous children.9 He provides several examples, including that of Pericles, the charismatic statesman then in charge of Athens. His two legitimate children, Paralus and Xanthippus, were known in town for being useless and of poor character. A third, illegitimate son, Pericles the Younger, was executed in 406 BCE for unbecoming behavior after the naval battle of Arginusae during the Peloponnesian War.

Protagoras counters with several arguments in favor of the notion that virtue can be taught, one of which is particularly interesting.10 He presents it by way of a thought experiment, a standard tool in philosophy. Imagine a town whose survival depends crucially on its citizens playing the flute. What would happen? Flute playing would be taught to everyone, both at home and in schools, regardless of age, social status, and so forth. Of course there would be some who were naturally gifted and would soon excel at flute playing. Others would turn out mediocre players, but everyone in the city would be a better player because of the education they received. That is why, says Protagoras, it is so important to teach virtue, especially to the next generation.

By the end of the dialogue, Socrates actually changes his mind and comes around to the notion that virtue can, indeed, be taught (although, interestingly, Protagoras also changes his mind on the topic as a result of Socrates’s own arguments!).

So what did Socrates really think about whether virtue can be taught? It’s complicated. Both the Meno and the Protagoras are often considered somewhat early dialogues, meaning they were written by Plato early in his career. The early dialogues are assumed to present positions closer to those of the real Socrates, while the middle and late dialogues use Socrates as a character to put forth Plato’s own evolving ideas. But the Meno also contains a fascinating episode in which Socrates helps a young slave boy to demonstrate a geometrical theorem that the slave certainly couldn’t have learned on his own.11 In the dialogue Socrates claims that he is acting as a philosophical midwife, helping the boy uncover some knowledge that he already had. Where did such knowledge come from? The stunning answer we are given is that the boy learned the theorem in a previous life! This is Plato’s theory of knowledge as “recollection,” and it is a hallmark of mature Platonic, not Socratic, thinking. So we might tentatively conclude that the Socrates of the Protagoras—the one who argues that virtue can be taught—is closer to the position taken by the historical Socrates.

Be that as it may, the next leap forward in the discussion about whether virtue can be taught is made by Plato’s most famous student (and Socrates’s grandstudent, so to speak), Aristotle.

Moral vs. intellectual virtue

The Watergate break‑in of June 17, 1972, which eventually resulted in the resignation in disgrace of American president Richard Nixon, was a pivotal event in modern US politics. The episode was used by a former president of the University of Notre Dame, the Reverend Theodore Hesburgh, to illustrate the claim that the modern educational system in the United States fails students because it doesn’t teach virtue. Hesburgh arrived at that stunning conclusion by arguing that since the men who broke in were lawyers, they were presumably educated. And yet they did something that was clearly unethical. Ergo, the educational system is to blame.

As Southwest State University’s philosopher Hugh Mercer Curtler points out,12 Hesburgh’s argument is a classic example of “nonsense on stilts.” For one thing, Hesburgh takes for granted a direct causal link between schooling and education, which Curtler argues is at the very least questionable. More importantly for our purposes, Hesburgh assumes a positive answer to the question we have entertained so far, apparently oblivious to a crucial complication inserted into the discussion by Aristotle.

Aristotle makes the key point in the Nicomachean Ethics, one of the most important books ever written on moral philosophy: “Excellence [arete], then, being of two kinds, intellectual and moral, intellectual excellence in the main owes both its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires experience and time), while moral excellence comes about as a result of habit, whence also its name [ethike, meaning moral] is one that is formed by a slight variation from the word for ‘habit’ [ethos].”13 Aristotle is saying that there turn out to be two, not one, kinds of arete, or human excellence, pertinent to the moral sphere. One is moral excellence proper; the other he calls intellectual excellence, though the latter is also concerned with how to behave ethically.

Moral excellence, according to Aristotle, is the result of habit and repetition, though modern science would also suggest that it may have an innate, genetic component. This means that moral excellence will be broadly set early in our lives, which is why teaching it will be problematic. How early? Freud suggested that we don’t change our personality much after age five or thereabouts. But as in many other things, Freud was wrong. Modern research shows that personality traits (measured by the so‑called Big Five: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and resilience) stabilize around age thirty in both men and women and regardless of ethnicity.14 This should perhaps not be too surprising, as the human brain continues to develop, both neuroanatomically and in terms of cognitive skills, until the midtwenties.15 The upshot is that we can be a bit more optimistic than Aristotle and Freud about being able to teach moral excellence. But how do we do it?

Think of Protagoras’s example of flute playing. The sooner you start a child in musical education, the better. Such education consists of a little bit of theory and a lot of practice. That is, after all, how you get to Carnegie Hall. But even if your innate musical abilities will never make you Carnegie Hall material, you will improve with mindful (as opposed to rote, or passive) repetition. A good teacher will start you with easy exercises and then will begin to challenge you with more and more difficult ones until you can master at least a passable rendition of your favorite songs.

The same goes for moral virtue, where the obvious immediate teachers are your parents or caretakers. They will explain to you basic things about right or wrong as well as why you want to be a good rather than a nasty person. But mostly it will be practice by repetition until you internalize the habits of basic ethical behavior, such as not lying unless there is a very good reason, not taking advantage of others even if you could get away with it, and so on.

What about intellectual excellence? As we grow up, life throws more and more complex situations in our path, and it is during these challenges that developing Aristotle’s second kind of excellence becomes crucial. Intellectual virtue allows us to develop practical wisdom, one of the four cardinal virtues, that is, the ability to successfully navigate life’s trade-offs while maintaining our integrity as decent human beings. As Curtler puts it, while the goal of moral virtue is to set the basic framework for ethical action and the construction of our character, the goal of intellectual virtue is to refine our character, to make it capable of dealing with life as adults. Considering the example of a college course in business ethics (not an oxymoron!), Curtler says, “A course in business ethics will not make an undergraduate business major an honest employee when she goes to work after graduation. But it will sharpen her analytical skills and make her aware of the subtleties of rationalization and wary of sophistry. . . . [As a result of humanistic studies] we become more fully aware of the consequences of our actions, the range of our influence, and the boundaries of our world.”16

Another way to put this is that moral virtue sets the ends toward which we work, while intellectual virtue allows us to think more carefully about those ends, and especially about the means that are most effective to reach them. When Seneca, the first-century Stoic philosopher and adviser to the emperor Nero, wrote the words with which this chapter begins, “Virtue is nothing else than right reason,” he meant reason deployed to achieve the right ends, that is, a combination of moral and intellectual virtue.

What this is all about

The book you are reading is an exploration of some famous successes and failures in teaching others, and ourselves, about virtue. The overall goal is to answer the questions I posed at the beginning of this chapter: Can we make ourselves into better human beings? Can we help others do the same? And can we get the leaders of our society to care about the general welfare so that humanity may prosper not just economically and materially but also spiritually?

Most of the examples that we will examine are drawn from larger-than-life figures of the ancient Greco-Roman world because those cultures paid particular attention to both the theory and practice of living virtuously and left us ample documentation of their worries. We will encounter the likes of Socrates and his friend and student Alcibiades, whose unvirtuous behavior had a lot to do with the fall of his city, Athens, by the end of the Peloponnesian War. We will follow the courageous attempts of Plato, Socrates’s student, to teach virtue to two tyrants of the Sicilian city of Syracuse—which almost cost him his life. Our quest will then bring us to consider the relationship between Aristotle and Alexander the Great as well as that between Seneca and Nero.

We will take seriously the argument that only people who are already predisposed to virtue can further refine it and live accordingly by studying examples such as Cato the Younger, the archenemy of Julius Caesar and a practitioner of Stoic philosophy; the emperor-philosopher Marcus Aurelius, who relied on his Stoicism in order to deal with two frontier wars, a rebellion, and the worst plague to strike the ancient world; and Julian of Constantinople, forever known as “the Apostate” because he dared counter the rising Christian tide by using the resources of his chosen philosophy, Neoplatonism. These were all leaders of their generation: emperors, conquerors, kings, and generals. We will look at their efforts from the point of view both of statesmanship and of moral philosophy.

Naturally we will then turn to the broader question of what, exactly, the relationship between politics and philosophy ought to be, starting with the mother of all treatises in political philosophy, Plato’s Republic; continuing with the radical contribution of Machiavelli; and ending by considering some modern takes on the issue.

Finally we will land, safely or not, back in our own era and consider what developing virtue and character might mean for people like you and me. We are unlikely to have a chance to mentor the next Alexander or Nero (not that the world needs more of that sort of individual anyway!). And we are also not likely to become generals or high-level politicians ourselves. But we do have plenty of chances to influence other people—be they our children, partners, friends, students, or colleagues. And, of course, we have a chance, and arguably a duty, to work on ourselves, to try to become at least slightly better human beings than we were yesterday. How do we do this? Near the end of the book, we’ll draw on the lessons learned during our quest, as well as on research in contemporary social and moral psychology, to see what may or may not work.

Most people don’t think twice about spending a significant amount of effort and resources to get ahead in their career, or even just to maintain their physical health as long as they can. But when it comes to our character—what the ancient Greco-Romans thought is our most precious possession—we hardly give it a thought. And yet, there is an art to living, and that art can be learned by doing practical philosophy, which means critically reflecting on our own life experiences as well as the experiences of others, with the intention of learning how we can do better. Day by day, year after year. The second-century Stoic philosopher Epictetus admonished his students, “Most of us dread the deadening of the body and will do anything to avoid it. About the deadening of the soul, however, we don’t care one iota.”17

We should care. Let’s begin to learn how.
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