Theoretical Arguments in Ethics: Analyzing and Examining the C. D.

C. Reeve’s Presentation of Aristotle’s Ethics

Sara Ghane,' Zahra Khazaei,? Mohsen Javadi 3

Article info

Abstract

Some moral philosophers consider ethical arguments to be
theoretical and the result of these arguments to be a type
of proposition or belief that is true or false, but some
consider these arguments to be practical arguments. The
same difference is substantial regarding the interpretation
of Aristotle's view on ethics. Reeve asserts that moral
arguments are theoretical based on his interpretation and
of Aristotle's works. Aristotle has researched the axioms of
ethics by examining the principles of different sciences and
the method of acquiring them and has shown that it is
possible to consider the propositions of ethics and the logic
governing them similar to other theoretical sciences.
Despite this, two basic points undermine this analysis. The
arguments in theoretical sciences require a certain degree
of necessity, while ethics does not. Second, the
propositions of ethics have exceptions and according to
Aristotle, they are of the hos epi to polu type; It means that
they are true in most of the times and conditions. What we
have presented in response to these two issues in order to
defend the theoretical nature of moral arguments is that the
necessity of moral arguments is De Dicto necessity and not
De Re necessity. Moral arguments are made up of two
levels. At the first level, we are faced with theoretical
arguments that determine the happiness of human beings;
and at the second level, we are faced with arguments of the
type of deliberation, in which hos epi to polu propositions
are included in the argument.
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Introduction

David Reeve is a prominent translator and interpreter of the works of ancient Greek philosophers,
particularly Plato and Aristotle. In the realm of moral philosophy, there are differing views on the
nature of moral argument and its outcome. Some argue that moral arguments are practical, resulting
in moral action or the intention to act, rather than in a proposition. On the other hand, philosophers
like Reeve believe that moral argument combines theoretical and practical aspects, yielding both a
proposition/belief as well as moral action. In Reeve's interpretation of Aristotle, moral arguments
encompass both theoretical and practical elements. Reeve's role as an interpreter is crucial in
elucidating how ethical arguments, which pertain to practical wisdom, should be understood in light

of theoretical wisdom.

First principles in Aristotle’s philosophical system

According to Reeve, Aristotelian knowledge is a system of arguments that begins with the first
principle (Reeve, 1992, p. 8). Aristotle asserts that happiness is the ontological first principle, and the
associated beliefs are the epistemological first principles in ethics. According to Aristotle, the method

of obtaining first principles is through induction (Reeve, 2012, p. 59).

The First Principles in Ethics

In Aristotle's fundamentalist epistemology, the tree of knowledge is rooted in the first principle
(Zuppolini, 2021, p. 112). The growth of the trunk, stems, and branches of the tree of knowledge is caused
by the inference system, which conveys the truth of self-evident propositions located at the roots of the
tree to the rest of the tree. Logically, moral philosophy can become a scientific system and make accurate
predictions, as long as the moral propositions fall into one of the four categorical propositions. In
Aristotle's logical system, singular propositions do not hold scientific validity. If a proposition such as "A
is B" has A as the subject, and A is a moral object that does not represent a universal concept, then the
proposition "A is B" will be singular and cannot be used in Aristotelian syllogisms. In Aristotelian logic,
to explain and justify a moral statement, we need to convert the argument into one of t7he valid modes
of syllogism. This means that the proposition in question must be the result of that mode. In this system,
the predicate of propositions is always universal. Therefore, in Aristotelian ethics, the predicate must

always be a universal moral concept (Shiravani, 2005, p. 213).

Reeve's interpretation of hés epi to polu propositions

According to Aristotle, there are three types of necessity regarding propositions. The first category
consists of things that have logical necessity, meaning it is impossible to go against them. The second
category comprises things that have a natural durability and their necessity can be called natural,

implying that it is not impossible to go against them, although it rarely happens in nature; Aristotle
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examines these cases under the title of " hos epi to polu " and considers ethical cases to mainly fall
under this type (Winter, 1997, p. 164). The third category consists of indefinite cases that are not
determined and are not subject to general laws, whether necessary or permanent. Only the first two
categories are the subject of theoretical science (Smith, 2014, 32b).

Aristotle links the idea of necessity with things that are enduring and happen almost all of the
time, indicating that necessity and durability are typically intertwined. This is because something that
is necessary cannot be false. Scientific principles, like those of hos epi to polu, rarely have exceptions,
suggesting that the term " hos epi to polu " may refer to something that occurs regulatly. For example,
the statement "most of the time the right claw of crabs is bigger than the left claw" should be
interpreted as indicating that the majority of crabs have a larger right claw (Reeve, 1992, p. 16). The
interpretation of this phrase has an obvious problem: it contains a combination of two incompatible
quantifiers, "all" and "almost."

The second form of this interpretation refers to the validity of the arguments. According to
Aristotle, the valid syllogisms that have universal premises and results are still valid, even if we have
"in most cases" or "hos epi to polu" propositions as premises (Smith, 2014, 43b).

The best way to interpret Aristotle is to understand the difference between two types of necessity:
De Re necessity (object necessity) and De Dicto necessity (propositional necessity). De Dicto
necessity is the necessity that arises from the presence of a proposition in the network of other
propositions. It expresses the necessity that the proposition has gained in our knowledge network.
On the other hand, De Re necessity expresses the necessity that is inherent to the nature of the object.
In this context, certain propositions, referred to as hos epi to polu propositions, are necessitated by
the influence of other propositions rather than having inherent essentiality. This form of necessity,
known as De Dicto, can be subject to violation under specific conditions, and this interpretation aids
in explaining such instances. If sometimes such necessities are violated, it does not mean that the
object has acted contrary to its nature, but it means that propositions have been contradicted with
other propositions, and a part of our knowledge interferes with another part of our knowledge, and
if our knowledge is complete or potentials that have not yet been actualized in matter become
actualized, then these contradictions will be resolved. In this way, all our scientific knowledge will
have some kind of necessity, either a necessity arising from the nature of the object, or a necessity
required by other propositions of science (Saidi Mehr, 2004, p.134). From our studies, we understand
that some of our knowledge about different subjects, especially natural and practical topics, involves
statements that are not necessarily true in all cases. It’s important to remember that there may be
exceptions to these statements. These exceptions can weaken the universality of these premises, so

we need a method to use arguments that are not universally valid for practical matters. These types
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of arguments are known as "deliberations" (Reeve, 2012, p. 169).

Moral judgments result from arguments with two levels. The first level uses self-evident principles
or propositions derived from principles in a logical syllogism. The second level consists of arguments
partly based on the first level and partly made up of indefinite but permanent propositions.
Arguments at the first level are called syllogisms, and those at the second level are called
"deliberation". The output of these two levels of reasoning provides the material necessary for

practical reason to lead to action (Reeve, 2012, p. 172).

Conclusion

In many cases, practical and moral judgments are based on logical syllogisms and should be
considered as part of theoretical science. These syllogisms are constructed using a combination of
first principles and propositions that may not be logically necessary but are generally true. For
instance, while wealth is often seen as important for human happiness, it does not necessarily lead to
happiness. Aristotle classified such propositions as "hos epi to polu," meaning they are generally valid
and true under most circumstances. He argued that these propositions can be used in moral
discussions and other practical sciences, and their conclusions are similar to arguments with necessary
premises. Because these arguments are valid according to Aristotle, sciences like ethics that rely on
them should be considered deductive sciences. The knowledge derived from them should be seen as

scientific and theoretical wisdom.
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