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ABSTRACT

Alasdair MacIntyre asserts in BAfter Virtue that

contemporary moral discourse is only arbitrary assertion

of the will. Appeals to reasoned arguments have been
replaced by expressions of preference, attitude and
feeling -- in short, by "emotivism." MacIntyre locates

this moral breakdown in the Enlightenment philosophers'
failed attempt to replace Aristotelian teleology with a
rational justification for morality.

MacIntyre's analysis fails because he does not show
whose 1interests are served through the assertion of
arbitrary will or whose interests were served when the
supposed "objective" standard of the Middle Ages
prevailed. He does not acknowledge the preeminent role
played by the material relations of production and
exchange in the construction of a society's moral
standards.

A class analysis suggests that emotivism originated
in the overthrow of feudal society by the newly developing
industrial class of free traders. The concept of the
"free individual” facilitated the organization of
production on the basis of wage-labour. The ensuing class
struggle led to the dominance of emotivism in contemporary
moral discourse.

MacIntyre's revised version of the Aristotelian

iv



concept of the telos cannot establish a rational basis for
morality. Without structural changes designed to
eliminate class divisions, emotivism cannot be supplanted.
It can only be suppressed by means of instruments such as
MacIntyre's version of the telos. It is because MacIntyre
fails to analyze emotivism as the product of class
struggle that he advises us to prepare for "the new dark

ages which are already upon us" (MacIntyre, After Virtue,

hereinafter referred to as AV, p. 263).



I. INTRODUCTION

MacIntyre claims that contemporary moral philosophy,
constituted mainly by liberal individualism and Marxism,
has suffered a major catastrophe. The various concepts and
philosophies we draw upon in everyday moral discourse
"were originally at home in larger totalities of theory
and practice" (AV, p. 10). The social contexts of these
totalities gave their relevant concepts and philosophies a
specific role and function. Ignorance of this will likely
result in ahistorical conclusions with questionable
application for present-day problems. MacIntyre directs
this accusation at contemporary philosophers, many who use
all past concepts and philosophies within the context of a
single debate. But this 1leads to an wunintelligible
abstraction from their original social and cultural
milieus. The complexity of this history is underestimated
as 1s the ancestry of such arguments. Instead of looking
for that history only in philosophers' writings, we should
be seeking "those intricate bodies of theory and practice
which constitute human cultures" (AV, p. 10). Unable to
grasp the contextual framework in which philosophical
theories and practices arose, we are consequently left
with mere "fragments of a conceptual scheme, parts which
now lack those contexts from which their significance
derived" (AV, p. 2). The language of morality, MacIntyre

concludes, is thus in a grave state of disorder; "we have



-- very largely, if not entirely -- lost our
comprehension, both theoretical and practical, or
morality" (AV, p. 2).

MacIntyre insists that what passes for moral
discourse in the modern world is sheer arbitrary assertion
without moral criteria. Characteristically, this type of
discourse 1is devoid of conceptual commensurability in
moral arguments -- there is no common measure by which to
evaluate them. In this respect, in order to subject moral
arguments to a process of rational discrimination and
deliberation requires that all participants possess a
shared understanding with regard to the usage of moral
concepts and their respective meanings in light of that
usage. Usage and meaning of moral concepts would
therefore be in agreement. This is not the case, however,
in contemporary argument. As a result, moral superiority
among rival premises 1is left to the discretion of
arbitrary variables such as personality, verbal eloquence,
and charisma. What 1is certain is that the stronger and
psychologically more adroit will prevails, Nonetheless,
these arguments do purport to appeal to impersonal
criteria which are independent of the preferences and
attitudes of the speaker and listener. Thus, even if the
practice of moral argument is a masquerade for the
stronger will, there still remains in this culture the
aspiration to be rational. What these moral arguments

lack, therefore, 1is a uniform standard recognized by all
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