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N WHAT FOLLOWS I shall agree with a number of commentators 
and simply assume without further argument that that there is indeed 

an ethic to be found in Marx’s writings, that it makes sense to talk 
about an ‘ethical Marxism’.1 I shall also assume without further 
argument that Marx’s ethics is in some sense Aristotelian.2 As yet, 

I

 
 

 

 
1 See Lawrence Wilde, Ethical Marxism and its Radical Critics (London: Palgrave, 

1998); and Lawrence Wilde (ed), Marxism’s Ethical Thinkers (London: 
Macmillan, 2001). 

2 See especially the contributions to G. E. McCarthy, (ed), Marx and Aristotle: 
Nineteenth Century German Social Theory and Classical Antiquity (Maryland: 
Rowman and Littlefield, 1992); also G. E. McCarthy, ‘Karl Marx, Athenian 
Democracy and the Critique of Political Economy’, Classical Horizons: The 
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however, the issue of the specific nature of Marx’s ethical 
Aristotelianism has received relatively little discussion.3 One reason 
why it is difficult to establish Marx’s relationship to Aristotle is 
because Aristotle’s ethics can be interpreted in different ways. The 
structure of my argument is a simple one. I shall begin by discussing 
the ethical doctrine of Aristotle, considered independently of the 
relation between Aristotle and Marx. In section one I will consider 
three possible interpretations of Aristotle’s ethical thought, namely (1) 
John Rawls’s view that Aristotle is a nonutilitarian consequentialist, 
whose ethical thought is emphatically anti-deontological. (2) Alasdair 
MacIntyre’s view that Aristotle subscribes to a particular type of virtue 
ethics. And (3) Fred Miller jnr’s view that Aristotle is an ethical 
deontologist who is best located within the natural law tradition. There 
is evidence to support each of these interpretations. However, I shall 
argue that it is Miller’s reading which best captures Aristotle’s 
approach to ethics.4 Having discussed the ethical doctrines of Aristotle 
I will turn, in section two, to consider the relationship between 
Aristotle and Marx. I will attempt to show that how we read Marx’s 
relationship to Aristotle depends on our understanding of Aristotle’s 
ethical thought. I shall argue that so far as ethical judgements are 
concerned, whenever he made them, Marx’s attitude is not that of a 
nonutilitarian consequentialist, or of an advocate of virtue ethics in 
 
                                                                                                                         
 

Origins of Sociology in Ancient Greece (New York: SUNY Press, 2003), pp.15-
63; G. E. McCarthy, Marx and the Ancients: Classical Ethics, Social Justice and 
Nineteenth Century Political Economy (Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 
1990); G. E. McCarthy, ‘German Social Ethics and the Return of Greek 
Philosophy: Marx and Aristotle’, in B. Jessop (ed), Karl Marx’s Social and 
Political Thought: Critical Assessments, First Series (London: Routledge, 1990), 
Vol. 4, pp.347-69; L. Wilde, ‘Marx and Justice Revisited: The Greek 
Dimension’, Studies in Marxism 5 (1998), pp.93-113; and the references 
provided in fn. 47 below. 

3 For other aspects of Marx’s Aristotelianism see S. Meikle, Essentialism in the 
Thought of Karl Marx ( (London: Duckworth, 1985); J. Pike, From Aristotle to 
Marx: Aristotelianism in Marxist Social Ontology (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1999). 

4 I discuss Miller’s interpretation of Aristotle in Tony Burns, ‘Aristotle’, in D. 
Boucher & P.Kelly (eds.), Political Thinkers: From Socrates to the Present 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.83-8. 
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MacIntyre’s sense, but of someone who subscribes to a deontological 
approach to ethics. It is primarily for this reason, therefore, that Marx’s 
ethical beliefs are similar to those of Aristotle. 

1.  Whose Aristotle? Rawls, Aristotle and nonutilitarian 
consequentialism 

In his A Theory of Justice, John Rawls rightly points out that ethical 
consequentialism is usually associated with utilitarianism and its 
principle that one ought always to seek to promote ‘the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number’. According to Rawls, ethical 
consequentialists assert that whether a particular action is right or 
wrong, in any given situation, depends solely on the ‘goodness’ or 
‘badness’ of its consequences.5 From this point of view, he says, ‘the 
good is defined independently from the right, and then the right is 
defined as that which maximizes the good’.6 It is not difficult to see 
how this approach to ethics might be extended so that it applies, not 
just to the actions of individuals, but also to our evaluation of social 
institutions. An important aspect of classical utilitarianism is its 
attitude towards problems of justice, especially (but not only) 
distributive justice. As Rawls points out, classical utilitarianism has an 
aggregative approach. It states that a greater amount of happiness or 
the good is morally preferable to a lesser amount. As is well known, 
classical utilitarianism has little interest in the question of how a given 
quantity of happiness ought to distributed between the individuals and 
groups who inhabit a particular society. Indeed, the conceptual 
apparatus associated with utilitarianism is quite unable to cope with 
this issue. This is one of the fundamental weaknesses of utilitarianism, 

 
 
5 J. Rawls, A Theory of Justice, revised edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1999 [1971]), pp.21-2, 26-7; see also Sir David Ross, The Right and the Good 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1930), esp.pp.4-6, 155-6; P.Kain, Marx and Ethics 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), p.6 and R. Peffer, Marxism, Morality and 
Social Justice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990), pp.80-4. See also S. 
Darwall (ed), Consequentialism (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002). 

6 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, p.22. 
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a weakness which J. S. Mill attempted to address,7 and the importance 
of which is emphasised by Rawls in his own theory of justice.8

Rawls say relatively little about Aristotle in A Theory of Justice. It is 
clear from what he does say there, however, that he considers Aristotle 
to be a non-utilitarian consequentialist.9 Rawls claims, therefore, that 
like the doctrine of utilitarianism Aristotle’s ethical thought prioritises 
the concept of the good over that of the right. It must be conceded that, 
although Rawls does not himself provide it, there is at least some 
evidence to support this view. There are at least some similarities 
between Aristotle’s ethics and utilitarianism, especially J. S. Mill’s 
version of that doctrine.10 For example, in the Nicomachean Ethics 
Aristotle states that all human activity is thought to aim at some good 
and that ‘the good has rightly been declared to be that at which all 
things aim’.11 And in the Politics he claims that ‘in all sciences and 
arts’ the end is and ought to be, not only some good, but ‘the greatest 
good’ for the citizens of a polis.12 He also states in the Ethics that the 
good which is pursued by all human beings is best characterized by the 
 
 
7 J. S. Mill, ‘On the Connection Between Justice and Utility’, Utilitarianism, in J. 

S. Mill, Utilitarianism, On Liberty and Considerations on Representative 
Government, ed. H. B. Acton (London: Dent, 1972), Chapter 5, pp.38-60. See 
also W. Frankena, ‘Utilitarianism and Justice’, Ch. 3 of Ethics (Englewood 
Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1963), pp.29-46. 

8 Rawls, A Theory of Justice, p.23-8. 
9 The term ‘nonutilitarian consequentialist’ is not used by Rawls, who describes 

Aristotle’s ethical thought as a form of ‘perfectionism’. See A Theory of Justice, 
pp.22, 285-92. I prefer not to employ the term ‘perfectionism’ in this context 
because it is too vague in meaning. In my view, all three of the interpretations of 
Aristotle discussed in this paper might be said to be in some sense 
‘perfectionist’. For reasons which I cannot go into here, I also think there are 
problems with Rawls characterization of Aristotle’s ethics as being ‘teleological’ 
rather than ‘consequentialist’. See A Theory of Justice, pp.21-2. 

10 Mill, Utilitarianism, pp.8-9, 117, 120-1, 125. 
11Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans W. D. Ross, revised by J. O. Urmson, in J. 

Barnes ed., The Collected Works of Aristotle, the revised Oxford translation, in 2 
volumes (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995 [1984]), Book I, 
Chapter 1, 1094a1-5, Vol. 2, p.1729. 

12Aristotle, Politics, trans, B. Jowett, Collected Works, Vol. 2, Book III, Chapter 
12, 1282b10-20, p.2035. 
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Greek word eudaimonia. A great deal turns on how this Greek word is 
translated into English, and this has been the source of much 
controversy. However, from Rawls’s point of view, there is nothing 
wrong with the use of the word ‘happiness’ in this context. Indeed, this 
is the most common translation of eudaimonia. Thus, for example, one 
of Aristotle’s claims in the Ethics is that ‘the highest of all goods 
achievable by action’ is happiness. As Aristotle himself puts it, ‘both 
the general run of men and people of superior refinement’ say that this 
good ‘is happiness, and identify living well and fairing well with being 
happy’.13

According to Rawls, it is in their answers to the question what is it 
that makes human beings ‘happy’ or ‘truly happy’? that the most 
significant difference between Aristotle’s ethical thought and classical 
Benthamite utilitarianism is to be found. These two doctrines are 
similar to one another in that, being consequentialist, they each define 
the right by reference to the notion of the good. They are different, 
Rawls suggests, because of ‘how the conception of the good’, or the 
nature of the good life, ‘is specified’ within them.14 Like J. S. Mill, 
Aristotle has a more elevated view of human nature than that of 
classical utilitarianism. Consequently, he emphasises the differences 
which exist between human beings and other biological species, 
especially the difference between the ‘happiness’ which is sought by 
human beings and the ‘pleasure’ which is sought by other animals. In 
his view, as is well known, man is a rational animal.15 What this means 
primarily is that man is an ethical animal, a being who is by nature 
destined to live a life of morality or justice.16 Aristotle maintains, then, 
that it is only an ethical life, a life devoted to the pursuit of justice, 
which is to be associated with true happiness for human beings. From 
Rawls’s point of view, it is primarily for this reason that Aristotle’s 
eudaimonism is different from classical utilitarianism. And it is for this 
 
 
13Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I, 4, 1095b10-20, 2, p.1730. 
14Rawls, A Theory of Justice, p.22. 
15Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I, 7, 1097b20-30, 1098a1-15, p.1735. See also 

Aristotle, Politics, III, 16, 1287a25-35, p.2042; VII, 13, 1332b1-10, p.2114; VII, 
14, 1334a15-25, p.2115; VII, 15, 1334b5-30, p.2117. 

16Aristotle, Politics, 1, 2, 1253a5-20, p.1988; 1, 2, 1253a30-40, p.1988. 
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reason that Aristotle’s ethics, as Rawls understands it, may be said to 
be a form of nonutilitarian consequentialism.  

It might be thought that because Aristotle’s ethics attaches so much 
importance to the relationship which exists between justice and true 
happiness, and because a consideration of questions of justice is alien 
to classical utilitarianism, which is the paradigm of a consequentialist 
doctrine, this is a decisive difference between Aristotelian ethics and 
utilitarianism, a difference which casts doubt on the claim that 
Aristotle is an ethical consequentialist. However, from Rawls’s point 
of view, Aristotle does not think that a life of justice and just social 
institutions are of value for their own sake. Rather, these things ought 
to be pursued only because they are associated with the good which is 
‘happiness’. Despite its emphasis on the importance of justice then, on 
Rawls’s reading Aristotle’s ethical thought remains a consequentialist 
doctrine in which the right is defined by reference to the good, and not 
vice versa. Rawls reaffirms his commitment to this reading of Aristotle 
thirty years later, in his Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy, 
when he maintains that the central thrust of Aristotle’s ethics is the 
assertion ‘not that we should sacrifice our own good to the claims of 
justice’ but, rather, that ‘we lose our own good if we reject those 
claims’.17

In the Ethics Aristotle is interested in those actions which are 
associated with eudaimonia. It would, however, be a mistake to 
assume, as Rawls does, that Aristotle thinks that the consequence of 
either promoting or not promoting eudaimonia is what actually 
constitutes the rightness or wrongness, or the justice and injustice, of 
actions. Nor does Aristotle think that the concept of rightness depends 
logically on that of goodness. As Michael Slote has noted, Aristotle 
has a different criterion for assessing the rightness and wrongness, the 
justice and injustice, of both individual actions and social 
institutions.18 Aristotle’s claim, rather, is simply that human beings 
only achieve eudamonia, or ‘completeness’, when they live an ethical 
 
 
17John Rawls, Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy, ed. Barbara Herman 

(Cambridge Mass: Harvard University Press, 2002), p.4. 
18M. Slote, From Morality to Virtue (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 

p.89. 
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life, a life of justice. It is arguable that it is misleading to translate 
Aristotle’s eudaimonia by using the term ‘happiness’, or by similar 
terms such as ‘fulfilment’ or ‘flourishing’. Indeed, even the terms ‘self-
realization’ and ‘perfection’ are inaccurate in this context, unless their 
meaning is clarified. The point here is that for Aristotle we could only 
properly be said to become human beings at all, in the strict sense of 
the term, if we live an ethical life, or a life devoted to justice for its 
own sake. As J. L. Mackie has rightly suggested, Aristotle maintains 
that for human beings eudaimonia is ‘intrinsically desirable’.19  

MacIntyre, Aristotle and virtue ethics 
Much of the Nicomachean Ethics is devoted to a discussion of the 
different virtues, and of the psychology of morals. So much so, that 
Aristotle is often considered to be exclusively an advocate of what 
today is referred to as ‘virtue ethics’. There has been a revival of 
interest in this aspect of Aristotle’s philosophy in recent years, 
associated especially with the works of Alasdair MacIntyre.20 
MacIntyre suggests that a return to Aristotelianism would be a remedy 
for the weaknesses of the approaches to ethics and politics adopted by 
‘modern’ moral philosophers, especially since the eighteenth 
century.21 In his view, the hallmark of Aristotle’s virtue ethics is that it 
attaches no importance to moral rules, as opposed to character, as 
 
 
19Cf. J. L. Mackie, ‘The Subjectivity of Values’, in Geoffrey Sayre-McCord (ed), 

Essays on Moral Realism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988), p.106; see 
also Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I, 7, 1097a25-35, p.1734; 1097b,1-10, 
p.1734. 

20A. MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 2nd ed, 10th impression 
(London: Duckworth, 2000 [1981]); A. MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which 
Rationality? (London: Duckworth, 1988); A. MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions of 
Moral Enquiry: Encyclopaedia, Genealogy and Tradition (London: Duckworth, 
1990). See also, John McDowell, ‘Virtue and Reason’, The Monist 62 (1979), 
pp.331-50. For virtue ethics generally see R. Crisp and M. Slote (eds.) Virtue 
Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997); S. Darwall (ed), Virtue Ethics 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 2002); R. Hursthouse, On Virtue Ethics (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1999); and D. Statman (ed), Virtue Ethics: A Critical Reader 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997). 

21MacIntyre, After Virtue, p.118. 
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determinants of ethical conduct.22 The modern ‘preoccupation with 
rules’, MacIntyre insists, is an indication of the fact that moral 
philosophers today adopt a decidedly ‘un-Aristotelian’ approach to 
ethics.23 MacIntyre alleges that for Aristotle it is not moral rules but 
character and the moral virtues which ‘have the central place’.24 He 
also claims that for Aristotle justice is ‘definable independently of and 
antecedently to the establishment of enforceable rules’.25 It is because 
of the absence in virtue ethics of the idea that ethics has to do with 
rules that its exponents believe that it represents a radical departure 
from the other approaches to ethics that have been so influential in the 
modern era, especially Kantian ethics and utilitarianism. For adherents 
of this approach, ethics is all about having a virtuous character, or 
creating a society in which people will have such a character, rather 
than about individuals concerning themselves with questions of right 
and wrong, or with laws, duties and obligations.  

Despite MacIntyre’s claim that virtue ethics is quite different from 
the moral philosophy of Kant, it is arguable, as R. B. Louden has 
noted,26 that there is in fact a striking similarity between the virtue 
ethics interpretation of Aristotle and one particular interpretation of 
Kantian ethics, namely that of Hegel.27 To employ the terminology of 
modern moral philosophy, as Hegel interprets it Kant’s moral 
philosophy is both ‘subjectivist’ and ‘non cognitivist’. It is subjectivist 
 
 
22For the contested question of whether Aristotle subscribes to a virtue ethics in the 

specific sense in which MacIntyre understands this term see, R. Crisp, 
‘Introduction’ to Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), pp.vii-xxxv; P. Simpson, ‘Contemporary Virtue Ethics 
and Aristotle’, in Statman (ed), Virtue Ethics: A Critical Reader, pp.245-59; G. 
X. Santas, ‘Does Aristotle Have a Virtue Ethics?’, in Statman (ed), Virtue 
Ethics: A Critical Reader, pp.260-85. 

23MacIntyre, After Virtue, p.151. 
24MacIntyre, After Virtue, p.257. 
25MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, pp.39, 116. 
26R. B. Louden, ‘Some Vices of Virtue Ethics’, in Statman ed, Virtue Ethics: A 

Critical Reader, pp.189-90. 
27G. W. F. Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H. B. Nisbet, ed. A. 

Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp.48-9, 58, 149-50, 
162-5, 170-84. 
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because with its focus on the idea that the only thing of moral value is 
the ‘good will’ of the individual moral agent,28 Kant’s doctrine, Hegel 
alleges, concedes that there are no objectively valid substantive moral 
rules which all moral agents are obliged to follow in the same way no 
matter what the circumstances. It is arguably ‘non cognitivist’ because 
in consequence, Hegel insists, Kant does not allow for the possibility 
that agents might possess any substantive moral ‘knowledge’, in 
addition to the knowledge which they have of the Categorical 
Imperative itself, which is a purely formal moral principle. It is clear 
from this that, as interpreted by Hegel, Kant’s moral philosophy is 
strikingly similar to MacIntyre’s ‘virtue ethics’. Given this similarity 
between MacIntyre’s reading of Aristotle and Hegel’s reading of Kant, 
it is not too surprising that a number of commentators have claimed 
recently that there is an hitherto unrecognised affinity between 
Aristotle and Kant, two thinkers whose views on ethics have often 
been thought to be opposed to one another.29 According to this recent 
re-reading of the relationship between Aristotle and Kant, each of these 
thinkers attaches exclusive importance to the role of moral character 
and motivation in ethics – or to the notion of virtue understood in 
terms of the concept of a morally good will. Neither thinker, therefore, 
is committed to the idea that ethical life has to do with the conformity 
of an agent’s actions to any objective ethical duties or substantive 
moral rules forbidding actions which are assumed to be intrinsically 
wrong or unjust.  

However, it is arguable that the claim made by the advocates of the 
‘virtue ethics’ interpretation that Aristotle thinks of ethical life as 
having to do solely with character or motivation is mistaken. For 
although Aristotle’s ethical thought does attach importance to such 

 
 
28I. Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, trans. J. W. Ellington 

(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993), pp.7-8. 
29For this see Crisp, ‘Introduction’ to Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, p.xv; S. 

Engstrom and J. Whiting (eds.), Aristotle, Kant and the Stoics: Rethinking 
Happiness and Duty (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); R. B. 
Louden, ‘Kant’s Virtue Ethics’, in D. Statman ed., Virtue Ethics: A Critical 
Reader, pp.286-99; and N. Sherman, Making a Necessity of Virtue: Aristotle and 
Kant on Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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things it also attaches importance to the idea that some actions are right 
or wrong, just or unjust, considered independently, not just of their 
consequences, but also of the character and motivation of the person 
who performs them. It is arguable that, like Hegel, Aristotle also 
rejects the view that acting from a certain allegedly ‘honourable’ 
motive, such as for example what Kant would refer to as ‘the sense of 
duty’, is what actually determines the rightness and wrongness of any 
one’s actions – as if acting ‘virtuously’ in this way would 
automatically make an agent’s actions right, no matter what it was that 
they actually did. Indeed, in the Ethics, Aristotle says explicitly that ‘it 
makes no difference whether a good man has defrauded a bad man or a 
bad man a good one, nor whether it is a good or a bad man who has 
committed adultery’, for ‘the law looks only to the distinctive character 
of the injury’ or of the injustice.30 This implies, of course, that contrary 
to MacIntyre’s ‘virtue ethics’ interpretation, Aristotle does attach 
importance to the idea that ethical life has to do with conformity to 
substantive moral rules or laws. 

As Brian Tierney has suggested, the meaning of the term ‘justice’ 
(dikaion) in Aristotle’s ethical thought, like that of the term ‘virtue’ 
(arete), is ambiguous. Tierney notes that in the case of ‘justice’, 
Aristotle employs this term ‘in two senses’. He distinguishes between 
‘justice as a moral virtue and justice as an objectively right state of 
affairs’.31 Furthermore, for Aristotle the terms ‘just’ and ‘virtuous’ can 
be applied variously to actions, to the persons who perform those 
actions, or to the motives of those persons. In his view an ethical life is 
a life of justice in two senses. It is a life in which individual moral 
agents act justly in the sense of acting rightly. In particular, they refrain 
from committing actions which are objectively unjust or wrong. At the 
same time, however, they are also motivated in a certain way. They act 
justly in the further sense that they do what is right for a particular 
reason. They act rightly, not because this will make them happy, but 
simply because it is the right thing to do. For Aristotle, it is only if our 
 
 
30Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, V, 4, 1132a1-5, p.1786. 
31Cf. Brian Tierney, Natural Rights: Studies on Natural Rights, Natural Law and 

Church Law: 1150—1625 (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William Eerdman, 1997), 
p.21. 
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character is such that we habitually act in such a way that we could 
strictly speaking be said to be human beings at all. It is arguable that 
for Aristotle, just as for Kant, each of these two elements is necessary 
and neither is sufficient for truly just or virtuous conduct. It is only 
when our actions are objectively right and when they are appropriately 
motivated that these actions and the persons who perform them may 
properly be said to be just or virtuous in the fullest sense of these two 
terms.32 As Aristotle puts it, we may say that ‘some people who do just 
acts’ are ‘not necessarily just’ (and hence also not necessarily virtuous) 
if they do the act ordained by the laws either ‘unwillingly or owing to 
ignorance or for some other reason and not for the sake of the acts 
themselves,’ even though, he continues, they do ‘what they should and 
all the things that the good man ought to do’.33 When he makes this 
remark Aristotle presupposes that one can meaningfully describe an 
action as being just in one sense (that is to say, right) even though the 
person who performs it is not acting justly in the fullest sense of the 
term because they perform the action in question for the wrong reason 
or with an inappropriate motive. From Aristotle’s point of view, such 
actions are certainly right, but they are not virtuous. Hence, also, they 
are not completely just. On this reading, as Basil Willey once said, for 
Aristotle ‘a man is not truly and securely virtuous’ unless he finds 
pleasure ‘in right actions’.34 In my opinion, then, it is a mistake to 
think that Aristotle subscribed to a form of virtue ethics as MacIntyre 
understands it, that is to say, that his sole concern was with character 
and motivation rather than with the duties and obligations which are 
 
 
32Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, V, 1, 1129a1-10, p.1781. 
33Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, VI, 12, 1144a5-25, p.1807. 
34Basil Willey, The English Moralists (London: Methuen, 1965), p.59. William 

Frankena, too, has noted that for the ancient Greeks generally ‘being virtuous 
entails not just having good motives or intentions but also doing the right thing’. 
Cf. W. Frankena, Thinking About Morality (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1980), pp.52-3; cited by Louden, ‘On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics’, 
p.189. A similar view is also held by Leo Strauss, The Political Philosophy of 
Hobbes: Its Basis and Its Genesis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1973 
[1936]), p.vii, who associates ‘virtue’, not with the possession of a certain 
character or motivation, but with ‘the primacy of ‘law’ in classical political 
thought’, maintaining that these two things are ‘fundamentally the same’. 
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associated with the moral rules (or the standards of right and wrong) 
which in his view are inscribed in the laws of one’s own polis.35 
Moreover, given Aristotle’s claim that truly virtuous persons do what 
is right, or what they ought to do, for its own sake, simply because it is 
the right thing to do, it seems to me that it is not inappropriate to 
suggest that, like Kant, Aristotle possessed the notion of ‘acting from 
the sense of duty’.36

Miller, Aristotle and deontological ethics 
We may follow Rawls and say that ethical deontologists define the 
concept of the right independently of the concept of the good and 
assert that the right thing to do in any given situation has nothing at all 
to do with the consequences of performing a particular action.37 
According to ethical deontologists, there are certain actions which are 
wrong intrinsically, or because of their essential nature. These actions 
are necessarily wrong, always and everywhere, no matter what the 
circumstances, including both the consequences of their performance 
and the motive of the person who performs them. Given this, it is not 
 
 
35Cf. Burns, ‘Aristotle’, in Boucher & Kelly (eds.), Political Thinkers: From 

Socrates to the Present, pp.73-91, esp. pp.77-8; also Santas, ‘Does Aristotle 
Have A Virtue Ethics?, pp.266, 277-8. 

36It might be argued that there is an historical anachronism involved in attributing 
to Aristotle, or to the ancients generally, the idea of ‘acting from a sense of 
duty’, an idea which might be associated with the notion of the ‘individual moral 
conscience’. In response we may note Thomas Reid’s observation that neither 
notion is peculiarly modern, and that the former was ‘not unfrequent among the 
ancients’. T. Reid, ‘Of the Sense of Duty’, Essays on the Active Powers of Man 
[1788], Essay III, Part III, Chapter 6, in D. D. Raphael (ed), British Moralists: 
1650-1800, in 2 vols. Vol. II (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1991 [1969]), p.274. More 
recently, Joel Feinberg, has claimed that for the ancient Greeks generally the 
‘good man’ is someone who attaches ‘supreme importance’ to ‘the sense of 
duty’. Feinberg maintains that both the Greek and later Roman conception of 
‘virtue’ is ‘inseparable from the idea of duty’. Cf. J. Feinberg ‘Introduction’ to J. 
Feinberg (ed), Moral Concepts (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), pp.2-3. 

37See again Ross, The Right and the Good, pp.4-6, 155-6; Rawls, A Theory of 
Justice, pp.21-2, 26-7; Kain, Marx and Ethics, p.6; Peffer, Marxism, Morality 
and Social Justice, pp.80-4; also S. Darwall (ed), Deontology (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2002). 
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too surprising that there is a strong connection between ethical 
deontologism and the natural law tradition in the history of political 
thought, one of the core beliefs of which is that it is not the positive 
law of any state which determines the rightness or wrongness, or the 
justice and injustice, of the actions of its citizens. To suggest that 
Aristotle is an ethical deontologist is therefore, at the same time, to 
suggest that his ethical thought can be located firmly within the natural 
law tradition. Such a reading of Aristotle has recently been proposed 
by Fred Miller jnr.38 Aristotle’s belief that there are objective, 
universally valid principles of justice or right has led Miller to argue, 
rightly, that despite his emphasis on the importance of character, 
motivation and the moral virtues in the Ethics, Aristotle’s ethical 
thought might nevertheless be interpreted as a rule governed natural 
law theory.39 In modern moral philosophy, ethical deontologism is 
usually associated with, and sometimes wrongly identified with, the 
moral philosophy of Kant. It is arguable, however, that despite the 
differences between them with respect to other issues, Kant’s 
commitment to a deontological ethics represents the continuation of a 
tradition in the history of ethics which dates back at least as far as 
Aristotle.40

 
 
38Cf. Fred Miller jnr, Nature, Justice and Rights in Aristotle’s Politics (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1997), esp.pp.14-17, 67, 74-5, 80-1, 88-91, 108-9, 122-
3. 

39See also Fred. D. Miller jnr., ‘Aristotle on Natural Law and Justice’, in D. Keyt 
and F. D. Miller jnr (eds.), A Companion to Aristotle’s “Politics” (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1991), pp.296-7. 

40For the relationship between Kantian ethics and natural law theory see M. 
Gregor, ‘Kant on Natural Rights’, in R. Beiner and W. J. Booth (eds.), Kant and 
Political Philosophy: The Contemporary Legacy (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1993), pp.50-75; R. Hancock, ‘Kant and Natural Right Theory’, Kant 
Studien, 52 (1960-61), pp.440-7; T. Hochstrasser, ‘Kant, Natural Law and the 
History of Philosophy’, in Natural Law Theories in the Early Enlightenment 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp.195-206; L. Krieger, ‘Kant 
and the Crisis of Natural Law’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 26 (1965), 
pp.191-210; J. B. Schneewind, ‘Kant and Natural Law Ethics’, Ethics (1993), 
pp.58-69. 
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In his A Theory of Justice Rawls rejects Hegel’s interpretation of 
Kant and rightly claims that Kant is in fact an ethical deontologist who 
subscribes to a doctrine of objective ethical duties and substantive 
moral rules.41 According to Rawls, Kant’s moral philosophy is not (as 
Hegel suggests) a purely formal doctrine devoid of any substantive 
moral content. Rawls does not, however, interpret Aristotle in the same 
way. As we have seen, he considers Aristotle to be a nonutilitarian 
consequentialist. In my view, this view of the relationship which exists 
between Aristotle and Kant is mistaken. For both Kant and Aristotle 
maintain that there are certain actions which are intrinsically wrong. 
As Aristotle puts it in the Ethics, ‘not every action nor every passion 
admits of a mean; for some have names that already imply badness’, 
for example, ‘adultery, theft, murder’, for ‘all of these and such like 
things imply by their names that they are themselves bad, and not the 
excesses or deficiencies of them’. It is not possible, therefore, Aristotle 
goes on, for anyone ‘ever to be right with regard to them; one must 
always be wrong’.42 Elsewhere in the Ethics Aristotle says that the 
moral rules which forbid the performance of actions of this kind as 
principles of ‘rectificatory’ or ‘corrective’ justice.43 In his view, these 
principles are closely associated with that of ‘reciprocity’ or ‘equality 
before the law’ and are to be found in the systems of ‘political justice’ 
of all poleis everywhere. For this reason, I have argued elsewhere that 
they are examples of what Aristotle refers to as principles of ‘natural 
justice’.44 It is arguable, therefore, that Aristotelian ethics is very 
similar to Kantianism, not because both Aristotle and Kant subscribe to 
a virtue ethics in MacIntyre’s sense of the term, but rather because 
both Aristotle and Kant are ethical deontologists with respect to what 
they consider to be the fundamental questions of right and wrong, or of 
justice and injustice.  

 
 
41Rawls, A Theory of Justice, pp.28, 38, 129-30, 156-7, 221-7, 233, 513. 
42Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, II, 6, 1107a5-25, p.1748; Kant, Grounding for 

the Metaphysics of Morals, pp.2, 9-10, 14-15, 28-9, 31, 36-7. 
43Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, V, 2, 1131a5-10, pp.1784-5. 
44Cf. T. Burns, ‘Aristotle and Natural Law’, History of Political Thought, XIX, 3 

(1998), pp.142-66. 
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Surprisingly, this is something which on one occasion MacIntyre is 
prepared to acknowledge, despite the fact that this acknowledgement is 
inconsistent with his thesis that Aristotle is an exponent of a virtue 
ethics in the sense indicated earlier. In MacIntyre’s After Virtue there is 
a passage in which he concedes that ‘although there is relatively little 
mention of rules anywhere in the Ethics’, nevertheless for Aristotle 
moral rules certainly do exist. MacIntyre also accepts that it is a 
‘crucial part of Aristotle’s doctrine that certain types of action are 
absolutely prohibited or enjoined irrespective of circumstances or 
consequences’. Unlike Rawls, then, MacIntyre maintains that 
Aristotle’s approach to ethics is ‘not consequentialist’.45 In the same 
passage MacIntyre goes on to concede that Aristotle endorses the idea 
of natural law as this is traditionally understood.46 In my opinion these 
remarks significantly weaken the force of MacIntyre’s claim that 
Aristotelian ethics is a type of virtue ethics which is entirely devoted to 
a discussion of questions of character and motivation and that it 
attaches no importance to justice understood as a framework of moral 
rules or laws. As MacIntyre appreciates here (if not elsewhere), the 
fact that Aristotle says relatively little about moral rules or laws does 
not indicate that he considers them to be unimportant either for ethical 
conduct or for our understanding of what it is to be virtuous and just.  

2. Which Marx? Marx and nonutilitarian consequentialism 

Allen Wood has rightly observed that many (probably most) of the 
commentators who think that Marx has an implicit ethical theory, and 
who think that this theory is in some sense Aristotelian, interpret 
Aristotle as a nonutilitarian consequentialist.47 On this reading, as 

 
 

 

45MacIntyre, After Virtue, p.150; see also pp.152, 169, 186-7, 190, 200, 278; and 
MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality?, pp.113-14. 

46MacIntyre, After Virtue, p.150; see also MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which 
Rationality?, pp.120-1; and Crisp, ‘Introduction’ to Aristotle, Nicomachean 
Ethics, p.xxiii. 

47A. Wood, Karl Marx (London: Routledge, 1981), p.126. For the question of 
whether Marx is a nonutilitarian consequentialist see also D. Archard, ‘The 
Marxist Ethic of Self-Realization: Individuality and Community’, in J. D. G. 
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Steven Lukes has noted, ‘Marxism is deeply and unremittingly anti-
deontological’.48 Basing their interpretation on the discussion of 
alienation in Marx’s early writings, these commentators claim that for 
Marx man is by nature a socially productive or co-operative being, 
whose ability to realize himself as such, or to fulfil his own essential 
nature, has been thwarted by the low level of technological 
development and the class divided organisation of society which have 
dominated human history up to the present. From this point of view, 
communism is preferable to capitalism on moral grounds because it is 
a socio-economic system which will abolish this alienation of 
humanity from its own essence49 and provide the vast majority of 
mankind with the freedom or autonomy necessary for their flourishing 
as human beings – to achieve the ‘good life’, or that state of 
eudaimonia to which Aristotle refers in his Nicomachean Ethics.50 It is 
not surprising, therefore, that those who interpret Marx’s relationship 
to Aristotle in this way tend to translate the Greek word eudaimonia as 

 
                                                                                                                         
 

Evans (ed), Moral Philosophy and Contemporary Problems (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), pp.19-34; H. Aronovitch, ‘Marxian 
Morality’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 10 (1980), pp.357-76; D.P.H. Allen, 
‘Does Marx Have an Ethic of Self-Realization?’ Reply to Aronovitch’, Canadian 
Journal of Philosophy, 10, 3 (1980), pp.377-86; H. Aronovitch, ‘More on 
Marxian Morality: Reply to Professor Allen’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 
10 (1980), pp.387-93; A. Gilbert, ‘Marx’s Moral Realism: Eudaimonism and 
Moral Progress’, in G. McCarthy (ed), Marx and Aristotle, pp.303-28; P.J. Kain, 
Marx and Ethics, pp.65-6; S. Lukes, Marxism and Morality (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), pp.87, 142-4; R. W. Miller, ‘Marx and Aristotle: A Kind 
of Consequentialism’, in G. McCarthy (ed), Marx and Aristotle, pp.275-302; L. 
Wilde, Ethical Marxism and its Radical Critics (London: Palgrave, 1998), pp.5, 
15, 29-30, 33, 43, 142, 147. There are also echoes of this reading of Aristotle in 
G. G. Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, pp.73, 81. 

48Lukes, Marxism and Morality, pp.142-4.  
49Kain, Marx and Ethics, pp.21-2; Wilde, Ethical Marxism and Its Radical Critics, 

pp.2, 10, 15. 
50Aronovitch, ‘Marxian Morality’, p.364; Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, 

pp.73, 81; Wilde, Ethical Marxism and Its Radical Critics, p.5. 



WHOSE ARISTOTLE? WHICH MARX? 
 

17 

‘happiness’.51 On this reading of Marx, it is only because the transition 
from a capitalist to a communist society would have such 
consequences that it is considered by Marx to be morally desirable, 
indeed obligatory.52  

It is obvious that there are important differences between this 
doctrine and classical utilitarianism, not least, as in the case of 
Aristotle, with regard to their respective views of human nature. 
However, it is clear that there are also similarities and it is not too 
surprising that some commentators have claimed that Marx’s ethical 
doctrine is in effect a form of utilitarianism.53 For on this reading both 
Marxism and utilitarianism are consequentialist doctrines. In each case 
the concept of the good has priority over that of the right, and not vice 
versa. In each case, what is good for human beings is established first 
and what is right, or what ought to be done, is then defined as being 
that which is necessary for the practical realisation of this good. There 
is nothing, therefore, which is right in the sense of being morally 
obligatory in and of itself, considered independently of the 
consequences. This applies not just to individual actions but also to 
social institutions. As R. Miller has put it, in the case of both Marx and 
Aristotle, ‘each regards every right with an impact on institutions as 

 
 
51R. Miller, ‘Marx and Aristotle: A Kind of Consequentialism’, pp.276-7; A. G. 

Nasser, ‘Marx’s Ethical Anthropology’, Philosophy and Phenomenological 
Research 35 (1975), p.486; Wilde, Ethical Marxism and Its Radical Critics, 
pp.33, 147. 

52As in the case of Rawls’s interpretation of Aristotle, some commentators refer to 
Marx’s ethical thought as being ‘perfectionist’ rather than ‘nonutilitarian 
consequentialist’. See, for example, Lukes, Marxism and Morality, p.144; and 
Will Kymlicka, Contemporary Political Philosophy: An Introduction, 2nd ed. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp.190-95. In my view, this is not the 
best way to characterize Marx’s ethical thought, as both the ‘nonutilitarian 
consequentialist’ and the ‘deontological’ interpretations of Marx might be said to 
be ‘perfectionist’, in two different senses of that term.  

53E.g. D. Allen, ‘The Utilitarianism of Marx and Engels’, American Philosophical 
Quarterly, 10 (1973), pp.189-99. See also D. Allen, ‘Reply to Brenkert’s “Marx 
and Utilitarianism”,’ Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 6 (1976), pp.517-34. M. 
Green, ‘Marxist Ethics II: Marx, Utility and Right’, Political Theory, 11, 3 
(1983), pp.433-46; and Kain, Marx and Ethics, pp.102-3. 
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subject to evaluation and possible rejection by an assessment of the 
consequences of respecting that right’.54 On this view, like classical 
utilitarianism, there is a tendency in Marx to focus on ethical issues at 
the level of society as a whole, rather than at the level of the 
relationships between individuals.55 It is also claimed that, as in the 
case of both classical utilitarianism and (allegedly) Aristotle, Marx has 
no interest in justice for its own sake.56  

Advocates of this reading of Marx argue that although Marx 
certainly does possess an ethical theory, the central concept associated 
with that theory is freedom or autonomy rather than justice.57 
Moreover, they attribute to Marx the view that freedom or autonomy, 
and indeed the fully realized non-alienated life which it makes 
possible, is not what Allen Wood describes as a ‘moral’ good.58 On 
this view, freedom or autonomy is a good for man only because it is a 
necessary precondition for the aggregate of human beings to flourish or 
be truly happy. It could, therefore, only be said to be a moral good in 
the attenuated sense that it is the one good which ought to be 
maximized, and which should be taken into account in the ethical 
evaluation of social institutions.59  

There are three problems with the nonutilitarian consequentialist 
reading of Marx’s ethical thought. The first, and perhaps least 
significant, is that Marx had nothing but contempt for utilitarianism, 
which is widely considered to be a paradigm of ethical 
consequentialism.60 It must be conceded, however, that this is not a 
 
 

 

54R. Miller, ‘Marx and Aristotle: A Kind of Consequentialism’, p.279. 
55Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, pp.157-9, 246; Wilde, Ethical Marxism and 

Its Radical Critics, p.6. 
56Wilde, Ethical Marxism and Its Radical Critics, p.43. 
57Wilde, Ethical Marxism and Its Radical Critics, pp.29-30. 
58Wood, Karl Marx, pp.126-30. See also Miller, ‘Marx and Aristotle: A Kind of 

Consequentialism’, pp.106-7. 
59This I think, and this only, is what Brenkert has in mind when he claims that for 

Marx freedom is a moral and not a nonmoral good. Cf. Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics 
of Freedom, p.89. 

60See G. G. Brenkert, ‘Marx and Utilitarianism’, Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 
5 (1975), pp.421-34; G. G. Brenkert, ‘Marx’s Critique of Utilitarianism’, Marx 
and Morality, pp.193-220; M. Green, ‘Marxist Ethics II: Marx, Utility and 
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decisive consideration, as it is possible that Marx’s objections to 
utilitarianism have nothing to do with the fact that it is 
consequentialist, and that he would have been sympathetic towards 
nonutilitarian consequentialism. A second and more significant point is 
that this interpretation ignores the normative dimension of alienation 
and of the critique of capitalism which Marx develops in his early 
writings, especially Marx’s idea that what is wrong with capitalism is 
the fact that it engenders the alienation of man from man.61 There is a 
striking tendency for advocates of this reading to downplay the 
importance of the idea that for Marx, as for Aristotle, man is by nature 
an ethical being, and to exaggerate the importance of Marx’s belief that 
man is a creative, artistic or aesthetic being. Jon Elster, for example, 
has claimed that the idea of ‘self realization through creative work’ is 
the very essence of what Marx means by communism, a reading which 
ignores completely the idea that in Marx’s view man is also an ethical 
being.62  

The third and most significant weakness of this interpretation of 
Marx is therefore, as Rodney Peffer has noted, the fact that like 
classical utilitarianism it attaches no importance to ‘considerations of 
justice’, or to the role which the concept of justice has to play in 
Marx’s theory of alienation and in his critique of capitalism generally, 
especially but not only in his early writings.63 An extreme version of 
this interpretation would suggest that in Marx’s view the reason why 
 
                                                                                                                         
 

Right’, Political Theory, 11, 3 (1983), pp.433-46; Kain, Marx and Ethics, 
pp.102-3; Peffer, ‘Marx and Utilitarianism: A Critique’, Marxism, Morality and 
Social Justice, pp.86-99. 

61Cf Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, trans. Martin 
Milligan, in Marx and Engels Collected Works, Vol. 3 (London: Lawrence and 
Wishart, 1975), pp.270-82.  

62J. Elster, Making Sense of Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 
p.521; see also J. Elster, ‘Self-Realization in Work and Politics: The Marxist 
Conception of the Good Life’, Social Philosophy and Policy, 3 (1985-6), pp.97-
126; and Wilde, Ethical Marxism and Its Radical Critics, pp.33, 142. 

63Peffer, Marxism, Morality and Social Justice, p.104. See also Z. I. Husami, 
‘Marx on Distributive Justice’, in Cohen, Nagel and Scanlon, Marx, Justice and 
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life in a communist society is to be morally preferred to life in a 
capitalist one is not because the former is an ethical life or a life of 
justice and the latter is not but, rather, because the former is a happy, 
creative and productive life, and is therefore good for humanity as a 
whole, whereas the latter is not. The ethical dimension of this 
particular form of Marxism has to do not so much with the specific 
nature of the social relations in which the members of a communist 
society would engage, but rather with the moral desirability of creating 
a situation within which they might all (or as many as is practically 
possible) be said to be fulfilled or truly happy. It is only in this (again 
attenuated) sense, because it is a society in which the greatest human 
good is promoted, rather than because of the character of the social 
relationships which would exist within it, that a communist society 
might be said to be an ethical community.64  

Marx and virtue ethics 
One or two commentators who maintain that Marx has an implicit 
ethical theory which is Aristotelian have emphasised the fact that there 
is an affinity between Marx’s views and ‘virtue ethics’. This is 
especially true of George Brenkert and Lawrence Wilde. Brenkert does 
not mention MacIntyre’s work in this connection, whereas Wilde 
singles MacIntyre’s virtue ethics interpretation of Aristotle out for 
(qualified) praise and argues that it has a significant contribution to 
make towards our understanding of Marx’s approach to ethics.65 We 
have seen that the hallmark of Aristotle’s virtue ethics, as MacIntyre 
understands it, is that it attaches no importance to moral rules or laws 
and has nothing to say about questions of duty, obligation, justice and 
the right conduct of individuals, questions which are, it is claimed, 
central to modern moral philosophy from the time of Kant onwards, 
but which were allegedly of no interest at all to ethical thinkers in pre-
modern times. According to the virtue ethics interpretation of Marx, 

 
 
64Wilde, Ethical Marxism and Its Radical Critics, pp.2, 142. 
65Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, pp.17, 19-21, 89, 129; Wilde, Ethical 

Marxism and Its Radical Critics, pp.6, 9, 33, 147. See also J. Daly, Marx, Justice 
and Dialectic (London: Greenwich Exchange, 1996), p.110; and Kain. Marx and 
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we find the same lack of concern about such issues in Marx’s writings 
also. This, it is suggested, is a striking affinity between the views of 
Marx and Aristotle. Brenkert, for example, argues that we need to 
distinguish clearly between two quite different approaches to ethics, an 
‘ethics of duty’ and an ‘ethics of virtue’. In the former approach, the 
fundamental questions of ethics have to do with the notions of the 
‘duties and obligations one person owes to another’, the notions of 
‘duty, obligation, guilt, justice, rights’.66 But this is not the attitude of 
either Aristotle or Marx, both of whom take the view, or so Brenkert 
alleges, that morality ‘is not primarily concerned with rules and 
principles, but with the cultivation of certain dispositions or traits of 
character’.67  

Surprisingly, Brenkert questions whether the ancient Greeks had a 
morality based on moral rules or laws, since, he claims, ‘it is a matter 
of dispute whether Plato and Aristotle gave any significant place to the 
modern notions of duty and obligation’.68 Somewhat inconsistently, he 
goes on to suggest on the one hand that the idea of an ethics of duty 
has contributed to the history of ethics by Christianity and the ‘Judaeo-
Christian’ view of morality,69 and on the other hand that it might also 
be thought of as a peculiarly modern development, a product of the 
decay of feudal society, and hence something which is ‘conceptually 
linked with capitalism’.70 From the latter point of view, an ethics of 
duty is associated quintessentially with the attitude of Kant and, again, 
with modern moral philosophy. It is an attitude associated with an 
‘individualistic’, ‘law conception of morality’ in which ‘people have 
rights’. It is this type of morality that, Brenkert insists, Marx ‘seeks to 
break away from’.71 As in the case of MacIntyre’s reading of Aristotle, 
Brenkert is adamant that the virtue ethics of Marx has nothing to do 
with ‘the duties and obligations one person owes another person and/or 

 
 
66Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, p.17. 
67Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, p.17. 
68Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, p.19. 
69Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, p.20. 
70Brenkert, Marx’s Ethics of Freedom, pp.20-1. 
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society’. Consequently, it does not lend itself to formalisation in a 
‘legal code’. Rather, an ethics of virtue ‘questions which ways of life 
are worthy of man’. It seeks ‘the virtues, excellencies, the flourishing 
life’, but ‘judgements relative to these matters have no direct bearing 
on the law. They cannot so readily be translated into law as can 
judgements of duty’.72  

An adequate response to this ‘virtue ethics’ interpretation of Marx, 
and of Marx’s relationship to Aristotle, must take into account the 
reasons for thinking that, like Aristotle, Marx was an ethical 
deontologist for whom the most important ethical value is justice for 
its own sake. I will consider the evidence in favour of such a reading of 
Marx in the next section. As a preliminary to that discussion, however, 
it should be noted that it is a historical mistake to associate, as Brenkert 
does, the idea of an ethics of moral rules or laws, or an ethics of duty 
and obligation, exclusively with modern moral philosophy or with the 
moral philosophy of Kant, let alone with the development of 
capitalism. One has only to think of the natural law theory of 
Augustine or Aquinas, or of medieval political thought more generally, 
to appreciate this fact. Moreover, as we have seen, it is at least 
arguable that these notions are not by any means alien to the political 
culture of the ancient Greeks and that, as Aquinas believed, they are 
actually central to Aristotle’s ethics and to Aristotle’s understanding of 
the notion of ‘virtue’. In my view, therefore, one reason why this 
particular interpretation of the relationship between Marx and Aristotle 
must founder is because it is based on a misreading of the 
Nicomachean Ethics and of Aristotle’s understanding of the role which 
the concept of justice has to play within it. 

It may be conceded that Marx’s implicit ethical position is 
Aristotelian. It is arguable, though, that this is not because Marx is an 
exponent of ‘virtue ethics’ in MacIntyre’s sense of the term. Nor, as we 
have seen, is it because Marx is a nonutilitarian consequentialist. It is 
rather because, like Aristotle, Marx is an ethical deontologist. One of 
the principal objections to such a reading of Marx occurs because there 
is a tendency to identify ethical deontologism with Kantian moral 
philosophy, many of the basic assumptions of which Marx rejects, 
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especially Kant’s ethical individualism. As early as 1842 Marx was 
criticising Kant’s ethics for being excessively ‘individualistic’. 
According to Marx, Kant proceeds ‘from reason’, but this is ‘the 
reason of the individual’ rather than ‘social reason’.73 However, once it 
is recognised that there are alternative forms of ethical deontologism, 
including the specifically social or communitarian form adhered to by 
Aristotle,74 then as we shall see this particular objection to a possible 
deontological reading of Marx’s ethical thought is removed. 

3. Marx and deontological ethics 

The argument that Marx is an ethical deontologist relies heavily on the 
claim that whenever he does make ethical judgements he does so from 
the standpoint of justice.75 When discussing Marx’s views on justice 
and their relationship to those of Aristotle I shall distinguish, as is 
usually done, between the views of the young and the mature Marx. A 
number of commentators have claimed that, especially in his ‘pre-
communist’ journalistic writings of 1842, the young Marx subscribed 
 
 
73Cf. Marx, ‘The Leading Article in No, 179 of the Kolnische Zeitung’, p.202. 
74For Aristotle’s ‘communitarian’ (and politically ‘conservative’) natural law 
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‘Bringing Marx to Justice: An Addendum and Rejoinder’, New Left Review, 195 
(1992), pp.37-69; also A. Buchanan, Marx and Justice: The Radical Critique of 
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and Social Justice; Wilde, ‘Ethics, Justice, Freedom’, Ch. 3 of Ethical Marxism 
and its Radical Critics, pp.31-50; A. Wood, ‘Marx on Right and Justice’, Ch. 9 
of Karl Marx (London: Routledge, 1981), pp.125-40; A. Wood, ‘The Marxian 
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to a form of deontological ethics which is strikingly similar, not to that 
of Aristotle, but to that of Kant.76 Thus, for example, Marx refers at 
one point, in an allegedly Kantian manner, to the ‘unconscious natural 
law of freedom’ and describes ‘real’ laws as being the ‘positive 
existence of freedom’ or the ‘real existence of freedom for man’. He 
also asserts, elsewhere, the state might be thought of as the ‘realisation 
of rational freedom’.77 Moreover, there is at least some evidence that 
Marx retained this intellectual debt to Kant even after he became a 
communist sometime in 1843, when working on his critique of Hegel’s 
Philosophy of Right. For example, in the 1843 ‘Introduction’ to his 
proposed critique, Marx affirms his belief that that ‘man is the highest 
being for man’ and associates this belief with a commitment to the 
‘categorical imperative’ to overthrow all circumstances in which man 
is a ‘debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being’.78 Given that Marx 
does make remarks like this in his early writings, it is perhaps not too 
surprising that he has sometimes been interpreted as a Kantian. Indeed, 
Rodney Peffer has claimed that ‘the claim that Marx was very much 
influenced by Kant’ in these early writings ‘can hardly be doubted’.79  

It is tempting to suggest (although I think the temptation should be 
resisted) that the attitude of mind which is central to Marx’s 
understanding of alienation as an ethical concept in the Paris 
Manuscripts of 1844 is also Kantian. From this point of view, when 
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Marx talks about the alienation of man from man there he is criticising 
capitalism from the moral point of view because it creates injustice. It 
does this because it is a socio-economic system which leads some 
human beings to treat others ‘instrumentally’, as if they were ‘things’ 
or inanimate objects, rather than autonomous beings, free and equal 
with themselves, which is what they essentially are. This idea is, of 
course, often associated with Kant’s dictum that we ought to treat our 
fellow human beings not as a ‘means’ to our own ends, but as ‘ends in 
themselves’, as possessing intrinsic value or worth, simply because 
they are human beings.80 In the Manuscripts Marx tells us that 
capitalist employers deprives workers of their ‘human status and 
dignity’ and in effect treat their workers as if they are slaves.81 For the 
young Marx slavery is unjust in and of itself. It is intrinsically wrong 
and could ‘never’ be right, no matter what the circumstances.82  
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This deontological reading of the young Marx’s ethical thought, 
with its claim that he criticised capitalism simply because it is unjust, 
is evidently incompatible with the view that the young Marx was a 
nonutilitarian consequentialist. This is so because it attributes to Marx 
the belief that man is not simply a socially productive or an aesthetic 
being (although he certainly is these things), but also a moral being, 
destined to live within an ethical community in a much stronger sense 
than that suggested by the interpretation of Marx as a nonutilitarian 
consequentialist. It seems clear from the Manuscripts that Marx 
thought of a communist society as being an ethical community in 
which the alienation of man from man has been abolished. On this 
reading of Marx, the transition to communism would involve re-
grounding the interpersonal relationships which hold between 
individuals in a capitalist society on an ethical basis, so as to ‘rectify’ 
the injustices created by capitalism. According to the young Marx we 
ought to do this, not because it will make more people ‘happy’ or 
fewer people ‘unhappy’ (although of course it may well do so), but for 
its own sake, as not doing it would perpetuate these injustices.  

The interpretation of the young Marx as an ethical deontologist does 
not deny that in his view freedom or autonomy is a good for human 
beings and also an important moral value. However, it does deny that 
for Marx freedom is a more important value than justice. Indeed, on 
this reading, the meaning of the concept of freedom, as Marx 
understands it, is logically related to that of justice. Here freedom or 
autonomy is considered to be a moral ‘good’, but in a much stronger 
sense than that implied by the nonutilitarian consequentialist reading of 
Marx. It is a moral ‘good’ not simply because it is something which 
needs to be taken into account when evaluating individual actions and 
social institutions from the point of view of their consequences, but in 
the sense that by its very nature freedom is a moral or juridical concept 
and, as such, necessarily connected with the notions of obligation, duty 
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and law. According to this deontological interpretation, for the young 
Marx true freedom is something which is reciprocal and therefore 
limited. It is associated with voluntary self-restraint by the members of 
a particular ethical community from a sense of duty to the moral rules 
or laws of that community. From this standpoint the ethics of the 
young Marx is, therefore, undeniably one of duties and obligations and 
the moral rules or laws with which they are associated. For this reason, 
the claim that the young Marx is an ethical deontologist is not only 
incompatible with the claim that he is a nonutilitarian consequentialist, 
it is also incompatible with the claim that he is an advocate of ‘virtue 
ethics’ in MacIntyre’s sense of the term. 

Despite the young Marx’s occasional use of Kantian phraseology, 
Rodney Peffer is right to claim that it is debatable whether he was ever 
a ‘strict Kantian – even in his early works’.83 One reason for this, as 
we have seen, is Marx’s rejection of Kant’s ethical individualism and 
his endorsement of a more communitarian approach to ethics. The 
deontological character of Marx’s ethical beliefs at this time is not, 
therefore, a decisive reason for thinking that he must have been a 
follower of Kant, as Kant is not the only deontological thinker in the 
history of moral philosophy. As I argued above, so too is Aristotle. 
Some commentators have maintained that although it would be 
incorrect to claim that the young Marx was a Kantian, nevertheless it 
must be conceded that his ethical beliefs were informed to some extent 
at least by those of Kant. They have, therefore, argued that the best 
way to understand the young Marx’s approach to ethics is to 
acknowledge the influence of both Aristotle and Kant upon him. For 
example, Philip Kain has claimed that Marx’s ethical thought 
constitutes a theoretical synthesis of the views of Aristotle with those 
of Kant.84 And Martha Nussbaum has suggested that because the 
young Marx’s reading of Aristotle ‘was in many ways shaped by the 
 
 
83Peffer, Marxism, Morality and Social Justice, p.122. 
84P. Kain, ‘Aristotle, Kant and the Ethics of the Young Marx’, in McCarthy, (ed), 

Marx and Aristotle, pp.213-42; P. Kain, ‘Aristotle, Kant and the Ethics of the 
Young Marx (1835-1843)’ and ‘The Synthesis of Kantian and Aristotelian 
Ethics’, Chs. 1-2 of Marx and Ethics, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), pp. 
pp.15-82. 

  



TONY BURNS 
 

28 

Kantian idea of humanity as an end’, we may conclude that Marx falls 
within a ‘neo-Aristotelian tradition’ in ethics which is quite ‘near to 
Kant’ in certain respects.85 According to Nussbaum the difference 
between Marx and Aristotle is the fact that for the young Marx ‘human 
dignity is an end in itself’ and not simply ‘a mere means to the ends of 
others’.86 Against both Kain and Nussbaum, however, it might be 
argued that the starting point for the ethical critique of capitalism 
which Marx develops in the Paris Manuscripts is simply that of 
someone who believes in the natural equality of all human beings and 
who thinks that justice requires that human beings with the same needs 
and aspirations ought to treat others and themselves be treated by 
others in the same way in similar circumstances. In short, these early 
writings indicate that like Aristotle, and like all ethical deontologists, 
the young Marx is committed to the value of justice for its own sake. 
He maintains, in effect, that Aristotle’s principle of reciprocity or of 
‘rectificatory justice’ should apply, not just to the citizens of a 
particular polis, but to all human kind. There is no reason why we 
should assume that the young Marx derived this commitment from 
Kant. It would be just as plausible to maintain that (as perhaps Kant 
himself did) Marx derived it by engaging directly with the views of 
Aristotle, and by rejecting some, though not by any means all, of 
Aristotle’s theoretical assumptions, especially of course Aristotle’s 
belief in the natural inequality of human beings. After all, it was 
Aristotle and not Kant who first pointed out that slavery is an 
institution within which some human beings are considered to be 
nothing more than items of property, and therefore ‘instruments’ or 
things to be used by others;87 and it was also Aristotle who first drew 
our attention to the fact that even in ancient Athens there were some 
who considered such a state of affairs to be contrary to nature and 
therefore unjust.88 However the important point here is that, whatever 
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their source, it is clear that the young Marx did hold definite ethical 
beliefs, that he criticised capitalism from the moral point of view, and 
that his ethical thought was deontological in character. 

There remains the problem of Marx’s attitude towards justice in his 
later writings from 1845 onwards. Norman Geras has rightly suggested 
that there is a ‘pervasive contradiction’ in the mature Marx’s 
pronouncements on justice which has led to much ‘confusion’ amongst 
later generations of Marxists and which may be summarised by the 
phrase that the mature Marx ‘did think that capitalism was unjust but 
he did not think he thought so’.89 I agree with Geras that Marx’s 
pronouncements on justice are contradictory, and I also think that it is 
not possible for us to reconcile them at some higher level, as some 
commentators have suggested, by making terminological distinctions 
such as that between the ‘essence’ of justice and its ‘appearance’,90 or 
that between ‘legal justice’ and ‘moral justice’.91 However, the most 
likely explanation for this state of affairs is not so much, as Geras 
appears to suggest, that Marx’s thinking about justice was confused, 
but rather that he came to consider moral arguments of this kind to be 
futile. After 1845 the later Marx chose not to base his attitude towards 
capitalism on ethical considerations and at times deliberately sought 
(unsuccessfully) to deflect attention away from the fact, which he 
simply took for granted, that capitalism is an unjust social system. In 
my view Lawrence Wilde is right to claim that ‘Marx’s anti-moralism 
is primarily tactical’ and that he ‘opposed couching arguments against 
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capitalism or for socialism in moral terms on the grounds that this 
would detract from clear sighted scientific analysis.’92 According to 
Geras, Marxists today should not allow this state of affairs regarding 
Marxism’s attitude towards justice to continue. Rather, they ‘must 
openly take responsibility for their own ethical positions, spell them 
out, defend and refine them’. Geras maintains that a ‘properly 
elaborated Marxist conception of justice’ would for this reason ‘not be 
at all premature’.93 Needless to say, a clarification of the relationship 
between Marx’s thoughts about justice and those of Aristotle would 
have an important part to play in such a project. 

Despite the mature Marx’s denials, there is evidence to support the 
claim that he was as much committed to the value of justice in his later 
writings as he was in his youth. The extent of Marx’s debt to Aristotle 
is also much clearer in the later writings than it is in the earlier ones. 
The best example of this is Marx’s Critique of the Gotha Programme, 
published in 1875. In this text Marx suggests that the principal reason 
why a communist society would be ethically preferable to a capitalist 
one is the fact that a communist society would indeed be a just society. 
Moreover, although this has not often been noted, the doctrine of 
justice which is presupposed here by Marx relies heavily on Book V of 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.94 Like Aristotle before him, Marx 
maintains that justice requires equity or fairness. It involves treating 
equals equally and unequals unequally, or differently. So far as the 
distribution of the social product in a communist society is concerned, 
Marx argues in the Critique that unequal treatment might nevertheless 
be just provided it corresponds to a relevant difference in the 
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circumstances of the individuals who are being so treated – namely, a 
difference with respect to their needs.95  

According to this deontological reading of Marx’s ethical thought, 
then, the principal reason why the mature Marx thinks that a 
communist society would be ethically preferable to a capitalist society 
is not, as advocates of the nonutilitarian consequentialist reading of 
Marx maintain, because more people would be happier or fulfilled in a 
communist society than in a capitalist society (although again this may 
well be the case). Nor is it because a communist society would not 
have any need for moral rules or laws, with their attendant obligations, 
as advocates of the ‘virtue ethics’ interpretation of Marx suggest. As 
Philip Kain has noted, the fact that in a communist society obligations 
would not ‘appear as burdens in opposition to our natural inclinations 
does not mean that Marx has no theory of obligation’. For obligations 
‘need not be burdensome’ in order ‘to be obligations’.96 It is, rather, 
because a communist society would be a just society, in two senses. 
First, at the level of interpersonal relationships, it would be a 
‘community of free individuals’ based on voluntary assent from a 
sense of duty to the principle that all citizens ought to consider their 
fellow citizens as their own equals, with everything that this entails 
(Aristotle’s rectificatory justice).97 As such, it would be a society in 
which the alienation of man from man has been abolished. Second, it 
would be a society in which the goods which make for human 
happiness and fulfilment are distributed equitably, even if that means 
less happiness is produced overall than there would be in a society 
which is organised differently (Aristotle’s distributive justice). It is 
arguable that it is for this reason only that the mature Marx considered 
a communist society to be a genuine ethical community, similar to the 
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ancient Greek polis, and that it is for this reason only that the mature 
Marx’s ethical beliefs are Aristotelian in character. 

  


