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1. Introduction

“You can’t legislate morality!”—cries the average, educated modern as
she defends private lives and bedrooms from the prying eyes of lawmakers,
judges, and the obnoxiously religious; for everyone knows that such tyran-
ny over private conscience, such callous disregard for diversity of values,
would be immoral. '

For Aristotle, this attempt to claim individual moral authority over
some areas of human activity is arbitrary and nonsensical. To legislate “mo-
rality”—that is, to enact laws that encourage just and prohibit unjust be-
havior wherever such behavwr may occur—is for Aristotle precisely what
it means to leglslate, perwd. As he says early in the Nicomachean Ethics,

“legislators make the citizens good by forming good habits in them, and
this is the wish of every legislator, and those who do not effect it miss thezr
mark, and it is in this that a good constitution differs from a bad one”
One cannot succeed in creating and maintaining a good constitution if the
“good” is left to individual preference. This is not to the detriment of the
individual; in fact, it is precisely the central importance of the individual
in the polis that demands an objective standard of the good, for it is only

1. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (NE), translated by William David Ross, in The Basic
Works of Aristotle, edited by Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, 1941), 2.1, 179bas,
Throughout the Politics, Aristotle especially criticizes the Spartans for missing the mark in this
regard.
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