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ABSTRACT
This article presents and defends three interrelated philosophical claims originating in the Filosofia das Virtudes (Philosophy of Virtues) by José Caetano de Mattos Neto (Rio de Janeiro, 2023). The first is the Elemental Virtue Claim: Freedom is not the most important virtue in a ranking, nor a precondition for the exercise of virtue, but the ontological substrate — the constituent material — of which all virtues are composed. The second is the Inversion Theorem, a logical corollary: virtues deprived of their freedom substrate do not diminish but invert, becoming categorically different — and opposed — entities. The third is Holoviceosis, a political-philosophical concept designating the systematic replacement of virtues by vices as a technology of power, sustained through a structural mechanism of contradictory coexistence in which good and evil function as co-dependent instruments of the same domination system. The article situates these claims within the philosophical tradition from Aristotle through Kant to contemporary virtue ethics and critical theory, establishes their genuine originality relative to prior work, and draws out their implications for ethics, political philosophy, and theology. A comprehensive bibliography is appended.
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1.  The Question the Tradition Has Not Asked
The philosophical tradition from Aristotle to the present has asked a great many questions about freedom. Is it compatible with determinism? Is it negative or positive in its proper form? What are its limits in a political community? What conditions of social structure are required for its genuine exercise? These are important questions, and they have generated one of the richest bodies of philosophical argument in the Western canon.
But the tradition has not asked — and has consequently not answered — a more fundamental question: What is the relationship between freedom and virtue, understood not as a political or developmental relationship, but as an ontological one? Is freedom a virtue, or is it something else? And if it is something else, what precisely is its relationship to the system of virtues — to courage, honesty, love, justice, and all the rest?
The answer given by José Caetano de Mattos Neto in the Filosofia das Virtudes is of a kind that the tradition has not previously offered. Freedom is not a virtue among others. It is not a precondition, a faculty, or a background condition. It is the ontological substrate — the constituent material, the element — of which all virtues are composed.
"A Liberdade é a Virtude Elementar, o Elemento. Todas as outras Virtudes são compostas pela Liberdade." ("Freedom is the Elemental Virtue, the Element. All other Virtues are composed of Freedom.") — Mattos Neto, Filosofia das Virtudes, 2023
This article examines the philosophical content, the originality, and the consequences of this claim. It proceeds through three movements: the Elemental Virtue Claim itself and its distinction from all prior treatments of freedom in the tradition; the Inversion Theorem as its necessary corollary; and Holoviceosis as its political application — a concept that names what the tradition of critical theory has approached but not captured: the systematic replacement of virtues by their counterfeits as a technology of political domination.
2.  The Tradition and Its Limits
2.1  Freedom as Condition, Faculty, or Background Structure
The philosophical tradition has treated freedom in three main ways, all of which stop short of the ontological substrate claim.
Aristotle's treatment of freedom in the Nicomachean Ethics is primarily political and instrumental. Eleutheria, the freedom of the free citizen, is a condition of full participation in the polis, not a virtue in its own right. Moral action requires voluntariness — that the action proceed from the agent and not from external compulsion — but voluntariness is an attribution condition, not a constitutive element. Aristotle does not claim that courage is made of freedom; he claims that voluntary action is a precondition for courage to be attributed to an agent. The distinction is critical.
The Stoic tradition, particularly in Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius, advances a powerful conception of inner freedom as the soul's independence from external circumstances through the governance of its own judgments. But this inner freedom is an achievement — a result of philosophical discipline — not the substance of which the virtues are composed. The Stoic sage is free because they are virtuous; the claim is not that their virtue is made of freedom.
Kant's treatment is the most philosophically sophisticated of the pre-contemporary tradition. Freedom, for Kant, is the ratio essendi of the moral law: the transcendental presupposition that makes moral obligation possible. Without freedom, there is no responsibility; without responsibility, there is no morality. But Kant explicitly refuses to include freedom in his catalogue of virtues. Freedom is not a virtue in the Metaphysics of Morals; it is the transcendental condition of virtue as such. This is the closest prior position to the elemental virtue claim, but it is categorically different: a presupposition is not a constituent material.
Isaiah Berlin's celebrated 1958 essay "Two Concepts of Liberty" — the most influential twentieth-century contribution to the philosophy of freedom — does not engage with virtue ethics at all. Berlin is concerned with freedom as a political value, analyzed into its negative and positive forms. The question of freedom's relationship to the constitution of the virtues does not arise.
Contemporary virtue ethics has largely followed the Aristotelian tradition in treating freedom as a context or precondition rather than a constituent element. Alasdair MacIntyre's After Virtue (1981) argues for the recovery of the Aristotelian tradition but does not revisit the metaphysical question of what virtues are made of. Philippa Foot's Natural Goodness (2001) grounds virtue in the natural function of the human organism without assigning freedom a constitutive role. Neither Martha Nussbaum's capabilities approach nor the character strengths programme of Peterson and Seligman identifies freedom as the substrate of all other capacities.
2.2  The Gap
The gap in the tradition is therefore this: every prior treatment identifies freedom as a condition, a faculty, an achievement, a political value, or a transcendental presupposition. None identifies it as the ontological substance of which the other virtues are constituted. This is not a quantitative advance on prior work — a more detailed or more rigorous treatment of a familiar position. It is a categorically different claim, requiring a categorically different analysis.
3.  The Elemental Virtue Claim
3.1  What "Elemental" Means
The word "elemental" must be understood in its strong, ontological sense, not in the colloquial sense of "fundamental" or "very important." When the pre-Socratic tradition identified fire, water, earth, and air as elements, the claim was not that these are the four most important natural phenomena. The claim was that everything else is composed of these — that they are the substrate of which all other things are made.
The Filosofia das Virtudes uses the term in precisely this sense. Freedom is not the most important virtue in a ranking. It is the element — the raw material — of which every other virtue is composed. The formal claim is compositional: every virtue is Freedom applied to a specific domain of human life.
This yields a precise formal structure: Virtue V = Freedom + Domain D. Courage is Freedom in the domain of fear and danger. Honesty is Freedom in the domain of speech and communication. Justice is Freedom in the domain of social relations and claims. Love is Freedom in the domain of attachment and care. Each of the 101 Universal Human Virtues identified in the system is, in this sense, a specific instantiation of the elemental substance.
3.2  The Metaphysical Claim and Its Implications
The metaphysical claim is analogous, in its logical form, to claims about the constitution of physical matter. Just as all matter is composed of atoms — and removing the atomic substrate does not leave a lesser form of matter but eliminates matter entirely — removing the freedom substrate does not leave a lesser form of virtue but eliminates the virtue entirely, replacing it with something categorically different.
This has an immediate and important implication for the classical problem of the unity of the virtues, discussed at length by Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics and never satisfactorily resolved. Aristotle's claim that all virtues require practical wisdom (phronesis) for their exercise provides a functional unity, but not an ontological one: practical wisdom is not what the virtues are made of. The elemental virtue claim provides a stronger answer: all virtues are unified because they are all composed of the same substance. Their unity is structural and necessary, not merely analogical or functional.
3.3  The Theological Consequence
The elemental virtue claim has a direct and formally precise theological consequence. If all virtues are composed of Freedom, and if the core of every major religious and spiritual tradition consists in the cultivation of virtue — as a cross-cultural comparative analysis of twelve world traditions confirms — then the ultimate foundation of all genuine religion is Freedom. And if God is the ultimate foundation of all things, the identification follows: God is Freedom.
"A própria essência de Deus é a Liberdade. Separe o cerne de todas as religiões e crenças do mundo, o que terá? As Virtudes Universais Humanas, cuja base é a Liberdade. Deus é Liberdade." ("The very essence of God is Freedom. Strip to the core of all the world's religions and beliefs — what will you have? The Universal Human Virtues, whose base is Freedom. God is Freedom.") — Mattos Neto, 2023
No prior theological tradition reaches this identification. Augustine identifies God with Love (1 John 4:8). Aquinas identifies God with Pure Being (ipsum esse subsistens). Calvin identifies God with Sovereign Will. The Exodus tradition identifies God with the act of liberation — but liberation is God's deed, not God's essence. The Filosofia das Virtudes makes the claim none of these reaches: Freedom is not what God does, nor what God gives, nor what God demands. Freedom is what God is.
The ethical consequence of this identification is precise and immediate: the suppression of human freedom is not merely a political crime or a violation of natural rights. It is an act against the divine essence itself. No prior tradition — philosophical or theological — generates this consequence with this logical structure.
4.  The Inversion Theorem
4.1  The Theorem and Its Derivation
The Inversion Theorem follows as a necessary logical corollary from the elemental virtue claim. If virtues are composed of Freedom, then depriving a virtue of its freedom substrate does not yield a lesser form of that virtue. It yields its opposite: a counterfeit that preserves the external form while inverting the moral substance.
"Virtudes privadas de liberdade não diminuem — elas invertem. A honestidade compelida não é honestidade menor: é conformidade. O amor forçado não é amor menor: é cativeiro. A coragem constrangida não é coragem menor: é uma armadilha." ("Virtues deprived of freedom do not diminish — they invert. Compelled honesty is not lesser honesty: it is compliance. Forced love is not lesser love: it is captivity. Constrained courage is not lesser courage: it is a trap.") — Mattos Neto, 2023
The theorem may be stated formally: for any virtue V composed of Freedom + Domain D, the removal of Freedom while retaining Domain D produces not a weaker form of V but its inversion, V̄, which is the vice specific to that domain. Compelled speech that is formally accurate is compliance, not honesty: its form resembles honesty, but its substance is servility. An attachment that cannot be freely dissolved is not a weaker form of love but its negation: captivity. Labor performed under coercion is not a weaker form of the virtue of work but its negation: slavery.
This is not a marginal philosophical observation. It is a generalisable analytical result with diagnostic applications across ethics, political philosophy, law, and moral psychology.
4.2  The Theorem Applied
The diagnostic power of the Inversion Theorem lies in its capacity to distinguish genuine virtue from its simulation in any concrete situation. The distinction it enables is not quantitative — more or less virtuous — but categorical: genuine virtue or its counterfeit. This matters philosophically because it reframes the analysis of coerced or constrained behavior: the person who confesses under torture has not become less honest; they have performed an act categorically different from honesty, which cannot be evaluated on the same scale.
The political corollary is equally significant. The standard political logic of trading freedom for other values — security, equality, social harmony — presupposes that these values retain their character when freedom is removed from them. The Inversion Theorem demonstrates this presupposition to be false. Security achieved through the elimination of freedom is not genuine security: it is control. Equality enforced through the suppression of freedom is not genuine equality: it is uniformity imposed by power. Justice administered without freedom is not justice: it is bureaucratic execution. The standard trade-off logic collapses: the act of trading freedom for a value destroys that value in the very act of trading.
5.  Holoviceosis: The Political Application
5.1  The Concept and Its Architecture
The Elemental Virtue Claim and the Inversion Theorem generate a political-philosophical concept of considerable analytical power: Holoviceosis (Holoviceose). The concept designates a specific political condition — not a historical episode — defined by the systematic replacement of virtues by their inverted counterfeits as a technology of power, sustained through a structural mechanism of contradictory coexistence.
The concept receives three definitional formulations in the source text, each adding analytical depth:
Definition 1 — The Structural Core: "Holoviceosis is the condition of death and subjugation of the people through the systematic replacement of Virtues by vices, in a process of contradictory coexistence necessary for the maintenance of the power system."
Definition 2 — The Dialectical Challenge: "This new concept challenges traditional moral systems, because in this condition goodness and evil are not opposites, but rather the necessary elements to sustain the machinery of power. In other words, the system that encourages charity stimulates poverty."
Definition 3 — The Magnitude Claim: "Holoviceosis is the modern version of the Holocaust and the Holodomor in plain sight, where the extermination camp is found in highway accidents, hospital queues, homicides, child malnutrition, or disguised under any other social problem camouflage."
The concept operates across three phases. Reverse Ethics (Ética Reversa) is the micro-level phase: the inversion of moral vocabulary, so that freedom is named as danger, obedience as virtue, dissent as harm, and control as care. Devirtualization (Desvirtualização) is the meso-level phase: the sustained, systematic removal of virtuous content from the institutions of public life — education, media, courts, family — by deliberate program rather than organic cultural change. Holoviceosis in its terminal form is the macro-level condition: a society that maintains the formal structures of freedom while operating in practice as a mechanism of subjugation through contradictory coexistence.
5.2  Position in the Critical Tradition
The concept engages seriously with the tradition of critical political philosophy and advances it in a specific and philosophically significant direction.
Gramsci's cultural hegemony (1929–1935) identifies the mechanism by which a ruling class maintains domination through the production of consent rather than naked force. Holoviceosis shares the non-coercive structure of this analysis but specifies the mechanism more precisely: it is not merely consent that is manufactured, but the systematic inversion of the moral vocabulary itself.
Marcuse's repressive desublimation (One-Dimensional Man, 1964) identifies the use of apparent liberation as a mechanism of deeper control. The permissive society, on this analysis, is not more free but differently constrained — its freedoms serve the reproduction of the system. Holoviceosis shares this insight but grounds it in a virtue-ontological framework that makes the replacement measurable rather than impressionistic.
Foucault's biopolitics and disciplinary society describe the diffuse mechanisms by which power manages populations. Holoviceosis shares the emphasis on diffusion and invisibility but explicitly identifies a deliberate moral-ontological mechanism that Foucault's genealogical approach deliberately avoids positing.
The genuinely original contribution of Holoviceosis — what distinguishes it from all these prior frameworks — lies in the contradictory coexistence thesis: the claim that the system requires both virtue and vice simultaneously, instrumentalising both as elements of the same power mechanism. The system that promotes charity needs poverty. The system that promotes safety needs fear. The system that proclaims freedom needs the Freedophobic Man — the person who has so thoroughly internalised the inversion that they actively enforce their own unfreedom and the unfreedom of those around them.
This is not available in Gramsci, Marcuse, Foucault, Chomsky, or any prior tradition of critical philosophy. It is the concept's most philosophically distinctive claim, and the one that makes it applicable to formally free societies in a way that concepts developed for the analysis of explicit totalitarianism (Arendt, Solzhenitsyn, Orwell) are not.
5.3  The Literature of the Key
This advance may be expressed in terms of a distinction between two literatures. The Literature of the Cage — Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four, Solzhenitsyn's Gulag Archipelago, Arendt's Origins of Totalitarianism — diagnoses domination where the cage is visible: where the absence of freedom is explicit, named, and undeniable. These are works of extraordinary analytical and moral power. But they are limited in their diagnostic application to formally free societies, precisely because their subject matter is explicitly unfree societies.
The Holoviceosis concept belongs to what may be called the Literature of the Key: the analysis of domination where the cage is invisible — where elections are held, constitutions are maintained, rights are formally protected, and the population cannot locate its captivity because the moral vocabulary with which it would name captivity has been inverted. The diagnostic value of the concept lies precisely in this applicability: it is designed to detect a condition that looks, from the outside and from within, like a functioning free society.
6.  Philosophical Objections and Responses
6.1  Is the Elemental Virtue Claim Circular?
A natural objection to the elemental virtue claim is that it is circular: if we define virtue as freedom-plus-domain, we have stipulated freedom into the definition rather than discovered it there. The objection has force if the claim is understood as definitional rather than ontological. But the claim is ontological: it is not a proposal about how to define virtue but a claim about what virtue is. The evidence for it is not logical but empirical: the cross-cultural universality of the same virtuous behaviors across all human civilizations without coordination, and the demonstrable inversion of those behaviors when freedom is systematically removed. These are facts, not definitions.
6.2  The Intentionality Problem in Holoviceosis
The most contested philosophical element of Holoviceosis is the intentionality claim: the assertion that the systematic replacement of virtues by vices is planned and deliberate, rather than an emergent property of structural dynamics. This claim is the concept's strongest and most important move — it distinguishes Holoviceosis from structural violence theories (Galtung) that attribute harm to systems without agents — but it is also the claim most in need of empirical substantiation.
Three versions of the intentionality claim are available: strong intentionalism (specific agents consciously plan vice-promotion as a strategy), structural intentionalism (institutions develop an orientation toward vice-promotion as an emergent property of their structural logic), and functional intentionalism (the system functions as if it were planned, regardless of individual epistemic states). The concept retains its explanatory power under structural or functional intentionalism, which are more empirically defensible than the strong version. Future theoretical work must clarify which version the concept is best understood as advancing.
6.3  Freedom and the Problem of Libertarianism
A political objection should be addressed directly: the elevation of Freedom to ontological primacy appears to derive, and to support, a libertarian political philosophy in which any constraint on freedom is a philosophical error. This objection rests on a confusion between the ontological claim and its political applications. The Elemental Virtue Claim is a claim about what virtues are made of, not a claim about the proper scope of government. It does not entail that no law is ever justified; it entails that any law restricting freedom should be evaluated against the Inversion Theorem, asking whether the virtue it claims to protect is enhanced or destroyed by the restriction.
This is, if anything, a more demanding standard than simple libertarianism, which objects to restrictions on freedom as violations of rights. The Inversion Theorem objects to restrictions on freedom as violations of the very values those restrictions claim to serve. The argument is not that freedom is more important than security; it is that security without freedom is not genuine security at all.
7.  The Unified System and Its Significance
The three claims presented in this article — the Elemental Virtue Claim, the Inversion Theorem, and Holoviceosis — form a unified philosophical system with a single logical spine. The Elemental Virtue Claim establishes the ontological structure: freedom is the substance of virtue. The Inversion Theorem derives the diagnostic instrument: removing freedom inverts the virtue. Holoviceosis applies the instrument to political analysis: the systematic inversion of virtues through the removal of freedom is the defining technology of modern political domination in formally free societies.
The significance of this system for the philosophical tradition may be assessed at three levels.
At the level of virtue ethics, the system resolves the classical problem of the unity of the virtues through a structural rather than functional account, and provides the first compositional model of virtue in the history of the tradition.
At the level of political philosophy, the Inversion Theorem provides a precise criterion — the Law Test — for evaluating any political restriction on freedom: not whether freedom is being restricted, but whether the value in whose name it is restricted is preserved or destroyed by the restriction. This is a more analytically powerful tool than either libertarian rights-theory or utilitarian cost-benefit analysis.
At the level of critical theory, Holoviceosis provides what the tradition from Gramsci to Foucault has approached but not achieved: a single concept that accounts simultaneously for the deliberateness of value inversion, the contradictory coexistence of virtue and vice in the same power system, the diffuse distribution of mass harm, and the grounding of the analysis in a specific and enumerable virtue ontology.
The most far-reaching implication, however, is theological. If God is Freedom — not as metaphor but as structural inference from the elemental virtue claim — then every act of genuine virtue is an act of participation in the divine, available to every human being regardless of creed, tradition, or institutional affiliation. And every act of systematic virtue suppression is an act against the divine essence itself. This transforms the analysis of political domination from a political matter into an ontological and theological one. Tyranny is not merely unjust. It is, in the precise philosophical sense, sacrilege.



Conclusion
The Filosofia das Virtudes makes a contribution to the history of ethical and political thought that has not been made before: the identification of Freedom as the ontological substrate of all virtue, the derivation of the Inversion Theorem as its corollary, and the construction of Holoviceosis as its political application. These three claims form a unified system that engages with, and advances beyond, the traditions of virtue ethics, political philosophy, critical theory, and natural theology simultaneously.
The philosophical tradition has asked whether freedom is compatible with virtue, whether it is a precondition for virtue, and whether it is the most important political value. The Filosofia das Virtudes asks a different and deeper question: what are the virtues made of? Its answer — that they are made of Freedom, and that without Freedom they invert into their own opposites — is an answer the tradition has not previously given, and one whose consequences have not previously been drawn.
The claim that God is Freedom follows from this analysis with formal precision. So does the claim that the systematic suppression of human freedom is the supreme offense against the human and the divine simultaneously. These are not rhetorical conclusions. They are the logical terminus of a philosophical argument that begins with a single, unprecedented ontological claim about what virtue is.
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