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ABSTRACT 
 

 Can Philosophers make a genuine and substantive contribution to the theory and 

practice of moral education?  Contrast the following two answers.  According to one 

approach, analytic moral philosophy is concerned with constructing moral theories.  As 

such, moral education is a secondary concern of the moral theorist and a moral theory 

will, at most, only have implications for moral education.  Call this the strict theoretical 

approach.  An alternative account holds that moral education is a central topic of moral 

philosophy.  As such, moral theorists who ignore questions of moral education are 

offering incomplete theories.  Call this the educative approach.  In this dissertation, I 

argue that moral philosophers need to take the educative approach more seriously.  In 

part one, I argue that the educative approach is well grounded in the western tradition of 

moral philosophy (particularly in the eudaimonist tradition of ethics).  In part two, I show 

how recent work in virtue theory can make a genuine and substantive contribution to the 

interdisciplinary field of moral education.    
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INTRODUCTION 

“ Our present discussion does not aim, as our others do, at study; for the purpose of 

our examination is not to know what virtue is, but to become good, since otherwise the 

inquiry would be of no benefit to us.”  (EN 1103b 28-30)  So began Aristotle’s discussion 

of virtue in the Nicomachean Ethics.  The idea that we inquire into the nature of virtue, 

and ethics more generally, so that we can become good, is not taken as seriously as it 

should – not in philosophical circles and not in the wider, popular culture of the United 

States.   

There are a variety of reasons for this and looking into them would surely be a 

complex matter.  It would involve, in part, looking at the history of philosophy and 

asking how the role of the philosopher vis-à-vis the larger society has changed over time.  

We would also need an account of how philosophers themselves have defined the scope 

of their study and how they have seen their own role in society.   

As things stand now, there is a question as to how significant a role philosophy plays 

in our society.  Reflecting on the limited influence that philosophy has on the rest of 

society, J.B. Schneewind put it well when he said “…we live in a society in which 

philosophers do not play an important part.  There are some 11,000 professional 

philosophers in this country.  Most philosophical work is invisible to anyone except 

students.”1   

Nowhere is the invisibility of philosophy more troubling than in ethics.  If 

contemporary work in ethics were unimpressive and lacked any genuinely valuable 

                                                
1 “What would Mill say about CEOs who make so much money?”, Unpublished public lecture. 
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insights, then this would not be so disturbing.  But in recent years there has been an 

explosion of interesting and illuminating work in ethics: work involving the relationship 

between different traditions of ethical thought (e.g. deontological ethics and virtue 

ethics), work involving the emotions and their role in the moral life, and work involving 

the relationship between ethics and metaphysics, to name just a few.  Yet most of 

philosophical ethics goes unnoticed by the wider culture and even by related academic 

disciplines.  In many ways, moral philosophy is invisible to the rest of our society.   

Perhaps it was this sort of concern which led to the creation of “applied ethics” 

courses at universities and centers for applied research across the United States.  

Certainly these developments are encouraging.  However, one area where philosophy is 

still virtually invisible is the area of moral education.  While applied ethics courses are 

supposed to be a way for philosophers to make a contribution to moral education, in 

practice they typically only go slightly beyond courses in “professional ethics” or 

“introductory ethics”.  In order for applied ethicists to make a genuine contribution to 

moral education in the United States they must address the deeper questions of moral 

education, questions concerning moral development and teaching morality.  These 

questions have largely been left to psychologists, educators and the clergy.  We should 

wonder where the philosophers are in this conversation. 

As I said before, this situation is complex.  Because of the great complexity involved, 

I will keep my focus narrow.  In Part One, I am concerned with how philosophers have 

contributed to making moral philosophy invisible by constructing theories that are 

irrelevant to, or disconnected from, the sort of moral decision-making all reflective 
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people must engage in everyday.  In some cases, it makes good sense that people would 

ignore philosophers when thinking about what they should, morally speaking, do.  I will 

then offer one approach to remedying this situation.  In the tradition of ancient Greek and 

Roman moral philosophy, I will offer a defensible, albeit controversial, conception of 

moral theory as an activity aiming at self-understanding.  In contrast to many conceptions 

of moral theory, the conception of moral theory I offer makes studying theories of virtue 

and morality central to one’s moral development. 

  In Part Two, I offer one way moral philosophers can contribute to moral education.  

I argue that eudaimonist moral theories (the sort defended by Plato, Aristotle and the 

Stoics, as well as some contemporary virtue ethicists) discuss the idea of virtue in a way 

that transforms contemporary debates about teaching morality.  In particular, I focus on 

the skill (techne) model for virtue and explore how this model can be put to use in 

developing a philosophically informed approach to moral education.  By articulating and 

defending this model,  I hope to show that philosophers have the resources to make 

genuine contributions to the work already being done in the field of moral education. 

In general, I am interested in why, given all the interesting work in moral philosophy, 

philosophers are not making more of a contribution to moral education in our country 

(there are very few books on moral education written by philosophers).  Is it due to lack 

of creativity on our part?  Or is it because of outside resistance to critical and 

philosophical thinking?  I am hopeful that it is not the former and that there are still many 

avenues to explore – avenues that have been opened by the many thoughtful writers who 

have helped moral philosophy become a lively and engaging field of study. 
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So, this dissertation explores the possibility of a more fundamental role philosophers 

can play in the moral education of the citizens of the United States.  It is my contention 

that philosophers have a great deal to offer those who do not study philosophy on a daily 

basis.  It is interesting, though, that when we start to ask what, exactly, we have to offer 

things get very confusing.  To add some structure to this dissertation, then, I have 

organized it around two questions.   

 

Two Pressing Questions 

In part one of this dissertation I ask, “What role should a moral theory play in one’s 

practical decision-making?”  In part two I ask, “What is the relationship between moral 

philosophy and moral education?”  I am asking these questions in this order because we 

have to answer the first question before we can get to the more general issues raised by 

the second question.  Let me explain why this is so. 

One way to understand the organizational structure of this dissertation is to engage 

for a moment in some wishful thinking.  Imagine that philosophers across the United 

States woke up one morning to find on the front page of their newspapers a declaration, a 

call to arms of sorts, by the President of the United States.  The headline might read 

“President Calls for Moral Reform:  Challenges Americans, Calls on Philosophers to 

Help.”   In some ways, that headline is not too farfetched, with the exception of the 

inclusion of philosophers.  Politicians talk about “moral reform” and “values” all the 

time.  Also, most of us think we know exactly what our current president means when he 

talks about “moral reform”.  But, lets imagine for a moment a president who is genuinely 
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asking those of us who work in ethics for advice.  He offers us financial support and 

gives us a voice, and with all the media attention people are eager to listen.  In addition, 

philosophers are invited to Washington D.C. on a regular basis to discuss how we can 

improve our country.  How would we respond? 

We would, of course, first have to get over our initial feelings of denial, shock and 

suspicion.  But, after that, the answer is that it depends on which philosophers the 

politicians asked.  Peter Singer and Martha Nussbaum, for example, would likely give 

very different answers.  Of course, that is to assume they would answer in a way 

consistent with their theoretical commitments.  I acknowledge that philosophers are 

people too and are capable of going beyond what they commit themselves to in print.  So, 

this might be a big assumption, but lets assume its true for the sake of the story.  The 

point is that there are a number of possible responses, because it is an incredibly complex 

issue and moral philosophy is a complex field of study. 

When we think about moral improvement from the perspective of a policy maker 

certain questions present themselves as most pressing.  We have to address questions 

about our foreign policy and our obligations to other people in the world.  We have to 

address incredibly complex questions of tax policy, the welfare system, and immigration, 

among others.  But, we would also inevitably face a question of education.  How would 

we proceed when it comes to our fellow citizens?  What could we say when the question 

of moral education arose?         

     Here we find a surprising divergence among philosophers.  This is surprising 

because one might think that there is an obvious answer we could give.  The answer 
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would be to teach them what we know.  For imagine that instead of making a more moral 

society the president wanted to make our society tougher and the citizens more capable 

when it comes to protecting themselves against an invasion or against armed criminals.  

He would turn to the military and ask them to teach the citizens what they know, how to 

protect the country and wage wars.  Or if the president wanted to institute a massive 

building project -- building roads, transportation systems and bridges -- he would turn to 

the engineers and builders of our country asking them to mobilize capable people who 

can learn how to get the job done.  So, in my far-fetched example, we might imagine the 

president asking the philosophers to teach the citizens what they know.  But, what do 

those who study moral philosophy know?   

The obvious answer is that we know moral theories.  We know the arguments that 

support these theories.  We know the central ideas of these theories, how the ideas are 

related and, for the most part, where there are tensions between different theories.  So, it 

seems, we have an answer to the question of what we could teach.  We would do what we 

are already doing:  we would teach our fellow citizens moral theory.   

This is where the disagreement I mentioned above arises.  Not all philosophers think 

this is the right answer, because not all philosophers agree that teaching someone a moral 

theory will make one a better person, or even contribute to one’s moral development.  

Some think it would, in fact, hinder most people’s moral progress.   

One reason why philosophers resist the idea that learning a moral theory can 

contribute to one’s moral development is that ethics has a practical aspect.  Ethics is 

about how one acts, or what one does.  So, if we want to educate people to be better, we 
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have to teach them how to behave better.  Learning a theory, on the other hand, involves 

engaging in very abstract reasoning and there is a serious question as to how engaging in 

such abstract reasoning will make any difference as to how one behaves.  Maybe we 

should leave theory to the experts.   

This is a genuine and deep problem.  The most obvious candidate for what moral 

philosophers can teach looks useless when it comes to practical matters.  If we could not 

solve this problem – that is, if we could not show how learning a moral theory improves 

or transforms an individual’s (not a policy maker’s) practical decision-making for the 

better - we would have two options.  The first is that we could find some other substantial 

contribution philosophers might make to the project of moral education besides teaching 

theories.  But, what would that be? Logic and critical thinking?  Is that the best we can 

do?  The second option would be to send a polite letter to the White House, declining, but 

offering to do some consulting work now and then. 

I do not think we should give up on trying to solve this problem, but responding to it 

takes a great deal of work.  Responding to this problem – that is, arguing that learning a 

moral theory can make one a better person – is the focus of part one.  In part one, I will 

consider how philosophers have conceived of the activity of moral theorizing.  My aim is 

to explore the different problems that arise when we think of actually putting moral 

theories to use.  If the problems we encounter force us to say that a moral theory should 

not play any role in one’s practical decision-making (and so we should not construct our 

theories with that end in mind), then we would have a problem when it comes to moral 
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education.  After rejecting some common conceptions of moral theorizing, I will offer 

what I take to be the most defensible approach.   

In my view, a moral theory can guide one’s practical decision-making indirectly, by 

helping one evaluate and revise one’s values and priorities.  In particular, I will argue that 

we should aim to develop “livable” moral theories.  Livable theories are one’s that 

discuss morality from within a culturally and historically “immersed” perspective, but, 

through reasoned argument, seek to go beyond one’s immersed perspective.  This notion 

is importantly different from other prominent views of “the moral perspective”  (most 

importantly, the utilitarian interpretation of the impartial perspective).  Explaining these 

differences and arguing for livability will provide us with a powerful response to the 

question of what practical guidance moral philosophers could offer interested parties.   

After explaining and defending, in part one, the claim that livable moral theories hold 

a great deal of promise when it comes to moral education, I will turn in part two to the 

question of what that contribution might look like.  For in many ways, the far-fetched 

story about the President of the United States is not so far-fetched.  Moral education is a 

widely discussed and hotly debated topic in the United States.  Furthermore, many people 

in the U.S. are actively pursuing research in and implementing programs of moral 

education.  So, there is potentially a real benefit to exploring how moral philosophy 

might make a contribution to this field.  

I focus on one type of livable theory, eudaimonistic virtue ethics.  Eudaimonist 

theories were prominent in the ancient world, from 4th century Athens through the 

Hellenistic period in Rome.  I will explain the basic structure of eudaimonism and show 
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why eudaimonist theories are livable theories.  I will then turn to the central role of virtue 

in eudaimonist theories.  All ancient eudaimonist theories saw virtue to be central to 

living a worthwhile human life.  However, there was an important debate over how we 

should think about virtue.  There was widespread agreement that virtue is best understood 

on the model of a practical skill (techne).  But there are disagreements over how to 

understand the skill of virtue (What sort of skill is it?) and how far the model goes in 

illuminating our understanding of virtue.  The different views we get give rise to very 

different programs of moral education.  I will argue for the importance of what some call 

“internal-end” skills, where (as in the performing arts) the aim of the skill is successful 

engagement in the activity itself, not an independently specifiable product.  Throughout, 

my emphasis will be on why eudaimonists think learning the philosophical theory of 

virtue helps one develop into a virtuous person.  

Finally, I will show how the discussion of ethical theory and virtue (from defending 

the livability conception of moral theory to defending the idea that, within a eudaimonist 

ethical framework, the internal-end conception of virtue holds great promise) can yield 

some important results for contemporary theories of moral education.  I will argue that 

taking seriously the idea that virtue is a skill transforms and even puts to rest certain 

debates within the moral education literature.  In particular, the debates between 

proponents of “character education” and defenders of “developmentalism” are 

transformed once we begin to think of virtue as a skill.  Whether I am right or not, what 

should be clear is that there is an obvious and relatively unobstructed path running 

between the exciting research being done in virtue theory and the important 
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interdisciplinary field of moral education.  This dissertation takes one step down that 

path.  

 

How To Think About Moral Education 

 A few brief comments are necessary in order to explain what I mean by “moral 

education”.  In the first instance, moral education involves something like socialization.  

In chapter five, we will see this view put forth in Plato’s Protagoras as the ‘ordinary’ 

approach to moral education.  The socialization stage is certainly an important aspect of 

moral education.  However, it is incomplete.   

 For one thing, it does not enable one to see the deeper aspects of morality.  

Socialization instructs us as to what others expect and what norms are accepted by those 

around us, but, as philosophers often point out, more is required of a moral agent.  For 

example, a moral agent should not simply do what is right, but should also be able to 

defend her actions by offering reasons.  Consequently, moral education should seek to 

develop in the student a more robust understanding of morality, one that, minimally, 

enables the student to articulate her reasons and defend her actions.  

Considerations like the one I mentioned above do not just arise from within moral 

philosophy.  In addition, many psychologists have recognized that simple socialization is 

inadequate as an approach to moral education.  In particular, developmental 

psychologists have sought to understand how moral judgment develops in human beings.  

Jean Piaget was the first researcher to perform detailed studies of moral judgment and 

draw conclusions that impact our approach to moral education.  In the hands of 
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Lawerence Kohlberg, Piaget’s ideas transformed educational theory and practice.2  

Importantly, Piaget drew attention to the idea that moral judgment arises in various 

“stages”.  This idea alone set off a number of research programs leading to more detailed 

and, importantly, cross-cultural studies.  This culminated in the work of Kohlberg who 

proposed more detailed stages than Piaget had proposed.  This view came to be referred 

to as “cognitive-developmentalism”.  

 Cognitive-developmentalist theories have come under fire from many different 

directions.  Most importantly, important feminist critiques showed us the inadequacy of 

these approaches.  As I first began to investigate these issues, I was surprised to find that 

few had defended the notion of virtue and character education that cognitive-

developmentalists who followed Kohlberg had rejected so vehemently.  And I did not 

find a single philosopher who gave a philosophically sophisticated defense of the virtues. 

That is why chapter six focuses on issues that from a virtue ethics perspective.  My 

response may raise problems, but I’m confident such a debate will bring out important 

features of virtue and character than can aid us in pursuing the aims of moral education.  

We can see, then, that “moral education” refers not only to socialization, but a distinct 

area of psychological and educational research containing working theories and guiding 

ideas.     

 One other notion of “moral education” plays a role in this dissertation.  That is, at 

present applied ethics courses (medical ethics, environmental ethics, etc.) are popular on 

college and university campuses.  These courses are often taken to be part of a student’s 

                                                
2 Piaget had to wait until much later in his life for recognition that his theories were respectable. 
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moral education.  As we will see in chapter three, however, there are serious questions 

concerning how we should approach such courses and whether the study of moral 

theories should really be playing any role.  These courses are notoriously difficult to 

teach effectively and those who are assigned to teach them often wonder what basic 

approach to take.  In my experience, those who teach these courses regularly are always 

on the lookout for new ways of approaching a topic or conveying philosophical ideas in a 

practical way.  Reflections on the role we think a moral theory should play in one’s moral 

education is important if we are to get a handle on what we are trying to accomplish in 

applied ethics courses, and how we are trying to accomplish it.     

 So, when I use the term ‘moral education’ I will, at times, intend to point to the 

process of socialization.  At other times, I will use ‘moral education’ to refer to more 

specific practices and curricula, adopted primarily in classrooms, as the result of detailed 

theories based in empirical psychology.  Moreover, I will also use the term ‘moral 

education’ to refer to how we teach philosophical theories and apply them to various 

professions.  My hope is that what I intend by ‘moral education’ will be made clear by 

the context and, importantly, the goals set out in each chapter.   
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CHAPTER 1 
LIVABILITY AND THE AIMS OF MORAL THEORY 

 
Introduction 

It is tempting to think of competing normative theories (virtue ethics, deontology 

and consequentialism) as giving accounts of the same thing (morality) only emphasizing 

different parts, like the famous story of the three blind men who each give differing 

accounts of a single elephant. Often the debates in normative ethics are framed so that it 

looks this way.  In their respective accounts of right action, for example, we hear that 

each theory “emphasizes” a different notion (virtue, rules, or consequences).  There is, of 

course, some truth to this.  Different normative theories give different answers to many of 

the same questions (the example of right-action is only one of many).   

However, there is a danger in accepting this understanding of the debates whole-

heartedly. The danger is that it risks overlooking deeper differences between theories.  In 

contrast to the standard picture above, I argue that deep differences between normative 

theories arise from structural - we might even call them “methodological” - differences.  

More accurately, philosophers from different traditions interpret the conditions for 

theoretical adequacy in different ways.  This situation results, to a great extent, from the 

acceptance of conflicting methodological assumptions concerning how the moral theorist 

achieves the aims of moral theory.  The conflicts are deep enough to warrant saying that 

theorists adopt different fundamental approaches to normative moral theory.3  

The point of this chapter is to explain two conflicting approaches that stand out as 

prominent in the history of moral philosophy: the systematic approach and the livability 
                                                
3 The term “approach” suggests something fairly significant and fundamental to the differences. 
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approach.  At present, the systematic approach is fairly well understood, but the livability 

approach is not.  The emphasis of this chapter, then, will be to characterize the livability 

approach and explain how it is distinguished from the systematic approach.  I will also 

offer an initial defense of the livability approach. 

In 1.1, I offer an initial description of the two conflicting approaches.  The 

systematic approach can be found in the work of many modern philosophers, but is 

particularly apparent in Henry Sidgwick’s utilitarian theory.  The livability approach has 

its roots in the ancient eudaimonist tradition and has recently been articulated by Martha 

Nussbaum.   

In 1.2, I offer an example of how these two approaches come into direct conflict 

by showing how J.S. Mill, and in a less obvious way Sidgwick, were pulled in both 

directions.  Looking closer at the classical utilitarian approach to moral theorizing is 

important for two reasons.  First, a closer look at the history of utilitarianism helps us 

understand why utilitarianism has been vulnerable to certain well-known and powerful 

objections (objections which will be discussed in more detail in chapter two.)  Second, 

noticing that utilitarians have all along adopted aspects of the livability approach will 

help us see that many of the objections I discuss in chapter two are more than simply 

external objections to a theory, but rather ones that utilitarians should take seriously from 

within their own approach to moral theorizing.  Section 1.2 ends with the complete 

characterization of the key elements of each approach.   

Finally, in 1.3 I will briefly discuss a version of what has come to be called “the 

demandingness objection” to classical utilitarianism.  My aim in discussing this objection 
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is to further explain the livability approach by distinguishing the notion of a livable 

theory from the notion of a motivationally accessible theory.   

 

1.1 Two Approaches to Moral Theory and Moral Improvement 

1.1.1  Two Levels of Conflict 

All moral theories provide an account of, and explain the importance of, 

conventional morality -- our moral rules, practices, etc.  Furthermore, moral theories do 

this by providing the underlying justification, call it the “normative justification”, for why 

the basic features of conventional morality are important.  From this basic account of 

moral theory we can see that there are at least two levels at which moral theories can 

conflict.   

The first level is the level of the normative justification itself.  Consider, for 

example, the practice of keeping promises.  One theory, say one inspired by Mill, might 

appeal to the good consequences that result from following this practice.  Another theory, 

say one inspired by Aristotle, might justify the practice by appealing to the independent 

value of living virtuously.  Both theories agree that the conventional norm is correct, but 

offer a different justification for why it is correct.   

There is a second level, though, where moral disagreement might arise.  For we 

can also disagree over the criteria we use to evaluate the normative justification offered 

by any particular theory.   That is, we can disagree over what counts as good normative 

justification.    But, how do we figure this out?  How do we evaluate the normative 

justification a theory offers?   
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For most moral theorists, we are not simply left with our intuitions here.  This is 

because we can appeal to the aims of moral theory and ask how well a theory, and its 

accompanying account of what justifies our moral norms, achieves those aims.  

Furthermore, there is general agreement over what those aims are.   

The aims of moral theory fall into one of two categories: theoretical aims and 

practical aims. 4  Theoretical aims are explanatory aims of moral theory.  They include 

offering an account of what makes an action right, offering an account of what makes an 

agent good or virtuous, and offering an account of what makes valuable things valuable.  

The practical aims are most commonly associated with the aim of “guiding action”.  

These aims include the aim of making reliable decision-making strategies available to 

individuals, as well as the aim of offering a perspective from which to evaluate desires, 

institutions, or personal goals. All of these are ways in which a theory can inform 

practice. 

While there is widespread agreement over the general contours of the theoretical 

and practical aims, there is also room for interpretation.  For example, there can be 

disagreement concerning what counts as a “reliable decision-making strategy.”  While I 

think that interpretations of these various aims can be disputed, I do not think that 

disagreement concerning the correct interpretation of these aims is intractable.  

Moreover, I do not think the interpretations of these aims really do, in fact, vary all that 

much, despite appearances.  Section 1.2 and appendices 1-2 of this dissertation make the 

case that classical utilitarians and defenders of eudaimonistic virtue ethics, for example, 

                                                
4 See Appendix 1 for a more detailed account of the theoretical and practical aims of moral theory. 
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share a great deal in common when it comes to the aims of moral theory (among other 

things, we all want our theories to offer true accounts of what’s valuable, as well as 

provide decision-making strategies; we just disagree over the best way to do this).  This 

should make the job of agreeing on what criteria to use in evaluating moral theories 

easier.      

This raises a worry.  If there is widespread agreement over the general contours of 

the theoretical and practical aims of moral theory and this could, at least in principle, 

provide us with a list of criteria for evaluating moral theories that we can all agree on, 

why is there not more agreement over acceptable modes of normative justification?  To 

take just one example, why do virtue ethicists find utilitarian justifications not only 

objectionable, but often highly objectionable, and vice-versa?  

The thesis of this chapter is that disagreement over the criteria we adopt when we 

are evaluating moral theories arises, to a large extent, as a result of the acceptance of 

different approaches to moral theory.  I submit that whether one finds a particular 

approach appealing has less to do with (but is not entirely unrelated to) how one 

understands the theoretical and practical aims of moral theory, and it has more to do with 

the methods one adopts as one inquires into the nature of morality.  In other words, how 

one conceives of the source of moral truths (where to look) and the methods one adopts 

in discovering these truths (how to find it) play a large role in determining how one 

judges the success of a moral theory.  So, in what follows, I take for granted that there is, 

at a general level, agreement concerning what a good moral theory will do.  My focus, 
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then, will be on differences concerning both the method of inquiry and the conception of 

the relationship between the moral philosopher and her subject matter.        

  

1.1.2 Detached Inquiry vs. Immersed Inquiry 

In The Therapy of Desire, Martha Nussbaum points out that during much of the 

twentieth century Hellenistic ethics was neglected.   Her aim in writing the book, then, is 

to argue for the relevance of Hellenistic ethics to contemporary ethical problems, 

particularly problems related to relieving human suffering.5   

She draws an important contrast between Hellenistic ethics and modern, academic 

moral philosophy in the Western tradition.  This contrast is helpful in assessing the 

central, animating idea of the whole book.  Nussbaum states, 

On the one hand, these philosophers [the Hellenistic philosophers]  
were still very much philosophers – dedicated to the careful 
argumentation, the explicitness, the comprehensiveness, and the  
rigor that have usually been sought by philosophy…On the other  
hand, their intense focus on the state of desire and thought in the  
pupil made them seek a newly complex understanding of human 
psychology, and led them to adopt complex strategies – interactive, 
rhetorical, literary – designed to enable them to grapple effectively  
with what they had understood.  In the process they forge new  
conceptions of what philosophical rigor and precision require.  In  
these ways Hellenistic ethics is unlike more detached and academic  
moral philosophy that has sometimes been practiced in the Western 
tradition.6        

 
The contrast here is between, what Nussbaum calls, a detached inquiry and an immersed 

inquiry.  The difference concerns the perspective we adopt as we inquire.   

                                                
5 Nussbaum has in mind issues such as world hunger, disease and political oppression.  See M. Nussbaum, 
The Therapy of Desire, Princeton University Press, 1996. 
6 Ibid. pg. 4 
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One common picture of scientific inquiry provides the clearest way to understand 

the idea behind a detached inquiry.  On the view of science I have in mind, the scientist 

inquires into nature free of any influence from her own individual or cultural framework.  

Instead, she investigates in a “pure” manner.  As Nussbaum states,  

Their [the scientists’] task is to walk up to the world of nature (as Plato’s 
souls walk to the rim of heaven), to look at it, and to describe it as it is, 
discovering its real permanent structure.  Their inquiry might lead 
anywhere at all; it is constrained only by the way things really are “out 
there”.7 
 

We call this kind of inquiry “detached” because, when we engage in it, we insulate 

ourselves from our usual immersed perspective.  When inquiring this way one does not, 

for example, ask questions that reflect a concern particular to oneself, and one aims to do 

away with cultural bias in evaluating various answers.  When we engage in this type of 

inquiry we are disengaged from personal concerns and our personal point of view -- we 

look for a truth independent of human desires, hopes, and fears. 

 The idea of an immersed inquiry, in contrast, can be explained by looking at the 

theory and practice of medicine.  A doctor does not confront nature in a detached way, as 

the natural scientist described above does.  Rather, a doctor must try to understand the 

nature of disease and the norms of health from the perspective of human beings who are 

actively involved in living.  The norms of health, that is, do not come from a detached 

inquiry into the independent nature of health.  Rather, they come from investigating what 

people do, say and feel.  As Nussbaum says,  

It [medicine] takes very seriously their [the patients’] pains and  
pleasures, their own sense of where health and flourishing lie.  Its  

                                                
7 Ibid. pg. 18 
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aim is to help; that aim can never be completely separated from the 
patient’s own sense of the better and worse.8 

 
That is, the norms of health, those the doctor uses to guide her, are rooted in and 

connected to the attitudes and beliefs people already have about health.9 

  This account of medicine may sound somewhat odd to modern ears, considering 

the fact that modern science and modern medicine are closely related.  Consider, though, 

Nussbaum’s argument for why medicine cannot be a detached inquiry.  The first step is to 

imagine what a detached medical inquiry might look like.  Nussbaum states, 

Consider now a medical inquiry conducted on the rim of the  
heavens by pure souls, without any knowledge of the feelings,  
needs, pleasures, and pains of actual living creatures…Think  
of these heavenly doctors trying to come up with an account of  
health and the healthy life, independently of any experience they 
may have of the desires and ways of life of the creatures they are  
going to treat.  They do concede that to apply these norms to a group  
of patients, they will need to know something about their current  
state.  For they cannot treat a disease without recognizing its  
symptoms and measuring these against their paradigm account of  
health.  What they deny, however, is that the norm of health itself  
derives in any way from the condition, or the wishes, of the patient.   
It is “out there” to be discovered and then applied to their case.10 

 
Once we see what the detached medical inquiry looks like, we can immediately see why 

it would imply absurd conclusions.  Consider the case Nussbaum constructs, 

Suppose our heavenly doctor comes down from the rim of heaven  
and announces, “See this condition of body that you, poor old woman, 
find intolerably painful and crippling?  Well, that’s an example of  

                                                
8 Ibid, pg. 19 
9 This will raise question concerning whether, and to what extent, the doctor can revise a patients attitudes 
and beliefs about health.  Nussbaum points out that doctors do revise patients’ beliefs, just not in a way 
disconnected from all of the patient’s attitudes.  That is, the correct norm of health will be recognizable to 
the patient even if, in its revised form, it is significantly different from the one the patient started out with. 
10 Ibid, pg. 19 
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what health is, as I have discovered by consulting the sort of knowledge 
that resides in true being.  You children there: you say you are hungry; 
you cry.  But that too is health; and you will be making cognitive progress 
if you learn to see things this way, and accept the wisdom of the 
universe.”11  

 
Our reaction to such a doctor would be that she is terribly callous to the sufferings of 

human beings, but also, as Nussbaum states, that she “cannot be right”.  Something has 

gone wrong and the problem concerns applying such a detached perspective to a subject 

matter that is so intimately connected to the way people live.  Nussbaum sums this point 

up by saying, 

Health does not have an existence up there in heaven, totally apart  
from people and their lives…It is a constituent of the form of life  
of a living species; and it is to the form of life of the species, and  
the experiences involved in living it, that the doctor must look in 
constructing a norm.12 

 
An immersed inquiry, then, is one where we discover a norm by looking at the 

“form of life” of a particular kind of thing.  In the medical case above, we are talking 

about humans.  In other cases, (other animals or the functioning of a city or an institution) 

we have to talk about different norms and base them on a careful understanding of that 

subject matter. 

 So, what do we say about moral inquiry and, particularly, the sort of inquiry we 

engage in when we do normative moral theory?  Do moral philosophers discover norms, 

and the normative justification for them, via a detached or an immersed inquiry?  On the 

face of it, it looks as though the history of philosophy gives us two very different 

                                                
11 Ibid. Pg. 19-20 
12 Ibid. Pg. 20 
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answers.  One comes from the attempt to make moral theory a kind of science and the 

other from the attempt to make moral theory more therapeutic. 

 

1.1.3  The Systematic Approach vs. The Livability Approach 

In The Methods of Ethics, Sidgwick explains that one aim of moral theory is to 

“throw the morality of common sense into scientific form.”13 He means that a moral 

theorist aims to discover the basic principles that underlie common sense morality.  

Further, it is from these principles that a more consistent, “scientific” morality can be 

derived.  Sidgwick states,  

We should expect that the history of moral philosophy – so far 
at least as those whom we may call orthodox thinkers are 
concerned – would be a history of attempts to enunciate, in 
full breadth and clearness, those primary intuitions of Reason, 
by the scientific application of which the common moral 
thought of mankind may be at once systematized and 
corrected.14  

 

By a “systematic” theory Sidgwick means one that imposes structure onto our common 

moral thought that either is not already there or is so buried in our confused thinking that 

it takes careful analysis for us to discover the structure.  Once we discover this structure, 

though, Sidgwick hoped that we would be able to achieve a kind of moral clarity 

                                                
13Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, Hackett Publishing, New York, seventh ed. with a foreword by 
John Rawls, 1981; pg. 338.   
14 Ibid. pgs. 373-74 
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comparable to that in science.  Sidgwick thought that working to achieve the theoretical 

aims of moral philosophy involves constructing a “Science of Right.”15  Sidgwick states,  

Starting with the reality and validity of moral distinctions, [the Science of 
Right] shall explain their mental and social origin, and connect them in a 
logical system of thought.16 
 

That is, Sidgwick’s “Science of Right” will help us construct norms that are free from 

conflict, cultural bias and are, in a sense, “perfected”.17  Moreover, in trying to achieve 

the theoretical aims of moral philosophy, Sidgwick describes the ideal he is aiming at.  

The ideal is one where, 

Our notion of justice suddenly became so clear that in every conflict  
that is now going on between individuals and classes and nations,  
every instructed person could at once see what justice required with  
the same absolute certainty and exactness with which a mathematician  
can now see the answer to a problem of arithmetic.18  

 

 These quotes certainly make it look as though Sidgwick is conducting a detached 

inquiry into the nature of morality.  By emphasizing precision, the construction of a 

“system”, and “correcting” common sense, we can see that Sidgwick is aiming to make 

moral progress by improving the status of our moral knowledge.  He will improve the 

status of our moral knowledge, moreover, by discovering the truths that underlie 

morality.  The above picture of the moral philosopher bears a striking resemblance to the 

picture of the scientist who aims to improve the status of our knowledge of nature by 

                                                
15 Henry Sidgwick Practical Ethics, Essay 2, An address delivered to the London Ethical Society on April 
23, 1893, and published in the International Journal of Ethics, October, 1893, under the title ``My Station 
and its Duties''. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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discovering the underlying principles behind natural phenomena.  We will return in a 

moment to the question of the extent to which classical utilitarians, like Sidgwick, 

accepted this view of the moral philosopher.  But, first we need to ask whether the history 

of moral philosophy contains an example of an immersed inquiry. 

Consider what Aristotle says about his project in the Nicomachean Ethics.  After 

discussing some preliminaries in book I, Aristotle says 

 Let us, then, begin again.  Since every sort of knowledge  
and decision pursues some good, what is the good we say  
political science (politike) seeks?  What, in other words, is the highest  
of all the goods achievable in action?  As far as its name goes,  
most people virtually agree; for both the many and the cultivated  
call it happiness (eudaimonia), and they suppose that living well  
and doing well are the same as being happy.  But they disagree  
about what happiness is, and the many do not give the same answer  
as the wise.19 

 

Here, Aristotle is giving us the starting point for ethical inquiry, it is eudaimonia (or 

human happiness).  We can see that the goal of Aristotle’s inquiry is not to establish 

fundamental principles (the way Sidgwick wanted), but to give the best account of 

something we are all seeking; namely, to live worthwhile lives. 20   Aristotle’s approach is 

an extension of what we are already doing, whether philosophers or not.  Aristotle is 

assuming we all want to lead worthwhile lives21 and he is trying to answer the question 

“Well, what is this that we all are seeking?”  “What is a worthwhile life?” 

So, how is this an immersed inquiry?  The point is that right from the beginning 

the inquiry applies to you, the reader.  For example, it is easy to imagine a teacher who is 

                                                
19 EN 1.4, 1095a14 
20 EN books 1&2 express this as a goal in the ethics. 
21 Though this can be challenged, I think this is not too big an assumption. 
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trying to get his students to do the assigned reading saying “You want to be happy, don’t 

you?  Well, then listen up, because Aristotle is going to tell you what happiness is.”   

Furthermore, we can easily imagine it working.  While we might disagree with 

Aristotle’s answer, it works because Aristotle’s project is not disconnected from what 

people are already doing.  

Notice how different the teacher’s question sounds when we replace “happiness” 

with “right-action”.  “You are trying to perform the right action, aren’t you?  Well, then 

listen up, because Sidgwick is going to tell you the underlying features that make right 

actions right.”  While we can make sense of that, I think we have to stretch quite a bit to 

imagine it actually getting the students to read.  And, contrary to what some might say, it 

is not because the students are immoral or just do not care about morality, the problem 

concerns the question.   

  I am suggesting, then, that what is initially compelling about Aristotle taking 

eudaimonia as his starting point is that it makes his inquiry an immersed one.  As such, it 

is more similar to the inquiry of the doctor asking about a healthy human life.  The aim of 

trying to gain a better understanding of human happiness (or eudaimonia) is much like 

the aim of trying to gain a better understanding of what a healthy human life looks like. 

 The aim of this section was to offer an initial characterization of the two basic 

approaches that stand out as prominent in the history of moral philosophy.  The first, call 

it “the systematic approach”, is influenced by a particular model of scientific inquiry.  On 

this model, we inquire into our subject matter in a “detached” way in order to find the 

underlying principles or truths that can help unify and systematize our beliefs and lead to 
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knowledge.  The second, call it “the livability approach”, is influenced by the model of 

medical inquiry.  On this model, we inquire into our subject matter in an “immersed” way 

in order to gain a better understanding of the activities and ways of life particular to a 

certain kind of thing (in the case of ethics, good human lives).  Further, it appears as 

though two of the most dominant traditions of ethical thought in the Western 

philosophical tradition, eudaimonism and utilitarianism, adopt different approaches (the 

livability and the systematic approach, respectively).  So, we have a working picture of 

the deeper issues involved in the debates in normative ethics.   

In the next section, I will point out that things are not so simple.  This is because 

Mill and Sidgwick both, at times, saw themselves as engaging in an immersed inquiry, 

not a detached, scientific one (despite Sidgwick’s apparent claims to the contrary).  

Finally, I will briefly discuss one argument in favor of the livability approach as an 

indication of the direction I take in chapter two.   

 
1.2 Classical Utilitarianism and the Concern for Livability 
 
 While the search for the “fundamental principle of morality” can look as though it 

is a detached inquiry, there is simply too much evidence to the contrary.  The case with 

Mill is complicated, but interesting (see Appendix 2).  While it would be too off topic to 

get into the details in this section, two important points about Mill should be noted.   

 This first is that Mill was concerned to give an account of human happiness from 

an “immersed” perspective.  One of his primary concerns in giving the proof of the 

principle of utility, for example, is to show how it is that happiness is not desired as an 

end distinct from other things we think of as good in themselves.  That is, happiness, 
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according to Mill, is a complex end and, as such, includes the various things (like 

friendship, the exercise of talents and virtue) we think of as good in themselves and not 

simply good as a means to the further end of happiness.  Mill states, 

  The ingredients of happiness are very various, and each of  
them is desirable in itself, and not merely when considered as  
swelling an aggregate.  The principle of utility does not mean  
that any given pleasure, as music, for instance, or any given  
exemption from pain, as for example health, are to be looked  
upon as a means to a collective something termed happiness,  
and to be desired on that account.  They are desired and desirable  
in and for themselves; besides being means, they are a part of  
the end.22    

 
Furthermore, because of the varied and complex nature of happiness Mill thought 

that to understand what the principle of utility requires of us we cannot rest content with a 

sketchy and vague understanding of what makes people happy.  As J.B. Schneewind 

points out, Mill was concerned with such pressing social issues as alcoholism and drug 

addiction.23  Mill was not interested in these issues as a disinterested observer.  Rather, he 

was interested in what new things one can learn about happiness from looking at the 

choices (good and bad) that people from all walks of life make.  This concern for 

“experiments in human happiness” seems very much in line with the livability approach. 

 The second point is that Mill thought the principle of utility should guide not only 

legislators and policy makers, but also the general populace.  That is, he thought the 

principle of utility could form the basis of a good life. In Mill’s autobiography he 

discusses the personal transformation he experienced as a result of studying Bentham’s 

                                                
22 Utilitarianism, 4.5 
23 Unpublished lecture, “What would Mill say about CEO’s who make so much money?” 
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An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, his first sustained study of 

the principle of utility.  Mill states, 

  The feeling rushed upon me, that all previous moralists were 
superseded, and that here indeed was the commencement of  
a new era in thought…The “principle of utility”, understood  
as Bentham understood it, and applied in the manner in which  
he applied it through these three volumes, fell exactly into its  
place as the keystone which held together the detached and  
fragmentary component parts of my knowledge and beliefs.   
It gave unity to my conceptions of things.  I now had opinions;  
a creed, a doctrine, a philosophy; in one among the best senses  
of the word, a religion; the inculcation and diffusion of which  
could be made the outward purpose of a life.24 

 

Mill’s discussion of the principle of utility as something that formed the cornerstone of a 

quasi-religious world-view is telling.  What Mill means here by “the principle of utility” 

is ‘the Benthamic standard of “the greatest happiness”’,25 which refers to the standard of 

judging the rightness of an act based on whether it contributes to the greatest happiness 

for the greatest number.  In other words, we evaluate actions in terms of whether they 

contribute to the production of neutral value.26  Understood in this quasi-religious way 

the principle of utility is supposed to unify Mill’s conceptions of the world.  It is 

supposed to make sense of every aspect of his life and guide his choices.  So, in Mill’s 

own case, learning the principle of utility shaped him.  This attitude towards the principle 

that forms the basis of the utilitarian moral theory shows Mill’s concern to develop a 

livable moral theory.  

                                                
24 From the Collected Works of John Stuart Mill Autobiography, pgs. 67 & 69.  
25 Ibid. pg. 67 
26 For a good discussion of neutral value see Michael Smith “Immodest Consequentialism and Character”. 
Utilitas, 2001 
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 The case of Sidgwick is much the same.  One might expect, from the discussion 

in section 1.2, that Sidgwick would be less concerned with common sense morality than 

Mill.  This is not true.  In the second essay of Sidgwick’s Practical Ethics, he explains 

the connection between the theoretical aim of constructing a “Science of Right” and the 

importance of adopting an “immersed” perspective.   

Sidgwick is clear that the philosopher’s theoretical aim is to,  

…eliminate error and contradiction from current morality, reduce  
all valid moral perceptions and judgments to their elements or first  
principles, and present them as connected in a logical system of  
thought.27 

The question arises, then, is this a job only for experts (philosophers)?  Surprisingly, 

Sidgwick’s answer is “no”.  Those who are not trained in the methods of philosophy or 

the rest of the social sciences play a central role, according to Sidgwick, in achieving the 

theoretical aim of constructing a “Science of Right”.  Sidgwick states, 

There are serious reasons for thinking that the work undertaken  
cannot be thoroughly well done by philosophers alone; partly  
because alone they are not likely to have the requisite knowledge  
of facts; and partly because their moral judgment on any  
particular question of duty, even supposing them to have  
obtained all available information as to the particular facts  
of the case, is not altogether to be trusted, unless it is aided,  
checked, and controlled by the moral judgment of persons  
with less philosophy but more special experience.28 

  
There are two ways in which people other than philosophers and social scientists provide 

necessary information for constructing a norm, according to Sidgwick. 

                                                
27 Essay 2, “My Station and its Duties”. 
28 Ibid. 
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 The first way concerns the “knowledge of the facts”.  What Sidgwick means by 

this is that we can only construct a norm of a good human life by having, 

  A comprehensive and varied knowledge of the actual opportunities  
and limitations, the actual needs and temptations, the actually  
constraining customs and habits, desires and fears, of all the  
different species of the “general man”29 

Of course, this is not enough to establish that Sidgwick was concerned to discover the 

principles underlying moral norms by adopting an immersed perspective.  It may be the 

case that “knowledge of the facts,” in Sidgwick’s sense, does not help in the construction 

of the content of the norm.  Rather, what we learn about the “general man” may only help 

us understand how the norm can be applied in particular cultural and historical 

circumstances.  This is the idea that in order for a norm to be applicable (or, possibly, 

binding) in any particular case it must be “motivationally accessible” to the agent to 

whom it applies.30  In short, people must have the capability, they must be 

psychologically constructed, so that they can act in accordance with the norm.  In 

contrast, a livable moral theory takes the investigation into human beings’ actual beliefs 

and desires as essential to constructing the content of the norm.   

 The concern for inquiring from an immersed perspective is expressed in 

Sidgwick’s second reason for why the morality of common sense is indispensable in the 

construction of a “Science of Right”.  The second reason is that the moral judgment of 

the philosopher needs to be checked and guided by the judgment of persons with “less 

philosophy, but more special experience” Sidgwick states, 

                                                
29 Ibid 
30 For a recent explanation of motivational accessibility, see S. Scheffler The Rejection of 
Consequentialism. 
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  The philosopher’s practical judgment on particular problems of duty  
is liable to be untrustworthy, unless it is aided and controlled by the 
practical judgment of others who are not philosophers…It may be  
thought that so far as a philosopher has a  sound general theory of right,  
he must be able to apply it to determine the duties of any particular  
station in life, if he has taken due pains to inform himself as to that  
station and its circumstances.  And this would doubtless be true if his 
information could be made complete; but this it cannot be.  He can only 
learn from others the facts which they have consciously observed and 
remembered; but there is an important element in the experience of 
themselves and their predecessors – the continuous experience of social 
generations – which finds no place in any statement of facts or reasoned 
forecast of consequences that they could furnish; it is only represented  
in their judgments as to what ought to be done and aimed at.  Hence it is a 
common observation that the judgments of practical men as to what ought 
to be done in particular circumstances are often far sounder than the 
reasons they give for them; the judgments represent the result of 
experience unconsciously as well as consciously imbibed; the reasons 
have to be drawn from that more limited part of experience which has 
been the subject of conscious observation, information, and memory.  This 
is why a moral philosopher, in my opinion, should always study with 
reverant care and patience what I am accustomed to call the Morality of 
Common Sense.31 

 

This long quote explicitly states the sort of view we can only infer from Mill’s 

scattered comments in Utilitarianism.  It establishes the importance of studying common 

moral thinking and the moral judgment of people who are, as Sidgwick says in the next 

paragraph, “in the thick and heat of the struggle of active life.”  In stark contrast to the 

way a scientist, for example, might think of “folk wisdom” about his specialized area, 

Sidgwick seems to think that what we might call “folk morality” is a sort of repository for 

unarticulated moral wisdom.  The “continuous experience of social generations” shapes 

our moral practices and informs (in a way we might not be fully aware of) our moral 

judgments.   
                                                
31 Ibid. 
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 To be clear, what is striking about Sidgwick’s reason for studying common sense 

morality, is not his belief in the underlying wisdom passed down from generation to 

generation.  It is, rather, his method of discovering moral truths by adopting an immersed 

perspective.  This is at odds with the emphasis he places on “systematizing” and 

“correcting” common sense, which he discusses elsewhere. 

 The above discussion should make clear that the debate between a classical 

utilitarian and an Aristotelian-inspired eudaimonist theory cannot be as simple as it 

initially seems.  The classical utilitarian’s concern for discovering “first principles” that 

will help us make common sense morality “scientific”, then, should not be taken to imply 

a detached inquiry.   

This raises a problem.  If both a utilitarian and an Aristotelian aim to construct 

livable theories, and this entails a similarity in their methods of inquiry (that is, they both 

aim to gain a deeper understanding of common sense morality by adopting a critical, but 

immersed perspective) why do they come to such drastically different accounts of the 

basis of ethics?  The intellectual history here is very interesting32, but I am interested in 

explaining the philosophical reasons for these differences. 

 There are two potential answers to this question.  The first is that, though 

eudaimonists in the tradition of Aristotle and classical utilitarians both advocate an 

immersed inquiry, social and historical circumstances will play a very large role in 

determining the results of that inquiry.  That is, common sense morality is constantly 

changing as society evolves.   

                                                
32 See, for example, B. Williams “Sidgwick and the Point of View of the Universe” in Making Sense of 
Humanity. 
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 Sidgwick was keenly aware of this point and took it to constitute one of the 

biggest, if not the biggest, obstacle to achieving the aims of moral theory.  He states, 

  How can we find in this moving, though slowly moving, mass  
of traditional rules and sentiments, which is the element in which  
our outward moral life is necessarily lived, any stable foundation  
on which to build, and to invite others to build, the structure of a  
good life?33 

That is, the subject matter of our inquiry involves elements that are not fixed, but 

constantly changing, though very slowly.  This will create problems when we try to find 

something that underlies and unifies the outwardly different moral norms and practices of 

various generations and societies.  Sidgwick’s example of a constantly evolving moral 

practice is the changing nature of family life throughout history.  He states, 

  Take, for instance, the family relations.  As we trace these down  
the stream of time we see them undergoing remarkable changes,  
both in extent and content.  The mutual claims of kindred more  
remote than the descendants of the same parents or grandparents,  
which in primitive times are strong and important, become feeble  
and evanescent as civilization goes on…when, then, from this  
historic survey we turn to scrutinize our own ideal of family duty,  
how are we to tell how much of it belongs to mere tradition, which  
the river of progress will sweep away, and how much belongs to  
the indestructible conditions of the well-being of life, propogated  
as human life must propogate?34 

 
According to Sidgwick, taking a critical look at our moral norms and separating 

those elements that are merely traditional from those that are universal and shared in 

common between all human societies is an immensely difficult task.35 

                                                
33 Practical Ethics, essay 2. 
34Ibid.  
35 Of course, the tradition of ethics derived from Aristotle gives us a much clearer theoretical approach, 
even if it is just as difficult to apply in practice.  This is the appeal to nature, specifically human nature.  For 
an Aristotelian, the appeal to our nature as rational beings who deliberate, will help us distinguish between 
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  So, if we accept Sidgwick’s claim that the moral practices and norms that 

different societies at different times follow bear almost no resemblance to one another, 

we may think that this same reason explains the conflicting conclusions that different 

philosophers come to in investigating the nature of common sense morality.   

This sort of explanation falls a bit flat, however, if we think of the present.  For, at 

present, there are similarly situated thinkers investigating common sense morality who 

come to differing conclusions and the above explanation does not account for this 

common occurrence.  Also, there is another explanation, one that involves differing ways 

of understanding an important aspect of the theoretical aim of moral theory.  

The second explanation for the difference between classical utilitarianism and 

Aristotelian eudaimonism is that classical utilitarians adopted elements of a systematic 

approach, which simply conflict with the livability approach.  It is important to note, also, 

that the elements of a systematic approach that classical utlitarians accepted remain 

influential in the current practice of moral theory, so it is worth saying something about 

this tension. 

Bernard Williams has noted that, 

 In the Methods of Ethics he [Sidgwick] certainly came to think  
that a system was needed that would ideally possess properties  
of clarity, reflectiveness and consistency…The notion that this  
is what moral philosophy should produce, and that this is what  
gives it power to combat the irrational, the merely personal and  
the merely habitual, is one that is still very influentially with us  
today.   

                                                                                                                                            
aspects of a particular morality that arise specifically because of tradition (culture, history, etc…) and 
those, probably more general, aspects rooted in something common to all members of our species. 
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Section 1.2 provided ample evidence to support Williams’ view of Sidgwick.  What this 

shows us is that, though Sidgwick adopted an immersed perspective in his investigation 

into common sense morality, he remained committed to a certain understanding of what 

such an inquiry would yield.  That is, it would yield a system.    

Sidgwick’s emphasis on science suggests that “systematicity” takes the form of a 

demand that the theory be put in a “hierarchical” structure where some principles are 

taken as “basic” in the sense that they justify other principles of the theory, but are not 

themselves justified in this way. 36   In the case of consequentialist theories like 

Sidgwick’s the principle of utility is taken as basic.  The philosopher, then, justifies 

claims about what the right thing to do is, or the right rules to obey are, ultimately by 

reference to the good state of affairs produced. 37   

At this point, it is helpful to take stock.  The most prominent feature of each 

approach, as I have described them in sections 1.1-1.2, concerns whether the moral 

philosopher adopts a detached or immersed perspective as he inquires.  But, now we can 

see that there is more to each approach and it is important to fill out the details.   

From the initial account of Sidgwick’s utilitarianism in 1.1.1, we can see that the 

suggestion that the moral philosopher is, in some sense, like the “scientist” brings with it 

the idea that the moral philosopher inquires from a detached perspective.  We also see 

that the aim of the inquiry is to articulate a “system” of morality.  Finally, notice that 

Sidgwick thinks important practical outcomes rest on developing the true system of 

                                                
36 See Julia Annas’ Morality of Happiness, Oxford University Press, 1993pgs. 7-10 & Part V. 
37 See Morality of Happiness and Bernard Williams’ “Consequentialism and Integrity” in Utilitarianism: 
For and Against, J.J.C. Smart and B. Williams, Cambridge University Press, 1990. 
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morality.  That is, conflicts will be much more easily adjudicated once we have a 

systematic approach to morality.    These considerations give us three elements that 

constitute what I call “the systematic approach to moral theory”.  The elements are as 

follows: 

1. According to the systematic approach, the moral philosopher inquires 
into the underlying structure of morality from a detached perspective, 
in much the same way as the natural scientist inquires into the 
underlying structure of nature.  

 
2. The moral philosopher aims to systematize morality.  This takes the 

form of discovering the fundamental principles of morality and 
articulating a hierarchical (or foundationalist) structure, where one 
principle is taken as basic. 

 
3. According to the systematic approach, a theory will guide action by 

offering one an organized and clear way of coming to conclusions 
about what one ought to do in particular circumstances.  This is often 
times seen to require a decision-procedure for action. 

 
 

I call 1-3 “elements” to indicate that these features have coalesced into a general 

approach to moral theorizing.  As we can see from the case of Mill and Sidgwick, these 

are not elements that all philosophers who construct systematic theories unambiguously 

endorse.  For example, I think it is safe to say that, in constructing a utilitarian theory, 

Mill and Sidgwick adopted the systematic approach.  However, in their reflections on the 

point of moral theory, for example, they both seem to express concerns that amount to at 

least reservations about 1.  Similarly, different philosophers could express reservations 

about 2 or 3 and still, in constructing their theory, be moved by those same 

considerations.  As far as I can tell, there is no necessary connection between any of the 

elements of the approaches.  
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The livability approach stands in stark contrast to the systematic approach.  From 

Nussbaum’s account of Hellenistic ethics, we can see that the suggestion that the 

philosopher is, in some sense, like the doctor brings with it the idea that the moral  

philosopher inquires from an immersed perspective.  In addition, as opposed to aiming 

for a hierarchical system, we can see that the goal of the philosopher is to develop a more 

defensible and articulate grasp of those aspects of morality that we all already have some 

dim grasp of by the time we start thinking philosophically about ethics.  This might 

include articulating important fundamental goals (like eudaimonia or human happiness), 

or moral rules and other practices.  Here, there is a wide variation as to what a livable 

moral theory might emphasize.  Finally, the improved understanding of morality that a 

philosophical theory gives us will have practical implications, not via a decision-

procedure, but indirectly by clarifying what we take ourselves to be doing when 

observing moral norms or trying to achieve certain personal goals.  These considertations 

give us three elements that constitute what I call “the livability approach to moral 

theory”.  The three elements are as follows: 

1. According to the livability approach, the moral philosopher inquires 
into the nature of morality from an immersed perspective, in much the 
same way as a doctor inquires into the nature of health. 

 
2. The moral philosopher offers clarifications of our understanding of 

central goals, rules and principles of morality.  Furthermore, these are 
features which we, however vaguely, already have some familiarity.  
The moral philosopher is less concerned about what parts of morality 
have priority over which other parts and more concerned with 
improving the learners own grasp of these elements. 

 
3. Moral theories guide action, not via a decision-procedure for action, 

but rather by offering the learner a way to think for herself about how 
to act.  The theory is not seen as an independent source of truths about 
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morality, but rather as a set of coherent and rationally defensible 
reflections that one can use and revise as one encounters novel 
situations.  In this sense, every moral theory is a working theory. 

 

My comments concerning the elements of the systematic approach also hold in 

the case of the livability approach.  I see no necessary connection between the elements 

and no reason why one could not adopt certain elements and not others.  However, these 

elements have, I submit, coalesced into a general approach to moral theorizing.  And they 

express what I take to be the most important “methodological” assumptions underlying 

the development of virtue ethics in the 20th and 21st centuries.  

As this section has shown, there are two general approaches to moral theorizing.  

However, the approaches do not determine, in any strict way, how one constructs a 

theory.  Most importantly, we can see that in the case of classical utilitarianism there 

seems to be a tension.  Sidgwick, and to some extent Mill, aimed to construct a 

systematic theory.  However, this aim does not imply that one must adopt a detached 

perspective (for the principles can come from looking harder at common sense morality).   

What does create problems, for both Mill38 and Sidgwick, is the fact that the aim 

to systematize moral thinking conflicts with large portions of common sense morality.  

That is, it is fairly clear that when we look at common sense morality, we do not find 

something that can be systematized in the way they thought.  In light of this, it is open to 

a classical utilitarian to say we should reject those portions of morality that cannot be 

systematized.  As we will see in chapter two, this move will cause deep problems for a 

                                                
38 For an account of the problem in Mill, see Appendix 2. 
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utilitarian.  And in the final section of this chapter I make some brief remarks about why 

this is so. 

 

1.3 Systematizing Moral Theory and The Demands of Classical Utilitarianism  

Sidgwick thought that when we investigate common sense morality at a fairly 

high level of generality39 we discover three underlying principles.  The first is a version 

of “The Golden Rule”.  One of Sidgwick’s formulations is as follows, 

P1: If a kind of conduct that is right (or wrong) for me is not right  
  (or wrong) for someone else, it must be on the ground of some  

difference between the two cases, other than the facts that I and  
he are different persons. 

The second principle is a principle of prudence and claims that it is rational to pursue 

“one’s good on the whole”.  The clause “on the whole” implies a principle of partiality 

over all the times of one’s life.  Sidgwick states, 

It is not of course meant that the good of the present may not  
reasonably be preferred to that of the future on account of its  
greater certainty: or again, that a week ten years hence may not  
be more important to us than a week now through an increase in  
our means or capacities of happiness.  All that the principle affirms  
is that the mere differeince of priority and posteriority in time is  
not a reasonable ground for having more regard for the consciousness  
of one moment than for that of another.40   

So, the second principle can be given as follows, 

 P2:  It is rational to have an impartial concern for all parts of our  

                                                
39 By a “high level of generality” I mean that we are not simply recording everyday examples of morality.  
Rather, we are trying to look at what particular everyday examples have in common or, as Sidgwick would 
put it, what underlies our everyday moral judgments.  For a good discussion of the distinction between high 
and low levels of generality in Sidgwick’s ethical philosophy, see B. Williams “The Point of View of the 
Universe: Sidgwick and the Ambitions of Ethics” in Making Sense of Humanity. 
40 Methods of Ethics, pg. 381 
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       conscious life. 

Finally, the third principle is a distinctively moral principle and can be termed 

“the principle of universal benevolence” (similar to Mill’s principle of utility).  It can be 

stated as follows, 

 

P3:   Each one is morally bound to regard the good of any other individual  
as much as his own, except in so far as he judges it to be less when 
impartially viewed, or less certainly knowable or attainable by him.41 

  

It is this third principle that has created, and continues to create, deep problems for 

utilitarianism.   

 The general idea behind the principle of universal benevolence is that among the 

class of individuals in question, e.g. persons, we can find no non-arbitrary reason for 

taking the good, or happiness, of any particular individual to be more important or more 

deserving of attention than any other’s.  This rings true to most people, it rings true me. 

 Furthermore, this point does lead me to rethink many of my practices.  For 

example, maybe I could donate more of my income to the needy instead of buying 

popcorn every time I go to the movies, and maybe I should go less often.  I am arbitrarily 

singling myself out as deserving of something as trivial as popcorn, while other people 

are suffering horribly.   

However, there are other concerns, a whole host of them, that are unique to me 

and are not so easily dispensed with.  For example, my friendships are a source of great 

value in my life.  Furthermore, my actions towards my friends embody attitudes of 
                                                
41 Ibid. Pg. 382 
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partiality towards them.  Circumstances are often such that I think I am required to help a 

friend by giving him money or devoting the energy to helping him in some other way, 

even at the cost of not helping others who I am in a position to help and may be more in 

need, but who are not my friends. 

 Parenthood offers an even better example.  Parents recognize requirements to treat 

their children in ways that embody attitudes of partiality towards the child.  They 

recognize that, in many cases, they are required to single out their own child as deserving 

of special treatment, even at the cost of not helping other people they are in a position to 

help and who are more in need, but not their children.  If they failed to act in these ways 

and failed to adopt attitudes of partiality, they feel they would fail as parents. 

 Once we start to reflect on friendship and parenthood, a whole host of similar 

cases follow.  We recognize special requirements to fellow citizens that we do not have to 

people who live in other countries, even if the people in other countries might be more in 

need than the individuals in our own country.  We realize that we have special obligations 

to members of the same religious community, or the people of our town or school or club.  

In short, our associations with others seem to give rise to special requirements that 

involve adopting attitudes of partiality. 

 But, now we are stuck between two conflicting thoughts.  On the one hand, we 

find very compelling the moral ideal expressed in P3, that there is some commonality 

amongst all persons, in virtue of which we cannot reasonably treat some as deserving of 

special treatment.  On the other hand, we have pretty clear cases (and some vague ones 

too, no doubt) of associations that require us to treat certain individuals in ways that 
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embody attitudes of partiality.  If we follow Sidgwick’s method and aim for 

systematicity, our response should be to reject the attitudes of partiality as misleading 

and, ultimately, not justified.  Arguably, no version of a systematic utilitarian theory can 

avoid this consequence. 

 I am raising what has come to be known as “the demandigness objection” to 

consequentialism (or utilitarianism).  Often times, though, this objection is taken to be an 

objection that consequentialist/utilitarian morality is “too difficult” or not “motivationally 

accessible” to beings with emotional and affective constitutions like ours.42  Furthermore, 

a common response to the demandingness objection is that, upon closer inspection, the 

objection is little more than an affirmation of the moral and political status quo.  

The account of livability I have offered in this paper, however, should show us 

that the objection does not have to be taken in these ways.  Rather, from an immersed 

perspective we recognize that our attitudes of partiality and the bonds we form because of 

them are themselves constitutive of a large part of morality, but are in deep tension with 

the fundamental moral principle classical utilitarians claimed to discover.  The argument, 

which I can only sketch here, is not that we cannot sacrifice the demands of family, 

friends and community for the sake of the “greatest happiness for the greatest number”, 

but that we should not make such a sacrifice.43  

                                                
42 See Liam B. Murphy, Moral Demands in Nonideal Theory and Shelley Kegan, The Limits of Morality, 
for accounts of the demandingness objection along these lines.  For an account of the motivational 
accessibility claim, see Sam Scheffler The Rejection of Consequentialism. 
43 I should be clear, my claim does not imply that failing to give (and give a lot) to charities or to help 
others, even around the world, is not a moral failure – it is!  The point that needs explanation is that we do 
not need a consequentialist fundamental principle to establish this.  So, I would argue that we should give 
and help and be charitable, and that failure to do that is a moral failure, but I would reject justifying those 
actions on consequentialist grounds. 
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Conclusion 
 
 In this chapter we have seen that two very different approaches to moral theory 

stand out as prominent in the history of philosophy: the systematic approach and the 

livability approach.  We have also seen what these two approaches involve and the 

models of inquiry that inform them.  The example of Aristotelian-inspired eudaimonism 

is an example of a theory that quite explicitly adopts the livability approach.  In the case 

of classical utilitarianism, however, the case is not so simple.  Mill and Sidgwick appear 

to be pulled both in the direction of engaging in an “immersed” inquiry, but at the same 

time in the direction of systematizing moral thought in a very rigid way.  As we can see, 

this raises serious problems when we encounter deep conflicts in common sense morality.  

Furthermore, understanding that classical utilitarianism is open to the demandingness 

objection because of the aim to systematize moral thinking helps clarify the importance 

of that objection.  The claim that utilitarianism is “too demanding” should be taken to say 

that, in rejecting large portions of common sense morality, utlitiarianism cannot offer a 

serious account of a good human life.  It should not be taken to simply affirm the status 

quo. 

 My conclusions in this chapter are, however, limited.  I should be clear, I am not 

arguing that there could not be a livable utilitarian theory, one that offers a realistic ideal 

of a good human life, its simply unclear that we have one on offer.44  In addition, in 

discussing the demandingness objection I have only gestured at how a eudaimonist theory 

can fair better when it comes to giving an account of common sense morality.  

                                                
44 Dave Schmidtz has helped me see this point. 
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Eudaimonists do not aim to build a system in the way Sidgwick did, so they will avoid 

the sort of tensions that arise for classical utilitarians.  But, this raises a number of 

questions about eudaimonism, two of which are:  How can eudaimonism offer a 

perspective from which to improve and revise morality?  Can a eudaimonist theory guide 

action?  I have not answered these questions.  What should be clear, though, is that the 

eudaimonist approach to answering these questions will involve answering them by 

reference to an ideal of human life rooted in an understanding of what human beings are 

actually like, not from something beyond or outside of that. 
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CHAPTER 2 
DEFENDING LIVABILITY  

 
Introduction 
 

In chapter one, I contrasted two approaches to moral theorizing: the livability 

approach and the systematic approach.  Eudaimonistic virtue ethics is heavily influenced 

by the livability approach and less so by the systematic approach.  The growing 

popularity of virtue ethics by itself warrants a closer investigation into the arguments 

supporting the adoption of the livability approach.  However, there are additional reasons 

to take a closer look at these arguments.  For one thing, many of the arguments offered in 

support of this approach are quite controversial and are often misunderstood.  A closer 

investigation of them will add clarity.  In addition, realizing that a concern for livability 

underwrites a great deal of contemporary virtue ethics helps unify a number of arguments 

in a way that is not always noticed.  Finally, a close look at these arguments helps 

sharpen the notion of a livable moral theory.     

My aim in this chapter is to bring together three such arguments, all of which can be 

seen to support the idea that moral theories should be livable.  The first argument can be 

found in Elizabeth Anscombe’s influential paper “Modern Moral Philosophy.”45  Bernard 

Williams gave the second argument in his response to J.J.C. Smart in Utilitarianism: For 

and Against.46  Finally, the third argument appears in Michael Stocker’s paper “The 

Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories.”47  

                                                
45 Reprinted in Virtue Ethics.  Ed by R. Crisp and M. Slote.  Oxford University Press, 1997. 
46 Cambridge University Press, 1973. 
47 Reprinted in Virtue Ethics.  Ed by R. Crisp and M. Slote.  Oxford University Press, 1997. 
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Two preliminary points are important to keep in mind.  The first is that these are 

largely negative arguments, in the sense that each one was originally formulated as a 

criticism of a particular theory or class of theories.  What is interesting about these 

criticisms, though, is that they are accompanied by positive suggestions concerning the 

direction analytic moral philosophy should take.  I will try to develop the more positive 

side of each argument.  In other words, I will try to show that these philosophers reject 

the views they do because of a substantive view concerning the point of doing moral 

theory.  It is in these more positive aspects of the criticisms where we see the concern for 

livability. 

The second point is that while each argument stresses the moral importance of 

personal relationships (or, more broadly, the moral importance of attitudes of partiality) it 

does not follow that the arguments amount to a mere rejection of impartiality.  In fact, 

none of the arguments completely reject the idea that morality involves some kind of 

impartiality.  By stressing the importance of attitudes of partiality, then, it is better to take 

these arguments as establishing the importance of a theory being livable.  This point 

needs some explanation.   

By an “attitude of partiality” I mean the sort of attitude we must adopt in order to 

fulfill what are sometimes called “special obligations.”48  A “special obligation” is an 

obligation one has toward oneself or another to whom one stands in a special association 

                                                
48I am using the example of “special obligations” because this is how the concern for attitudes of partiality 
typically enters the discussion.  Nothing I am saying commits me to making notions of duty and obligation 
fundamental to morality.  For an illuminating discussion of the philosophical rational behind special 
obligations, see D. Brink “Impartiality and Associative Duties.”  Utilitas Vol. 13, No. 2, July 2001.  
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or relationship.  Examples of special obligations are the obligations we have as parents, 

children, friends, etc.   

Recognizing the moral importance of adopting attitudes of partiality is often thought 

to create a particular problem for Utilitarianism.  This is because Utilitarianism is marked 

by a fundamental commitment to impartiality.  So, there is a real question as to how 

Utilitarianism can account for the value of relationships like friendship and parenthood.  

Why?  Because many (if not all) of these relationships require that one take an interest in, 

for example, one’s friend out of proportion to the impersonal good produced by treating 

one’s friend as special.  In contrast, the utilitarian seems committed to the view that one 

should, in some fundamental way, see one’s actions toward one’s friend as valuable to 

the extent that they promote impersonal good.  So, in stressing the moral importance of 

attitudes of partiality, it is natural to assume that the objector is putting pressure on the 

commitment to impartiality.  In addition, the fact that Utilitarianism is one of the primary 

targets of all the arguments adds to this impression.   

However, the emphasis on attitudes of partiality can be misleading.  For one thing, 

there are a number of aspects of Utilitarianism – its consequentialism, its 

foundationalism, and its commitment to a particular interpretation of impartiality, to 

name a few.  While all the objectors include Utilitarianism as a major target, none of the 

arguments I am discussing are clearly focused on one aspect over another.49  Furthermore, 

stressing the moral importance of attitudes of partiality does not imply that we should 

reject the importance of attitudes of impartiality.  One could argue that it only shows that 
                                                
49 Though Williams states that his problem is with the consequentialist aspect of Utilitarianism, he brings 
in all of these considerations. 
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we should reject making an impartial perspective fundamental to our moral outlook.  Or, 

alternatively, one could argue that it shows the need for a different understanding of 

impartiality.  In addition, two of the arguments I am discussing (Anscombe’s and 

Stocker’s) are intended to create problems for Kantian theories as well.  Kantianism does 

not involve a commitment to the utilitarian interpretation of impartiality.  So, to 

understand what the objectors are getting at by placing an emphasis on attitudes of 

partiality, I suggest that we should focus less on the rejection of a particular interpretation 

of impartiality and more on the point that a theory should be livable.   

In 2.1, I characterize two demands we should place on a moral theory.  The first 

demand asks that a theory include a defensible account of the value of personal 

relationships and important interpersonal associations.  The second demand asks that a 

theory adequately model the virtues.  I discuss these two demands as they apply to 

utilitarianism and then briefly outline how Sidgwick (and most contemporary utilitarians) 

would meet this demand.  I am limiting the discussion to Utilitarianism because the aim 

of the section is to clarify these two crucial demands.  It is important to first characterize 

these demands, and we can then ask whether other theories (like Kantianism or 

eudaimonism) can meet them.     

In 2.2, I discuss each livability argument in turn.  The discussion of each argument 

will not be a thorough treatment of the overall position of each author, but rather an 

explanation of the role that the concern for livability plays in the argument.   

In 2.3, I bring out a general argument form that helps unify the three arguments 

discussed in 2.2.  Unifying these arguments is important because it shows that the 
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common concern to make our moral theories livable underwrites the shift to theories that 

focus centrally on virtue and character.  In addition, it helps us gain a clearer grasp of 

what sort of demand we are placing on moral theories by asking them to be livable. 

 

2.1 Moral Theory and The Virtues 

A normative moral theory should account for our most deeply held convictions about 

morality.  Two deeply held convictions motivate the concern for developing theories that 

make virtue and traits of character central.  The first is that certain personal relationships 

or associations (for example, friendship) are valuable in themselves.  The second is that 

realizing the value at stake in these relationships requires the development of certain 

traits of character involving attitudes of partiality.  For example, in order to be a good 

friend one must adopt an attitude that gives one’s friend special weight in one’s 

deliberations about how to act.  In addition, the agent must see the fact that someone is 

her friend as a justifying reason for acting in certain ways.  On this second point, Michael 

Smith states, 

There are, it seems to me, two related features of the character  
traits constitutive of being a good friend…The first is that, when  
faced with a choice between giving a benefit to her friend, or a  
slightly greater benefit to a complete stranger, then, assuming that  
the consequences of her actions are otherwise identical, a good friend  
will choose to give the benefit to her friend.  The second feature is  
that a good friend is disposed to offer the fact that her friend is her  
friend as a justifying reason for her doing what she is motivated to do.50 

                                                
50 “Immodest Consequentialism and Character.” Utilitas Vol. 13, No. 2, July 2001. 
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While philosophers offer differing accounts of friendship and other personal 

relationships, there seems to be general agreement that what Smith says about friendship 

can be said about other relationships as well (e.g. parenthood or marriage).   

These deeply held convictions give rise to two demands many think we should place 

on moral theories.  That is, given these deeply held convictions concerning personal 

relationships and, also, given that relationships like friendship and parenthood are 

pervasive features of human life, we might expect a normative moral theory to 

accommodate these relationships and account for their importance.  In addition, to 

successfully realize these sources of value one must develop certain traits of character.  

For example, parenthood requires patience and understanding.  Marriage requires loyalty 

and sympathy for one’s partner.  Because of this, we might expect the theory to account 

for the character traits involved in successfully realizing these valuable relationships.   

Once we have these two demands, we can ask how well different theories can meet 

them.  So, how could utilitarianism account for the value of important relationships like 

friendship and parenthood, where such relationships give us very weighty reasons to act 

for the sake of another out of proportion to the impersonal value produced?  In addition, 

can utilitarianism model the virtues required to successfully realize these important 

relationships? 

In defense of utilitarianism, Henry Sidgwick favored the following type of 

‘admirably clear headed’51 response.  The value of such relationships can be 

accommodated within a utilitarian framework once we recognize that relationships 

                                                
51 Brink describes the response this way.  See “Impartiality and Associative Duties” Utilitas, July 2001. 
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marked by attitudes of partiality tend to promote impersonal value and, so, would be 

justified by a principle of utilitarianism.  In the Methods of Ethics Sidgwick states, 

The commonly received view of special claims and duties arising  
out of special relations, though prima facie opposed to the impartial  
universality of the Utilitarian principle, is really maintained by a  
well-considered application of that principle.52 

In particular, recognizing special obligations will be optimal for two reasons, 

according to Sidgwick.53  First, recognizing special concerns as moral demands 

strengthens important sources of pleasure and, in doing this, helps to develop one’s 

capacity for altruism.54  In short, special relations help you learn how to care for others.  

Second, because we form expectations arising out of special relations, failure to meet 

these expectations results in great pain and unhappiness for many people and will, often 

times, result in an overall loss of utility. 

Sidgwick’s view has come to be called ‘indirect Utilitarianism.’ Under indirect 

Utilitarianism, one acts rightly not by a direct application of the utilitarian theory, but 

rather by aiming to inculcate in oneself (and others) those dispositions and traits of 

character that are justified by the utilitarian theory.  According to this view, what makes 

an action right is strictly distinguished from the motivations the lead us to perform the 

action.  Hence, in an important sense, we indirectly perform the right action.        

                                                
52 Henrgy Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics, 7th ed. London, 1907, p. 427. 
53 Ibid, pg. 439.  In the passage I base this on, Sidgwick says there are three reasons, but Sidgwick’s second 
and third reason collapse into what I state as the second reason here. 
54 Ibid. pg. 439.  By “altruism” Sidgwick must have in mind the characteristic of being motivated by 
impartial concern. 
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Indirect utilitarianism remains popular, despite the elitist overtones that some 

versions, particularly those heavily influenced by Sidgwick, bring with them.55  In the 

twentieth century, R.M. Hare argued for a form of indirect utilitarianism according to 

which we distinguish between the common-sense, practical level of moral thinking 

(thinking like the ‘prole’) and the critical, reflective level of moral thinking (thinking like 

the ‘archangel’.)56  Hare thought we could accommodate the apparent tension between the 

impartial demands the utilitarian theory gives and those demands that arise from special 

relations once we notice that utilitarianism is supposed to function at the critical level and 

common-sense moral thinking (albeit revised common-sense) is supposed to function on 

the everyday, practical level.  So the thought “Ought I to help my friend in this particular 

instance, in this particular way?” is not, in practice, to come in contact with the thought 

“What will maximize utility on this occasion?”  Once we see this, we can see why, for an 

indirect utilitarian, utilitarianism can both offer an account of the importance of special 

relations and model the corresponding virtues.  The utilitarian accounts do not need to 

hold that a good friend, parent, or spouse acts from the motive to maximize utility.  Good 

friends, parents and spouses can act from, roughly, the same sort of motives we think 

they should and utilitarianism can make sense of why this is the case.  That is, acting 

these ways is justified by the principle of utility even if, by a strict application of the 

                                                
55 One only needs to consult a few of the many philosophy “blogs” on the internet to see a number of 
strikingly similar accounts and defenses of indirect utilitarianism.  For an interesting account of the explicit 
elitism involved in Sidgwick’s acceptance of an indirect form of Utilitarianism, see B. Schultz Henry 
Sidgwick: Eye of the Universe, Cambridge Press, 2004. 
56 See R.M. Hare, Moral Thinking: Its Levels, Method, and Point. Clarendon Press, 1981. 
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principle, it follows that we should not be motivated by the thought that we are 

maximizing utility.  

There is a glaring problem with indirect utilitarianism.  The problem is that the 

coincidence between the demands of special concerns and the demands of impartial 

concerns is imperfect.  As David Brink states, 

 I may derive more pleasure from interactions with my associates  
than with strangers, but those who are strangers to me have their own  
associates who derive special pleasure from them.  If so, its not clear  
how an impartial concern with happiness explains why I would have  
any reason to privilege the claims of my associates over those who are  
strangers to me but associates of others.  Moreover, often – where the 
beneficiaries are near at hand and the benefits in question are fairly obvious-  
I am just as well positioned epistemically and causally to benefit strangers  
as to benefit my associates.  When this is so, the classical utilitarian has no  
reason to regard an agent’s investments in his friends as a more efficient use  
of his resources…These accounts of special concern within an impartial or 
impersonal perspective appear unable to give a sufficiently robust account  
of special concern.57 

 
Brinks point can be put a bit stronger, however.  Advocates of indirect utilitarianism 

often do not take seriously enough just how frequently the demands arising from special 

relations, in fact, fail to coincide with impartial demands.  Consider, for example, Hare’s 

comments about cases where the two demands fail to coincide.  Hare states, 

 Provided we do not give it a subjectivist or relativist interpretation,  
there is no harm in saying that the right or best way for us to live or  
act either in general or on a particular occasion is what the archangel  
would pronounce to be so if he addressed himself to the question… 
Let us suppose that we are thus criticizing a proposed prima facie  
principle.  What, as legislating members of this kingdom of ends  
(Kant, 1785:75), do we actually think about?  The principle is for use  
in our actual world.  One thing, therefore, that we do not do is to call  
to mind the improbable or unusual cases that novelists, or philosophers  
with axes to grind, can dream up, and ask whether in those cases the  

                                                
57 “Impartiality and Associative Duties” Utilitas, July 2001. 



 
 

63 

outcome of inculcating the principle would be for the best.58 
 
Hare is explicit that he thinks the only cases where the demands of utilitarianism and the 

demands arising from special relations fail to coincide are contrived cases.  He explicitly 

mentions Bernard Williams’ famous examples of Jim and George as one key example.  It 

is true that, as we will see below, the cases Williams constructs are quite far fetched.  As 

I hope to make clear, this does not hurt Williams’ primary aim.  In addition, I will discuss 

cases raised by Anscombe and Stocker, both of which are certainly not at all far fetched, 

but quite common.   

Both Bernard Williams and Michael Stocker suggest that when classical utilitarianim 

was being formulated, important changes in social and economic relations caused people 

to place less importance on personal relationships of the sort that create this problem.59 

Other explanations have been offered.  Whatever the explanation, the move to indirect 

utilitarianism does not seem to take into account the fact that these relationships, almost 

every day, confront us as worthy of pursuit even where maximizing utility is at stake.  

The utilitarian seems unable to model for us why we would think this way.  At most, a 

utilitarian could say that the principle of utility has shaped our practices.  That is, 

utilitarians, like Sidgwick, have argued that the principle of utility plays an implicit role 

in explaining why we view interpersonal relationships the way we do and take them to be 

governed by certain norms.60  As a result, there would be a way of getting from the 

                                                
58 R.M. Hare, Moral Thinking: Its Levels, Method and Point. Clarendon Press, 1981. 
59 B. Williams Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy chpt 10.  M. Stocker “The Schizophrenia of Modern 
Ethical Theories.” 
60 See chapter one of this dissertation and appendix two, as well as Henry Sidgwick’s Practical Ethics, 
Essay 2. 
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principle of utlility to the norms governing these relationships, with some alterations here 

and there.  At worst, a utilitarian has to reduce these relationships to mere bias.  Either 

alternative is deeply unsatisfying as a philosophical account.61 

 At this point, one might push the point.  Why is it so important to meet the 

demands expressed above?  What, exactly, is involved in the failure to achieve these 

aims?  In the next section, I offer an analysis of three powerful, though controversial, 

arguments all of which aim to answer both of these questions. 

 

2.2 The Livability Arguments 

2.2.1 Anscombe on Deliberate Action 

Consider Anscombe’s counter-example to Sidgwick’s view of deliberate action.62  

The example is of a man who is responsible for the care of a child.  There are many 

conditions under which we would say it would be a bad thing for him to deliberately 

withdraw his support for the child.  For example, if he just stopped wanting to or, she 

thinks, even in the case where by doing so he would compel someone else to do 

something admirable.   The circumstance Anscombe considers, however, is the one 

where he must choose between doing something disgraceful and going to jail.  If he goes  

to jail, then he deliberately withdraws support.  If he decides to do the disgraceful thing, 

he does not deliberately withdraw support.   

 Of course, setting up the dilemma this way, as one of deliberately withdrawing 

support if he does not do something disgraceful, is extremely controversial.   It relies on a 
                                                
61 See chapter one for why the first response is unsatisfying. 
62 “Modern Moral Philosophy”, pg. 36 
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view of intention according to which by performing action A one intends consequence x  

(or deliberately brings about x) if x is a foreseeable consequence of A, regardless of 

one’s attitude towards x.  That is, in the case where one does not desire x as a 

consequence and performs the action regretfully he is to be held just as responsible for x 

as he is in the case where he wants to bring x about and does it with no regret.  So, in 

Sidgwick’s view, should the man decide that he cannot justifiably do the disgraceful 

thing despite the fact that it sends him to jail (and thus leads him to withdraw support), 

his feelings of regret and the fact that he did not want to withdraw support make no 

difference to his responsibility.  But, this seems wrong.   

Socrates was in a comparable situation.63   Friends urged him to consider his 

children as he deliberated about how to formulate his defense and whether to escape from 

prison.  During his trial he was clearly aware of the many ways in which he could have 

avoided a death sentence.  That he decided not to do something disgraceful makes a 

difference as to how we think of his responsibility in this case.   

Prominent members of the Athenian state were part of the reason for his being in 

that situation.  There is an important sense, then, in which people in circumstances like 

Socrates’ – circumstances of injustice - are compelled.  Though the action is still the 

result of a decision and the relevant consequences are foreseen, the situation is forced on  

the person and in many cases one acts, but with regret.  That one feels regret, and acts in 

a way that reflects this, is evidence for the existence of such compulsion – and that 

should make a difference as to how we judge the case.  That is, we should see the sense 

                                                
63 See Plato’s Apology and Crito. 
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in which Socrates was not responsible for abandoning his family the way, say, Gauguin 

was responsible.64  

 While the point about responsibility is Anscombe’s primary concern in discussing 

this example, there are two related points she makes that are also important.  The first is 

that in describing (or mis-describing) the situation in such a way that his degree of 

responsibility (for the foreseeable consequences) is the same regardless of how he views 

the situation, Sidgwick’s way of framing the problem will incline one towards doing the 

disgraceful action (of course, assuming the consequentialist calculation turns out that 

way).  And it’s a small step from thinking like that to thinking that the only thing relevant 

to my deliberations are expected consequences and not the intrinsic goodness or badness 

of an action.  As Anscombe says, 

  So that, given that he judges reasonably that no great  
harm will come of it, he can do a much more disgraceful  
thing than withdraw support from a child.65       

For example, it might be the case that he must do something which directly leads to the 

killing, or murder, of another child (of course, as long as the calculation of consequences 

works out that way).  

 Second, as a result of the above view of action – and, in part, because of the 

methodology of being willing to consider extremely farfetched hypothetical cases – 

holding Sidgwick’s view helps to form a more general conception of action that, in turn,  

                                                
64 Of course, if a case could be made for Gauguin being compelled in part by the demands of the artistic 
life, I could raise another contrasting case – like Wilt Chamberlain (who apparently had lots of children as 
he toured playing basketball) or someone else who leaves because he want to avoid the responsibility of 
raising a child. 
65 Ibid. pg. 37 
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  Has the effect of predisposing people – who will never  
get into the situations for which they have made hypothetical  
choices – to consent to similar bad actions, or to praise and  
flatter those imagined as doing them, so long as their crowd  
does so too, when the desperate circumstances imagined  
don’t hold at all.66 

That is, Anscombe thinks that amassing a large number of examples where one would do 

something despicable in order to avoid disastrous consequences has a negative effect on 

one’s conceptions of how one should act more generally.  The way one thinks in the far 

fetched examples finds its way into one’s thinking in actual situations, with the result that 

despicable actions are thought of as possibly the best thing one could do in certain 

situations.  Or as Anscombe puts it, 

  The kind of consideration that would formerly have  
been  regarded as a temptation, the kind of consideration  
urged on men by wives and flattering friends, was  
given a status by moral philosophers in their theories.67    

 So what should we make of Anscombe’s criticism of Sidgwick and what does it 

have to do with understanding ‘livability’?  Anscombe’s argument is important, but not 

necessarily because it’s a good argument.  I think, as stated, its unclear whether 

consequentialism is committed to what she says it is – and surely there are versions of 

consequentialism that can avoid some of what she says it cannot.68  What is important, 

though, is that her argument shows what one can expect from a moral theory if it is to be 

                                                
66 Ibid, pg. 38 
67 ibid, pg. 37 
68 For example, Williams makes the point (in “Consequentialism and Integrity” in Consequentialism and its 
Critics, ed. by Samuel Sheffler,  Oxford Press) that Consequentialists can recognize intrinsically valuable 
actions/things.    
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‘livable’.  We can see this by understanding how she shows that something has gone 

wrong with Sidgwick’s view.   

 The problem is not simply that she has given a counterexample.  That is, it is not 

that Sidgwick’s theory tells the man to abandon the child if the consequences are good 

enough, and we find that counterintuitive.  It is, rather, that the consequentialist does not 

do justice to how the fact that the man is responsible for the child should figure in his 

deliberations.  The Sidgwickean answer to the question “Should I refuse to do the 

disgraceful thing?” may turn out to be the one we think is right, but answering that 

question is only a small part of the moral philosopher’s job.  It’s the reasons why one 

action is thought better than another, along with the account the philosopher gives of the 

situation and how she asks us to think about it, that matters most.  So, even if the correct 

thing to do in this case is the action Anscombe claims the Sidgwickean would support, its 

not because the responsibility to the child, and the failure to meet that obligation, fit into 

the deliberation as (just) another consequence to be tallied up along with the others.  To 

think that way would be to misrepresent the way that consideration should figure in our 

moral thinking.  In addition, it leads to an inadequate model (or, possibly no model at all) 

of the character traits, or virtues, of a good parent.  

The importance of Anscombe’s argument is not simply that she has made a 

conceptual point about what is required to make sense of the notion of ‘deliberate action.’  

In addition to that point, she has suggested that in discussing concrete moral situations, if  
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a moral theory fails to adequately make sense of 69 the various moral struggles we 

encounter and model the virtues, then it fails to offer us practical guidance.  While she 

does not makes this clear in her paper, I think its open to us to say that this guidance does 

not have to come in the form of a decision procedure for action.70  The guidance can 

come in more indirect ways.  That is, often we get far more guidance by coming to 

understand a situation than we ever would by simply being told by a theory what to do.  

As we will see with the next livability argument, the idea that a moral theory should offer 

clear answers or absolute verdicts is part of the problem. 

 

  2.2.2  The Integrity Objection 

In many ways Bernard Williams develops the criticism started by Anscombe.  

Williams criticized consequentialism by focusing on the doctrine of negative 

responsibility. 71  The doctrine of negative responsibility, according to Williams, states 

  If I know that if I do X, O1 will occur and that if I do not do  
X, O2 will occur and that O1 is better than O2, then if I refrain  
voluntarily from doing X, I am responsible for O2.72 

In other words, according to consequentialism when an agent finds himself in a situation 

where he knows he could prevent something from happening – something the prevention 

of which would result in a better overall outcome (or state of affairs) – then to decide not 

to act is to be responsible (“negatively responsible”) for the outcome. 

                                                
69 This involves the correct description of the situation as well as illuminating relevant considerations that 
might not have occurred to us and explaining why they are relevant. 
70 For more on decision-procedures, related problems and alternative approaches to action-guidance, see 
Appendix 1. 
71 “Consequentialism and Integrity” in Utilitarianism: For and Against by J.J.C. Smart and Bernard 
Williams. 
72 Ibid. pg. 
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 This doctrine is applied to two, by now very well known, cases.  The first is the 

case of Jim, a botanist on a research expedition, who stumbles upon a situation in which 

Pedro, the leader of a militant group, is going to kill a number of Indians.  Jim is given 

the choice of killing one Indian himself or refusing to take part at all, in which case Pedro 

will kill all of the Indians.  What should Jim do? 

 The second is the case of George, a recent PhD in Chemistry, who is offered a job 

working at a chemical weapons facility.  If George takes the job, he will be able to 

support his family as well as prevent a chemical weapons zealot from getting the job.  If 

George does not take the job, then his family will suffer and the zealot will make 

extremely dangerous weapons.  But, in that case George will not have to act contrary to 

his principles, which are in conflict with the development of chemical weapons.  Should 

George take the job? 

 The above two situations are similar to (but not entirely the same as) the kind 

often constructed in films and literature.  In the case of the Hollywood action movie, 

along with the main character we, the audience, are inevitably thrown into the struggle: 

do we do something morally abhorrent to prevent worse harm or do we stand by our 

commitments and accept the consequences?  Unfortunately, in Williams’ cases as in real 

life we cannot have it both ways.  There are no action heroes who both stand by their 

commitments and miraculously save the world from disastrous consequences. 

 The cases Williams discusses are not decisive as an argument against (or 

counterexamples to) consequentialism, for it is not at all clear what a consequentialist 
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would or should say about them.  So an important question is: what is so important and 

problematic about these cases for consequentialism?   

The problem Williams is raising is that given consequentialism’s claim to 

describe “the moral point of view” as one of maximizing good (or utility) determined 

from an impartial perspective (counting each party affected with equal weight, including 

the author of the action in question), then once the consequences are determined the 

answer is obvious; but the examples of Jim and George seem to be cases where the 

answer is not obvious - these cases pull us in two directions. 

 Williams constructs these examples so that the consequences can be determined 

fairly easily.  One can see that the world really will be better off in some important sense 

if only one Indian is killed (as opposed to twenty), or if George makes the weapons and 

the zealot does not.  The sense in which the world will be better is the sense of “better” 

which would, for example, be invoked by the Indians’ fellow villagers should they find 

out Jim rejected the proposal and allowed them all to die.  Or, perhaps, the sense of 

“better” invoked by a head of state making a relevantly similar decision in dealing with a 

hostage crisis.   

However, we can also see why it is permissible to decide not to kill the one Indian 

or to refuse to contribute to the production of the weapons.  In doing so, one is taking an 

active part in violating certain deeply held convictions.  By taking part one may be 

keeping even worse things from happening, things others would be doing were the agent 

to refuse to take part; but in taking part one is now active in the morally abhorrent 

projects of others. 
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 It is the tension between the above two perspectives (that of standing by one’s 

commitments vs. counting numbers of saved lives) that causes the difficulty.  So, to see 

Williams’ objection one must first see the sense in which consequentialism, to its own 

detriment, bypasses this tension.  It does so by claiming, in cases like the ones described, 

to provide a clear, obvious answer to the question “what is the right thing to do?” 

 What supports thinking that consequentialism claims there to be an obvious 

answer in these cases is, as I have already stated, that the consequences are capable of 

being determined in a fairly precise way.  However, there is an issue here as to whether 

or not this is right.  Is it really the case that from the consequentialist perspective the 

answer is obvious?  There are two common lines a consequentialist might adopt to try to 

show that these cases, and cases like them, are in fact dilemmas even from a 

consequentialist perspective and not open to clear, obvious moral judgment.73  Both 

involve arguing that, though it seems that the consequences of, for example, Jim’s case 

favor killing the Indians, this may be short sighted.  Each line invokes a different kind of 

effect to show that things are not so clear. 

 The first concerns the effects on the agent himself of performing the task in 

question.  The killing of the one Indian may have such a drastic psychological effect on 

Jim that it would damage all his future relationships (at least the close ones) as well as, 

possibly, result in his causing more pain and distress than he would have avoided by 

accepting Pedro’s offer.   

                                                
73 Williams discusses both of these lines of response and rejects them. 
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This seems unlikely.  It seems more likely that Jim, were he to see things as a 

consequentialist, would be able to recognize the fact that events in the world conspired 

against him and resulted in him having to accept the better of two unhappy options. It 

may have some negative effects, similar to those experienced by people drafted into wars, 

but the negative effects can hardly be said to outweigh the loss of many lives.  It seems a 

stretch for a consequentialist to adopt such a line and it seems somewhat ad hoc to argue 

this way.74 

Even more unlikely is the second kind of effect often invoked.   Consequentialists 

can also point to the effects that Jim’s action might have on the public at large.  It can be 

argued that an action, like Jim’s acceptance of Pedro’s offer, while not having sufficient 

negative effects on Jim’s psychological state to outweigh the loss of life, would have 

negative effects on other people or “the public at large”.  Indeed, highly publicized acts 

of violence done in a way that glorifies it or makes it seem permissible may have 

disastrous negative effects on society.  However, in the case of Jim (and this probably 

holds for most cases), the consequentialist is hard pressed to point to a mechanism by 

which the performance of the action in question will be transmitted to the public at large 

in a way that it results in an overall loss of utility.  

Both of the above two responses seem more like attempts to accommodate a 

strong intuition that runs counter to the consequentialist perspective in a very 

fundamental way than they do attempts to give convincing responses to the cases in 

                                                
74 And if, as consequentialism would say, the killing of 9 Indians does not outweigh the negative 
psychological effects on Jim, we can change the case and raise the number of lives.  Once we get to 20, 30 
or 50 the consequentialist way of thinking will require that Jim kill the one Indian. 
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question (hence the suggestion that they are ad hoc).  The idea that one should be able to 

live with his own actions, independent of what others decide to do, underlies many of our 

intuitions that run counter to consequentialism and are brought out by Williams’ two 

cases.  That is, that living a life with integrity is of great moral value is a deeply held 

conviction.  As the above two responses show, a consequentialist attempt to 

accommodate this intuition can only point to further consequences – but this will never 

work.  Williams thinks the consequentialist needs to offer an account of integrity.  

Explaining why this is so is partly the point, and partly the burden, of Williams’ 

argument. 

So why, exactly, is consequentialism unable to accommodate the perspective 

brought out by Williams’ discussion of the examples?  And what is the perspective 

Williams is pointing to?  The important idea here is the idea of a commitment and the role 

it plays (and should play) in our practical deliberations.   

The most general, and succinct, way to put Williams’ objection to 

consequentialism is that being a consequentialist precludes one from genuinely having 

commitments and, so, living with integrity.  Commitments are important (indeed central) 

to moral action.  So, in not leaving room for the possibility of genuine commitments 

consequentialism fails to accommodate not only a feature of moral thinking and action, 

but also a central feature of moral thinking and action.  

What needs to be shown, for the argument to be complete and convincing, is what 

commitments are and why having them and acting from them in the appropriate way 

(which is part of having them) is so important to morality.  This is a lot to establish and 
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Williams does not establish this much.  However, establishing the objection to 

consequentialism based on the examples Williams raises rests on the possibility of this 

case being made.  So, what can be said in favor of commitments? 

The nature and role of commitments can probably best be seen with the case of 

George.  George’s objections to the development and use of chemical and biological 

weapons, we are to assume, represent a commitment on his part.  How, exactly, to 

characterize his commitment may be difficult and it may vary from person to person.  

Some may think that developing weapons from the fruits of scientific discoveries is 

antithetical to the scientific pursuit itself and, in this way, it undermines the very thing 

that made it possible – it undermines human ingenuity.  Others may object for the same 

reasons one might object to the use of any weapon capable of destroying massive 

numbers of human lives. Or, probably the most common, it’s the unnecessary and terrible 

suffering involved in the use of such weapons that is the cause for objection.  In any case, 

the particular reasons may be important to fully understanding a particular commitment, 

but its not essential to understanding what transforms something from reasons for or 

against something to a chosen commitment one adopts in one’s life.   

A commitment represents not only the appreciation of reasons, but also an attitude 

of having adopted a certain end as one’s own.  This could be characterized in a number of 

different ways.  One could think of it as the endorsement of certain ends (or reasons), 

where endorsement involves rational reflection on and acceptance of desires.  One could 

also think of a commitment as reasons or ends with which one identifies.  In identifying, 

one sees the expression of one’s self in the realization of the end or in the action-done-
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for-that-reason.  Whatever the details (a huge project in itself) the important feature of a 

commitment is that through some process the reasons, and the ends that help characterize 

the commitment, achieve a special status different from other reasons not related to 

commitments.  That special status is what needs explanation.  

Williams seems to understand the special status of commitments as the status that 

a “life project” has.  Moral philosophers have, recently, referred to “projects” in a number 

of different contexts.  In Williams’ argument we are to take the idea of a project as 

explanatory of a commitment.   

One way to understand a project is to understand it as a decision one takes to 

adopt a policy or set of principles, which generate reasons that always trump other 

reasons.  So, in the case of a project of respecting human life, once I am clear in a 

particular case about my conception of what constitutes respecting a human life, I 

perform the action regardless of the consequences (or anything else).  This is a version of 

what Williams refers to as the view that there are some actions which are ‘absolutely 

out’. 

As Williams notes, this is a more extreme view than one needs to take in arguing 

against consequentialism.  For this is to say that there are some reasons that always trump 

all other reasons while all that is needed to deny consequentialism is the claim that,  

C: there are situations in which A would be the right thing to do 
     even though the resulting state of affairs would be worse than  
     if one did some other action available to him.      

Understanding projects, and so commitments as a source of overriding (or trumping) 

reasons seems too strong for the denial of consequentialism.  While the above objections 
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do not count against the truth of such a view, they simply show that such a view is not 

necessary to deny consequentialism. 

 Another view of commitment should be found; one that explains how it is that C 

could be so.  The correct view of commitment, I believe, should be found in a more 

robust conception of agency than consequentialism seems to make room for.  A sketch of 

the idea is as follows. 

 Right action, or moral action, concerns more than simply what someone produces 

by the movements of one’s body (i.e. what causal chains one sets off).  Moral action 

concerns, also, how the action was performed.  This notion of the-way-an-action-is-

performed will have to include the reasons the agent is acting on, the way in which the 

action comes about (did it come about because of those reasons?), and the dispositions 

and emotional/psychological make-up of the agent.75  In short, moral action will need to 

be located in the agent acting as a unified whole.  A project, or commitment, will have to 

stand for the way in which beings like us are capable of acting in a unified way.  Because 

we can reflect on our actions, because we can look into the past (we have histories) and 

project into the future (we can picture the whole “shape” of our lives), our behavior must 

be informed by principles and policies for action.  To shift back and forth between 

different, seemingly incoherent or conflicting ways of acting based on a calculation of the 

production of pleasure or satisfaction of desires (or whatever the bearer of value is for the 

theory in question) is to adopt an odd and disjointed view of one’s own progression over 

time.  A unified conception of one’s engagement with the world is what constitutes a 

                                                
75 See Christine Korsgaard’s John Locke lectures for a much more detailed account of this conception of 
action. 
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“project” and it is when one person’s project comes into conflict with the world that we 

have the sort of moral issue Williams raises with his examples.   

In the case of Jim, its Pedro’s attempt to further the aims of those he works for, or 

maybe his own self-interest, at any cost which comes into conflict with Jim’s project 

(probably of something like respecting and valuing human life) that causes the difficulty.  

The consequentialist way of thinking about moral action misses this fact and this is the 

heart of Williams’ objection.  The consequentialist sees Jim as playing a role in the causal 

chain of the production of value (pleasure, desire-satisfaction, well-being, etc.).  

Moreover, insofar as consequentialism requires the agent himself to deliberate as a 

consequentialist, it asks him to think of himself as a link in a causal chain which can 

swing in, usually, a number of different directions with different outcomes.   

This way of thinking of oneself is in direct opposition to thinking of oneself as 

furthering projects throughout one’s life.  And it is this way of conceiving of ourselves, 

as beings with projects or commitments that critically constitutes the self.  If this is gone, 

the self dissolves, or is at least divided.  That is why Williams believes that 

consequentialism undermines integrity – because it forces us to view our own actions as a 

small part of the production of value instead of the instantiation of value itself.  

Furthermore, I think Williams argues from the perspective of someone who thinks that 

each of us does constitute a self (however conflicted some of us might be).  If my 

interpretation of Williams’ argument is correct, then we can see how it appeals to the 

importance of livability.  The problem with consequentialism, according to the integrity 

objection, is that a person with true projects and commitments cannot be led by the theory 
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and also retain their own self-conception (the theory cannot be held by a true “self”).    

And it is the importance of this self-conception, one we all recognize, which Williams’ 

argument emphasizes in a striking way. 

 

2.2.3  The Schizophrenia Objection  

 
Michael Stocker’s argument in “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories”76 

also emphasizes the importance of a “self” with commitments and projects.  In particular, 

Stocker is interested in how believing and acting on various moral theories results not in 

the dissolution of the self (the way Williams does), but in the psychological 

compartmentalization of conflicting parts of the self with no clear possibility for 

reconciliation.   

In my reconstruction of the argument, I present Stocker as raising two related 

problems.  The first problem is that many of the great goods of human life (like 

relationships of love, friendship, affection, fellow feeling, and community) are impossible 

to realize if we accept and embody the justifications modern moral theories (primarily 

utilitarianism and deontology) offer for how to act.  The second problem is that the only 

response to the first problem, for defenders of such theories, will result in a demand that 

requires a great sacrifice of our own psychological well-being.  As a result, certain core 

values will be compromised and the best a theory can offer us is something far from any 

moral ideal.   

                                                
76 Reprinted in Virtue Ethics.  Ed by R. Crisp and M. Slote.  Oxford University Press, 1997. 
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Like Williams, Stocker’s argument utilizes a by now well-known example.  The 

example (with slight modifications) is as follows. 

Suppose you are in a hospital recovering from a long illness.  You are very bored 
and restless and almost at your wits end when your friend Smith comes in to visit 
you again.  You are now convinced more than ever that Smith is a fine person, a 
real friend – taking so much time to cheer you up, traveling way across town, etc.  
You are so effusive with praise and thanks that he protests.  Smith tells you he 
always tries to do what he thinks will be best (fulfill his moral duty or doing what 
will most make people happy).  At first, you think he is engaging in a polite form 
of self-deprecation, relieving the moral burden.  But the more you two speak, the 
more clear it becomes that he was telling the literal truth:  you start to realize that 
it is not essentially because of you that he came to see you, not because you are 
friends, but because he thought it his moral duty, perhaps as a fellow Christian, or 
whatever.  Maybe its simply because he knows of no one more in need of 
cheering up and no one easier to cheer up.77   
 

In the example, Smith really did come to see you b/c he thinks morality requires it -- not, 

for example, because he was really thinking that much about you.  

Now, suppose you are Smith, the friend who was visiting. Furthermore, suppose 

you know (remember, you are Smith) that its not going to be best to tell people why you 

do the nice things you do.  Not only do people tend to act and feel a little weird around 

you after you say that kind of thing (i.e. that you came because it is your duty or because 

it’s the best thing you could do to promote the general happiness, etc.), but it also makes 

them feel bad.  You don’t know why, but it does for some strange reason.  So, you realize 

that its best just to keep it to yourself and say “Because I care” and you’ve got to mean it.  

What would it be like to be Smith?  Does Smith get up and say “Its time to put on my 

caring face and make people happy,” instead of genuinely saying to himself, “I wonder 

                                                
77 See “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories” in Virtue Ethics ed. R. Crisp.  Oxford University 
Press, 1999. 
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how my friend is, I care about Joel”?  Is Smith acting one way, but really thinking 

something else?  Is this a problem? 

It looks as though Smith’s commitment to doing his duty, if we take “doing my 

duty” to be the content of his motive, impedes his ability to realize the good of friendship.  

Why?  Because in order to enjoy the good of friendship one must act for the sake of the 

friend, one must actually see the friend as special and not just a vehicle through which 

one discharges a duty or achieves a further goal.   

However, we might consider the possibility that one can recognize the fact that if 

one adopts a certain motive, then that will impede the realization of some good.  Some 

have thought that if we recognize that, then we can get around the problem.78  Stocker 

argues that, in fact, we just get a new problem.   

Let me clarify what I have in mind here.  According to Stocker, if we distinguish 

between our reason and our motive, where our reason justifies what we do and our 

motive is a consideration that moves us to act, we might think that our reason can say one 

thing and our motive another.  That is, our reason can justify having certain motives. 

I asked the reader to imagine being Smith in order to imagine actually trying to 

achieve this kind of duality.  Its no problem as long as the reason for adopting a certain 

set of motives is never in tension with the motives one’s reason tells one to adopt.  But, 

look back at the hospital case.  Smith’s reason for engaging in friendship is, say, that 

“Having friendships maximizes the good.”  But, one is seriously deficient as a friend if 

                                                
78 See, for example, Peter Railton “Alienation, Consequentialism, and the Demands of Morality” in 
Consequentialism and Its Critics. ed. by S. Scheffler, Oxford University Press, 1997. 
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one is motivated to be a friend with a particular person “because it maximizes the good.”  

So one must adopt the motives of a true friend in order to realize that good.   

However, (and here’s where a second problem arises) are reasons and motives 

easy to keep apart?  And is there a clear distinction between the two?  If Smith adopts the 

motives of true friendship because upon reflection “it maximizes the good,” then it looks 

like he needs to either ultimately reject his reason (for fear it might impede his 

friendship), or maintain insulated parts of himself, where his motive is insulated from his 

reason.  And that looks like acting one way, but really thinking something else. 

In response to Stocker’s objection, its open to someone to push the point here.  

What’s wrong with insulating ourselves so that we can realize the aforementioned goods 

(of friendship, love, etc.)?  Take the egoist as an example.  There is nothing inconsistent 

in an egoist adopting a policy that will allow her to forget that she is an egoist in order to 

achieve the desired good.   

The following quote summarizes what Stocker takes to be the problem with this 

response.  Though it is directed at the egoist, he is clear that the same problem can be 

raised for defenders of many modern moral theories.  Stocker states, 

Several questions should be asked of this response: would the  
transformed person still be an egoist? Or is it important only that  
the person live in a way that would be approved of by an egoist?  It  
is, of course, essential to the transformation of the person from egoistical 
motivation to caring for others that the person-as-egoist lose conscious 
control of him/herself.  This raises the question of whether such people 
will be able to check up and see how their transformed selves are getting 
on in achieving egoistically approved goals.  Will they have a mental 
alarm clock which wakes them up from their non-egoistical transforms 
every once in a while, to allow them to reshape these transforms if they 
are not getting enough personal pleasure – or, more generally, enough 
good?  I suppose that this would not be impossible.  But it hardly seems  
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an ideal, or even a very satisfactory life.79   
  

 Stocker’s objection comes closest of all three to explicitly stating the concern for 

livability.  For Stocker’s problem focuses on the demand that we embody the reasons (or 

justifications) that moral theories give us as our motives when we act and as we think, 

particularly insofar as we are acting towards someone else (in the capacity as a friend, 

parent, husband, etc.).  In short, Stocker demands that the theory become part of our life 

and decision-making procedures.  As Stocker states (italics are mine), 

  I have been concerned with what sort of motives people can  
have if they are to be able to realize the great goods of love,  
friendship, affection, fellow feeling, and community.  And I  
have argued that, if we take as motives, embody in our motives,  
those various things which recent ethical theories hold to be  
ultimately good or right, we will, of necessity, be unable to have  
those motives.  Love, friendship, affection, fellow feeling, and 
community, like many other states and activities, essentially contain  
certain motives and essentially preclude certain others; among  
those precluded we find motives comprising the justifications, the  
goals, the goods of those ethical theories most prominent today.80    
 

 So, we can see that Stocker, in response to the indirect utilitarian, say, is not 

arguing that insulating ourselves from our reasons is never acceptable.  Rather, he is 

arguing that certain fundamental human goods (goods without which one is hardly living 

a worthwhile life) will be unattainable if we insulate ourselves.  Aiming to be a friend to 

someone, or a supportive parent, is not like aiming for pleasure as we play tennis (or 

something like that) the reasons we embody as we relate to other people on a personal 

level are of crucial importance, Stocker thinks, to realizing those core values. 
                                                
79  “The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories” reprinted in Virtue Ethics, ed. by R. Crisp, 1999. Pg, 
70.  
80 Ibid. pg. 73 
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2.3  Livability and the Generalized Demandingness Objection 

I mention these three arguments and the related examples because they help 

explain what the concern for livability is all about.  Examples like the ones above (and 

there have been many others) have been important in moral philosophy because they 

have been used to articulate and defend the following objection: 

If we were to live by modern moral theories (by this objectors have meant, 
Utilitarianism and Kantianism), then we would end up living lives like, for 
example, Smith.  And that’s a problem. 

 

This is the intuitive force of what I have been calling the “livability arguments.” 

The previous section outlined what I take to be three of the most controversial livability 

arguments, but there are others. 81   Notice that all of these objections rest on the practical 

implications of using a particular theory.   

Compare, for example, a theory of cooking.  If our theory tells us what kinds of 

ingredients are crucial to achieving certain results and how we should mix ingredients, 

etc., but even after properly applying the theory the food ends up tasting awful or ends up 

giving us serious intestinal problems, we might wonder whether the theory was the right 

one.  Something has gone wrong, the theory didn’t work. 

It’s the same way with the livability arguments.  These arguments push the point 

that any theory which, when used, has the result that we end up living lives like Smith, 

for example, simply didn’t work. 

                                                
81 For example, Susan Wolf’s “Moral Saints” argues that moral people will be boring and uninteresting.  
Similarly, examples have also been constructed to show that Utilitarianism will lead to living seriously 
impoverished lives (“the Overdemandingness objection”). 
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Typically, the various arguments that employ examples like the ones we have 

seen are taken separately and distinguished from one another.  In this section, I want to 

impose some structure.  Let me first present a natural way for philosophers to take these 

arguments.  The arguments typically involve showing, first, that the moral theory in 

question makes certain demands.  Second, the objector explains why those demands are 

unreasonable.  And, then, the objector concludes that the theory makes unreasonable 

demands. One can, for example, read Anscombe as arguing against Sidgwick’s 

Utilitarianism on the grounds that if we live it, our attitudes about deliberate action and 

responsibility would become altered in very problematic ways.  Similarly, one can read 

Williams’ integrity objection as an attempt to show that living as a utilitarian will likely 

result in a loss of personal integrity, because the agent will likely not be able to pursue 

projects over the course of her life.  Also, Stocker can be seen to use the Smith example 

to argue that living Kantianism or Utilitarianism will lead to the need for insulated 

“parts” without psychological unity.  

Taken this way, the form of these arguments, call it “The Generalized 

Demandingness Objection,” is as follows:82 

 

 P1 Moral theory, M, makes demand, D. 
 P2 D is an unreasonable demand for a moral theory to make. 
 So, M makes at least one unreasonable demand. 

 

This is generalized because we can understand a wide range of objections with this 

general argument form.  For example:  Let M = Utilitarianism, D = You must separate 
                                                
82 For this particular argument form see Tim Mulgan The Demands of Consequentialism. 
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your reason for being a friend from your motive for acting in any case of friendship. Or, 

let D = sacrifice my integrity for the sake of utility. (Or plug in any other example of 

something going wrong.)  The overall argumentative strategy, then, is to see how many 

unreasonable demands a theory makes.  The more unreasonable demands a theory makes, 

the worse the theory. 

Now lets consider how damaging arguments of this form are for Utilitarianism.  

Utilitarians have two ways to respond to any argument of this form.  The argument is 

valid, so they can only question the truth of the premises.  Indeed, consequentialists have 

done this.  Because of the large literature on this, I will only focus on Peter Singer’s 

responses because they are interesting and probably the most influential. 

Singer’s version of Utilitarianism starts from a very simple principle:  

The Principle of Harm Prevention:  If it is in our power to prevent 
something bad from happening, without thereby sacrificing anything  
of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it. 

 

We then apply this principle to figure out the moral thing to do in any given situation.  I 

ask myself, can I prevent harm without giving up something of moral importance?  If so, 

then I am morally obligated to do it. 

For the most part, Singer accepts that his version of Utilitarianism is demanding.  

It demands, for example, that I donate this dollar to charity instead of buying my cup of 

coffee, and on… and on…and on.  

Singer’s strategy, though, is to show that demandingness is a feature of morality 

(a feature of morality in an unjust world), not just a feature of his theory.  If we really 
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think about it, Singer argues, we will see that the demands are not unreasonable, just 

difficult.  So, Singer is questioning the truth of premise 2.  He does this in two ways. 

The first way is called “Consciousness Raising.”83  The claim is:  If people were,  

1) better informed,  
2) reasoned more clearly, and  
3) really imagined what life is like for those who are suffering 

 

-- then, we would no longer consider the demands of Utilitarianism to be unreasonable.  

So, when we truly see the way the world is and we think clearly (without being, for 

example, influenced by a petty desire for coffee, which is just a dependence on caffeine 

anyway), we will see “Oh yeah, reason does require that I donate.”  Of course, the claim 

is a bit stronger.  Its actually, “Oh yeah, I realize that I am doing something wrong when I 

buy the coffee instead of donating.”  Most of us don’t have that intuition.  But, of course, 

Singer is waiting with a response: 

We don’t have that intuition (the intuition that I’m doing something wrong when I 

buy the coffee instead of donating) because our consciousNESSES have not been raised.   

This is where his second strategy comes into play.  Singer thinks the demandingness 

problems (integrity, schizophrenia, etc…) are all intuitions, but that these intuitions are 

not backed by reasons.  The intuition that I’m doing nothing wrong by buying the cup of 

coffee is an intuition that the imperfect version of Joel has.  To really evaluate any 

version of premise two, I have to evaluate it from the perspective of an idealized version 

of myself.  If I were fully informed, fully rational and really took into consideration the 

                                                
83 Practical Ethics and Animal Liberation 
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lives of others, would I have the same intuition about the coffee?  Singer thinks, surely I 

would not. 

Of course, if that’s the perspective from which we determine what is demanding 

and what is not, then there is a real question about other, more substantive claims.  For 

example, what if I have a choice between, on the one hand, helping a student in my class 

understand what she is reading and, on the other, doing something that would relieve 

quite a bit more suffering?  The idealized intuition, the way Singer is thinking of it, does 

not give the correct intuition.  (I’m assuming, of course, that the intuition idealized Joel 

has is that I should not help the student – more than that: I’m doing something wrong 

when I help the student!)  There is surely something important about my “imbedded” or 

“immersed” intuition that I owe something to the student, even though she is not 

suffering as much as a perfect stranger.  In fact, that’s what all the previous examples 

were getting at.  Such intuitions are not the result of mere bias. 

This point, (that the demands which cause problems for Utilitarianism are not 

demands that inconvenience our lives, but demands in the arena of ethics) does not come 

out strong enough if we take the livability arguments to have the form of the Generalized 

Demandingness Objection.  If that is the form, then it looks like what we are saying is 

that the theory does not work because it makes things too difficult. 

There are, in fact, a lot of assumptions in the background of the various livability 

objections –most importantly, assumptions about the aims of moral theory and 

assumptions about the domain of morality.  Some of the important assumptions can be 
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brought out if we think of the livability arguments as having a different form. Call it the 

“The Generalized Livability Argument,” 

 

 P1 Moral theory, M, gives us norm, N. 
 P2 Complying only/fundamentally with N is likely to have results A, B, C, etc. 
 P3  A, B, C, etc. are impediments to a morally good life. 
 So, complying only/fundamentally with N is likely to impede a morally good life. 

 

Notice two differences between this argument and the “Generalized 

Demandingness Objection.”  First, this argument does not cast the problem with moral 

theories in terms of demands.  This clarifies what is at issue.  To say that the problem 

with Utilitarianism is that it is too demanding suggests that our only alternative is to 

make more room for personal options.  However, what I find objectionable about the 

examples in section 2.2 is not that the various characters don’t have time to pursue 

options.  It is misleading to say that unifying one’s values or being partial when it comes 

to one’s children is an option.  These are important moral considerations.  Failure as a 

parent is a moral failure, even if the parent is devoting significant energy to relieving the 

suffering of perfect strangers.  Failing that way is certainly different from failing because 

being at the bar is just too much fun, but it’s a moral failure nonetheless.    

Second, consider the conclusion.  It concerns making decisions ultimately, or 

only, by reference to a single principle. “The Generalized Livability Argument” really 

only works against theories that aim to put morality into a hierarchical, or foundationalist, 

structure where one principle is taken as basic, in the sense that all other moral claims are 

ultimately justified by reference to that basic principle.  So, evaluating what happens 
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when the theory is used properly only really creates problems for theories that ask us to 

use a single principle in a foundationalist way.   

So, does Utilitarianism fall prey to the generalized livability argument?  I think 

that Singer and other contemporary Utilitarians really don’t want it to.  That’s one reason 

why they keep reformulating the basic principle (Singer has his version, Peter Unger has 

his version – Principle of Aid to Innocents -- , and Shelley Kagan has his version – The 

Reason to Promote the Good).  I don’t wish to condemn these theories and say that 

Utilitarianism fails (my interest is not just academic), but I do want to say that they have 

not shown us how Utilitarianism can be livable.  Except that, for example, Singer leaves 

some wiggle room because of the clause in his principle “without sacrificing anything of 

comparable moral importance.”  However, if he is serious about the idealization process, 

then its hard to see how my friend or my child is going to be of comparable moral 

importance to a whole village, town or even 10 other perfect strangers. 

To show that Utilitarianism is livable, its proponents must show either 1) that the 

Utilitarian principle is the end of the story about morality or 2) that the Utilitarian 

principle can accommodate the sort of moral concerns that considerations of friendship or 

parenthood raise.  In doing this, the utilitarian must offer an account of the importance of 

these various associations and the sort of character traits required to successfully realize 

them. 

With Classical Utilitarianism the principle is more strict.  We have Mill’s version: 

Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness,  
wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness.84 

                                                
84 Utilitarianism, Chapter 2. 
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And we have Sidgwick’s version: 

Each one is morally bound to regard the good of any other individual as 
much as his own, except insofar as he judges it to be less when impartially 
viewed, or less certainly knowable or attainable by him.85  

 

Sidgwick’s principle looks a lot like Singer’s, once we remember what Singer 

means by “without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance.”  He means 

something like, “when viewed impartially, is the sacrifice of comparable moral 

importance?” 

These Classical versions of Utilitarianism are, I think, open to the Generalized 

Livability Argument.  I will not construct more examples because they will resemble 

what we have already seen.  What we should ask ourselves, though, is if we comply 

only/fundamentally with Mill’s or Sidgwick’s principle, will we end up living lives that 

resemble the problematic cases in relevant ways?  I think we will.   

Now, one important point about my interpretation of Mill and Sidgwick needs to 

be mentioned.  What if Mill and Sidgwick never intended for us to “comply” with their 

theories in the sense of using the principle of utility as the foundational principle by 

reference to which we justify everything we do?  What if they only meant for it to be 

used in a restricted context (e.g. when we are considering what social or legal institutions 

to adopt)?   

In the case of Mill, I don’t think he held this.  But, that is one area of debate.  My 

evidence consists in passages from his autobiography where he explicitly says that he 

                                                
85 Methods of Ethics pg. 381. 
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intended for the principle of utility to play this foundational role in his own life (whether 

he pulled that off, we should wonder).  Also, in Utilitarianism, he claims that the 

principle of utility should be used when we are trying to decide what to do in hard cases 

and when we need to remember the overall goal of our lives.86  So, it looks like Mill 

intended for it to play a role in many different cases. 

Second, if neither Sidgwick nor Mill intended for their theories to be used in the 

way I’m suggesting, we can still ask if the theory is livable.  That is, we can ask whether 

we could live it.   

Finally, if Mill and Sidgwick intended for the principle of utility to be used in 

restricted contexts (e.g evaluating rules, institutions, motives, character, etc.), we need a 

principled reason for restricting it to one domain and not others.  So far as I have seen, 

neither rule, motive or character Utilitarians have provided such a principled reason.   

 

Conclusion 

 One of the aims of this chapter was to make progress understanding what it means 

for a theory to be livable.  I can say now that a livable theory is one that can be used 

without leading to impediments to living a morally good life (that’s the negative part), 

but the positive part is that learning the theory helps one improve how one lives.  I have 

also developed three controversial arguments for why we need livable moral theories.  

All three show the inadequacy of a theory that fails to take account of important 

associations and the related character traits (e.g. integrity).  In particular, all three show 

that Utilitarianism gives us serious impediments if we try to live it and how Utilitarians 
                                                
86 For both claims, see Appendix 2. 
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are hard pressed to show how learning the theory leads to individual moral improvement. 

In addition, these arguments exhibit a common form and this helps bring to light 

something that often goes unnoticed.  Namely, that a concern for livability underwrites 

the development of theories which take understanding virtue and character to be central 

to moral theory.  In the next chapter, we will look at whether theories are the best place to 

look for ethical understanding.  If there is a problem with the whole enterprise of 

theorizing, then moral theorists face a deep and potentially devastating problem.  

Namely, why should anyone turn to moral theories in response to moral problems?  Does 

the messy business of articulating what various interpersonal associations require lead us 

away from the clarity we seek in constructing theories?  This problem targets more than 

one or two theories, it targets the enterprise of moral theorizing itself.  
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CHAPTER 3 
MORAL THEORY AND SELF-UNDERSTANDING 

 

Introduction 

What is the point of moral theory?  This chapter offers one answer to this 

question.  Namely, the point of moral theory is to develop an ethical understanding of 

human life.  Consequently, for any individual the point of learning a moral theory is to 

develop an ethical understanding of one’s own life.  I will refer to this as the goal of self-

understanding.  

I should be clear.  I am not arguing that self-understanding is the only goal of 

moral theory.  Nor am I arguing that self-understanding is the most important goal.  What 

matters, in this chapter, is drawing attention to the fact that it is a goal – and has been for 

a long time.  

 One might wonder what I mean by ‘self-understanding’.  As I said above, ‘self-

understanding’ refers to an “ethical understanding of one’s life.”  While I think this is a 

highly intuitive and commonplace idea it needs explanation. 

 When we think about our lives we can think about them in two different ways.  

We can think about life from what we might call a purely practical point of view.  By this 

I mean a view absent of anything that smacks of the ethical.  For example, on a day-to-

day basis we think about making sure there are enough vegetables for dinner or about 

fixing that leaky faucet.  The purely practical point of view is sometimes, though, more 

long term.  For example, we think about whether to pick up a new hobby or adopt a new 
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style by dressing in a different way.  Typically, when we think about these things we are 

not thinking about ethics. 

 However, we can also view our lives from an ethical perspective.  When we do 

this, we ask different sorts of questions about life.  For example, one might ask whether 

one has been a good husband or a good teacher or a good citizen and whether one has 

contributed to society.  One can also ask whether one has lived courageously or honestly 

– in the way those he most looks up to have lived.  One might also ask whether one’s 

parents would be proud of him or whether he has lived with integrity.   

 The first thing to notice about the ethical point of view, as I understand it, is that it 

is broad.  It involves taking into account a wide range of considerations.  We think about 

value when we ask “Have I done any good in my life?”  But, we ask about our 

relationship with others when we ask “Have I been a good husband?”  Further, we ask 

about ourselves in a more fundamental way when we ask questions like “Am I an honest 

person?” 

 The second thing to notice is that the ethical point of view is not restricted in its 

scope.  That is, the ethical point of view can be taken up when thinking about things we 

normally associate with the purely practical point of view.  For example, there could be 

an ethical dimension to my deliberations about fixing the leaky faucet.  In the most 

obvious case, if I have promised to fix it – or even if it would just be thoughtful of me to 

do it.  Similarly, there can be an ethical dimension to deciding to take up a hobby.  If I 

take an art class because I am jealous of a friend’s artistic talent and I want to show him 

up, there is an ethical dimension to what I am doing.  And I would likely notice this if I 
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adopted the ethical perspective.  Arguably, the same can be said for almost all of our 

daily decisions.  There is an ethical dimension to having a drink after work or deciding to 

buy meat at the store or driving aggressively in traffic.     

 While the distinction between the purely practical perspective and the ethical 

perspective is not hard and fast, it is commonplace.  We recognize that we can shift from 

thinking narrowly about specific goals to thinking in a broader context, where we take 

into consideration broader questions about our lives and our relation to others.  And, 

again, when we do this we see that there is an ethical dimension to almost everything we 

do. 

 So, to say that the point of moral theory is to “develop an ethical understanding of 

human life” is to say that moral theories should pursue answers to the questions that arise 

when we adopt the ethical perspective, as I have construed it here.  In addition, I take it 

that something close to the above understanding of the ethical perspective is what most 

philosophers working in virtue ethics have in mind when they argue that moral theory 

should be centrally concerned with the question “How should one live?” 

 

Williams’ Challenge  

 The above contrast between the ethical perspective and the purely practical 

perspective masks a deep worry.  Certainly, articulating the ethical perspective as one 

where we think broadly about our actions goes some way towards helping us understand 

the subject matter of moral theory.  What seems puzzling, though, is why we would need 

a theory to help us answer ethical questions so construed.  Nothing about the ethical 
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perspective, as I have described it, necessitates a theory.  At most, it necessitates 

reflection.  But, does mere reflection necessitate a theory?  This point is best put in the 

form of a challenge.  

In Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy Bernard Williams devotes chapter one to 

what he calls Socrates’ question -- “How should one live?”  In doing so, he makes two 

points about moral philosophy.  Williams puts the two points as follows. 

  The aims of moral philosophy, and any hopes it may have of being  
worth serious attention, are bound up with the fate of Socrates’ 
question…there are two things to be mentioned here at the outset.   
One is particularly to be remembered by the writer – how large a claim  
he is making if he says that a particular kind of abstract, argumentative 
writing should be worth serious attention when these large questions  
are at issue…The other initial point is one for the reader…How could  
it be that a subject, something studied in universities (but not only there), 
something for which there is a large technical literature, could deliver 
what one might recognize as an answer to the basic questions of life?   
It is hard to see how this could be so, unless, as Socrates believed, the 
answer were one that the reader would recognize as one he might have 
given himself.  But how could this be?  And how would this be related  
to the existence of the subject?87 

     

This influential book opens with these two points and, taken together, they 

amount to a serious challenge to philosophers aiming to construct moral theories.  The 

challenge is to show how and why a philosophical theory should be of concern to people 

facing questions arising from within the ethical perspective.  That is, even when we 

recognize that there is an ethical dimension to many of the choices we face, there is still a 

serious question as to why we should turn to a theory and not, say, a work of literature or 

a therapist for answers.   

                                                
87 B. Williams Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy.  Fontana Press, 1985. 
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The notion of a livable moral theory helps us respond to Williams’ challenge.  In 

this chapter, I characterize a livable moral theory as one that can be used successfully by 

an individual to answer the sorts of questions that arise when one adopts the ethical 

perspective – so, a livable moral theory aims for self-understanding.  My strategy is to 

distinguish livable theories from other theories -- ones that fail to meet Williams’ 

challenge.   

I will begin, in section 3.1, by explaining a common distinction between 

descriptive theories and normative theories.  It is sometimes thought that defenders of the 

systematic approach to moral theory (see chapter one) defend a normative conception of 

moral theory, while anti-theorists defend a descriptive conception of moral theory.88  

Section one will be devoted to explaining this distinction and why it is important.   

In section 3.2, I will turn back to the notion of livability and show how it involves 

the idea that a theory can function in both a descriptive and a normative way.  I will argue 

that both Aristotle and Kant saw their approach to moral philosophy this way, so the idea 

is by no means new.   

 In section 3.3, I will turn to anti-theory and ask whether the demand that a moral 

theory be livable really amounts to a rejection of moral theorizing altogether.  That is, 

given that livable moral theories are theories that aim for self-understanding, does the 

activity of theorizing inevitably (necessarily?) conflict with the project of self-

understanding? 

                                                
88 See Robert Louden “Morality and Moral Theory” 
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I will conclude by showing how my understanding of the anti-theorist position 

differs from another important account.  In addition, I will address why I pursue 

eudaimonistic virtue ethics instead of other approaches to moral theorizing on which we 

can say that the aim is self-understanding.  

 

3.1 Descriptive vs. Normative Theories  

 One common way of understanding how moral theories work goes like this.  Ever 

since Socrates famously questioned his fellow Athenians, philosophers have looked at the 

common morality of their respective cultures and asked two questions.  The first question 

is “Are our common moral beliefs true?” and the second is “Why should we believe our 

common moral beliefs?”89  To ask the first question is to seek moral truth.  To ask the 

second question is to ask for a justification for our beliefs.  

On this picture of moral theory, the moral theorist steps back from his culturally 

specific set of beliefs about what ought to be, or how people ought generally to act, and 

offers an answer to the question “But is this, in fact, the way things ought to be?”   He 

then tries to offer a defense for his answer.  

To take this to be a central aim of moral theory is to ask a moral theory to give us 

prescriptions that would help us create a morally better world.  This is the basic goal of 

what I call a “Normative” or “Prescriptive” theory.  A normative moral theory offers us 

the possibility of a sort of moral map – a way to figure out what would make the world 

better (our destination) and, so, the beginnings of an account of how to get there. 

                                                
89 R. Brandt Hopi Ethics: A Theoretical Analysis.  University of Chicago Press, 1974. 
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Normative moral theories can be distinguished from another type of moral theory, 

what I call “Descriptive” moral theories.  This second type of moral theory describes our 

moral system to us.  It tells us what norms our society follows and explains how the 

different norms are related and, perhaps, which ones take priority (or where there are 

tensions).  It explains to us our moral language and the sorts of arguments and 

justifications we use to defend our claims about what people ought to do, etc.   

The aim of a normative moral theory is to govern our practices, but descriptive 

theories do not involve the notion of governance in this way.  A descriptive moral theory 

might help us figure out what to do, because it tells us what people expect or require us to 

do.  But, strictly speaking, a descriptive theory does not play a role in justifying morality 

– the descriptive theory does not add anything new to our justification for why we must 

follow our moral rules and practices.  We can make this distinction between normative 

and descriptive theories by saying that a normative moral theory tells us what we should 

do, while a descriptive theory tells us what our culture thinks and says we should do.   

It is often times taken for granted that all moral theories are normative theories.  As 

Tom Sorell states, 

 A theory is sometimes thought of as a vehicle for the prediction  
and control of observed effects.  Such a theory produces causal 
explanations, and if it guides action at all, it does so indirectly.   
It can help people to bring about effects they have already observed,  
if they want to, but it doesn’t tell people whether they should want  
to.  What is in question here [when we ask about the need for  
moral theories] is a different sort of theory.  It is primarily practical,  
and it is concerned with what we have reason to want, intend and  
do.  The question it typically addresses is that of whether someone  
should go through with some plan or intention he has already formed.   
A theory along these lines will tell us systematically what types of  
things there is always reason to do or avoid, and why.  It will also  
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tell us which general reasons for doing or avoiding things are  
fundamental.90 

 
As Sorrell rightly notes, the idea that a theory does not just describe, but also guides 

action (in the sense of telling us what we ought to aim at or what means we should 

adopt), is unique.  For in many areas of human life, theories help us achieve ends we are 

already aiming at, but they do not direct us towards (or warn against) achieving certain 

ends.  However, Sorrell overstates the extent to which those who construct moral theories 

take themselves to be constructing normative moral theories.  He does this because he 

overlooks two prominent views concerning the structure and purpose of an ethical theory.  

The first view sees moral theories as having two “parts” -- a descriptive part and a 

normative part.  The second view replaces the idea of a normative theory with a purely 

descriptive theory and is often associated with “anti-theory” in ethics. 

 Richard Brandt expressed the first view in Hopi Ethics.  Brandt states, 

There are many critical [as opposed to practical] problems of  
ethics, but it would be agreed that the most important are the  
problems of the analysis of ethical terms and the epistemology  
of ethical knowledge.  The problem of the analysis of ethical  
terms is to discover the meanings, functions, and logical relations  
of all the basic ethical terms.  The problem of epistemology is to 
determine how, in principle, ethical statements may be verified or 
validated…there is a third set of problems, although these may be 
classified as a subset of the critical problems, which may be called 
phenomenological.  These concern the description of typical ethical 
experiences (and hence, as we shall see, overlap the interests of the 
scientist).  They are questions like these: How do people go about  
making up their minds on an ethical point – at least in cases where  
they later feel satisfied with what they did?  What sorts of appeals  
are accepted as relevant in ethical disputes?  Or what are the typical 
relations between moral convictions, emotional experience…and 
motivation?91 

                                                
90 T. Sorell Moral Theory and Anomaly.  Blackwell, 2000, pg. 3. 
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Here Brandt is discussing three different aims of the ethical theorist.  Briefly 

stated, the first concerns understanding the meanings of moral terms, the second concerns 

understanding how moral statements can be justified and the third concerns 

understanding what we might call “the psychology of morality” (“phenomenology” can 

mean different things and may throw off a reader).  The third aim is clearly a descriptive 

enterprise, hence Brandt’s claim that here science and ethical theory overlap.   

While offering an account of acceptable methods of justification is a normative 

aim, its not entirely clear how to think about the aim of giving an account of the meaning 

of moral expressions.  Giving an account of the meaning of moral expressions can be 

thought of as more like trying to develop an understanding of a system of signs and 

practices, much like (but infinitely more complex than) understanding the meanings of 

the various cards a soccer referee holds up when he books a player.  Brandt is, of course, 

referring to the field of meta-ethics, which utilizes a method different from linguistics.  

However, though meta-ethics proceeds more by argumentation and conceptual analysis, 

and less by straightforward observation (the way a linguist might), the aim of the meta-

ethicist, insofar as she adopts the goals Brandt is discussing, is essentially descriptive.  

That is, the aim is to tell us what our ethical terms mean and how they are used.    The 

reason we can call such a theory a normative one is because the observations in question 

                                                                                                                                            
91R. Brandt Hopi Ethics: A Theoretical Analysis.  University of Chicago Press, 1974. 
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have normative implications.  The information about how things work is essential for 

coming to clear prescriptions about what ought to be done.92 

 In sum, Brandt thinks that a fully developed ethical theory will offer an account of 

the meanings of moral terms, the methods of acceptable justification, and a psychological 

account of the influence moral considerations have over individual and group behavior.  

There is, then, a descriptive part of the theory and a normative part of the theory.  The 

descriptive part helps us understand our starting points (the psychological and social facts 

important to understanding moral practice) and the normative part helps us understand 

how to improve. 

 There is also a second prominent view in which moral theory involves 

description; but, in this view, moral theorizing is thought to have a wholly descriptive 

role instead of just a descriptive part.  Annete Baier has argued for such a conception of 

moral theory.  Baier states, 

Engineers need theories of physics and chemistry; cooks need  
knowledge about what is edible, what is digestible, what tastes  
will result from certain combinations of ingredients…Moral agents  
also need theories, or rather reliable facts good theories produce –  

                                                
92 Of course, this is not the case for many who study meta-ethics.  On one extreme, some metaethicists 
think that metaethics has nothing to do with normative/prescriptive theories.  As Hare put it in Freedom and 
Reason “Thus ethics, the study of the logical properties of moral words, remains morally neutral (its 
conclusions neither are substantial moral judgments, nor entail them, even in conjunction with factual 
premises).”  On the other extreme is the view that metaethics can itself be normative, in a sense, if it is 
clarifying and explaining logical properties and relations.  For it will explicate the correct model for moral 
reasoning.  That will not change your analysis of Brandt but it will make you revise what you say about 
metaethcis.  Showing logical relations and sating a view about how moral language/practices function can 
be seen as just as normative as logic.  One question to add is:  “How do the parts fit together in Brandt’s 
view?”  “Why do we do each part?”  -- The answer is that moral theorists explain the logical 
properties/relations of moral terms and the modes of justification and then use data from the other social 
sciences to figure out what people ought to do.  “Moral theory” refers to all of this, but is still essentially 
prescriptive in that the moral theory tells us how to correct things and, most importantly, the moral theory 
comes to its conclusions (for example, its fundamental principles, etc…) independent of the other social 
sciences.   
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facts about the way people react, about the costs and consequences  
of particular ways of life, on those who adopt them and on their  
fellow persons.  We need psychological theories and social theories,  
and, if we are intent on political change, theories about political  
power and its working, and about economics.  But do we need  
normative theories, theories that tell us what to do, in addition to  
theories that present to us the world in which we are to try to do it?93  

 

According to Baier, we should question the usefulness and even the very 

possibility of a theory that will tell one what one ought to do and how the world should 

be.  This is not to say that we cannot make and defend claims that one should do one 

action as opposed to another.  The claim is that the moral theorist is deluding himself if 

he thinks he can systematize our thought in such a way that a, more or less, unified body 

of ethical thought will emerge.94  Instead we should engage in the sort of “moral 

geography” that, Baier claims, Hume started after leveling his arguments against 

rationalism in ethics. 

It is important to distinguish between two ways of rejecting normative theory as a 

whole and opting for descriptive moral theories.  The first way involves claiming that it is 

not possible for any theory to give us knowledge about specific cases, because for any 

general principle or rule (in the moral case, think of things such as “don’t lie” or “do your 

duty”) there will always be a question as to whether the particular instance in question 

falls under that rule or a different one.  This is one version of an anti-theorist position.95  

The second way involves arguing that, because we live in such a pluralistic 

society (where different people can hold different, and competing, conceptions of the 

                                                
93 Postures of the Mind pg. 230-231. 
94 See pg. 232, particularly her reference to Macyntyre. 
95 One can find this sort of anti-theory position in the areas of ethics, aesthetics, and literary criticism. 
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good) we cannot systematize our ethical thought and practices into a coherent whole, 

because there is no coherent whole that “we” have.  That is, the attempt will always 

involve systematizing a morality (which will only be binding on those who accept it), 

instead of systematizing morality (a body of thought that holds universally for all human 

or rational beings). 

In Baier’s case, there is an interesting mix of the above two objections.  At first, it 

seems as though she is giving (as does Alisdair Macintyre96) the second argument.  

Consider what she says in “Doing Without Moral Theory?” 

 

On my diagnosis, where we now stand in moral philosophy is  
among an array of rationalistic systems, all of them aiming at  
universality, even if sometimes at degenerate versions of it… 
the villain, as I see it, is the rationalist, law-fixated tradition in  
moral philosophy, which, given freedom from its religious base,  
breeds multiple and in the end frivolous systems and their less  
frivolous, more dangerous applications.97 

 

 We can read the above paragraph as arguing that the problem with constructing 

normative moral theories in the 20th century (and I assume the same would hold for the 

21st) is that these theories now exist in what Baier at times calls a “moral void”.  That is, 

in the modern period of western history, secular moralists lack a complete (or “total”) 

world-view within which moral systems can properly function.  Baier states, 

  Religion no longer either ties or reties us to many of our fellows.   
In place of the once-shared religion, we have a great void in which  
a few moral memories echo forlornly.  This void is of course a  
temptation to the moral philosopher, who constructs utilitarianism  

                                                
96 See After Virtue. 
97 Pgs. 235-236 
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or contractarianism to fill the free space, and not merely to supplement  
a given moral guide, so as to get decisions in difficult cases…Until  
there are utilitarian and contractarian Sunday schools and pulpits, and  
until such moral outlooks are learned at the parent’s knee, the void will  
not be filled by such philosophical enterprises.98 

 
As I read Baier and many other anti-theorists, this is the most important aspect of 

their view.  However, the argument concerning the possibility of obtaining substantive 

general principles necessary for a normative moral theory is also a place where Baier puts 

pressure on the very possibility of a normative moral theory.  She says, 

  The retreat of the theorists from moral problems in the real  
world to the construction of private fantasy moral worlds is  
as it were compensated for by the advance of a new breed of  
professionals, namely all those who assemble all the available  
theories, then “apply” them to suit their clients’ needs.  Can we  
approve of a division of labor in which the theorists keep their  
hands clean of real-world applications, and the ones who advise  
the decision-makers, those who do “applied ethics,” are like a  
consumer reports service, pointing out the variety of available  
theories and what costs and benefits each has for a serious user  
of it?99 
 

Here, we see just one of the many problems Baier raises for the standard approach to 

applied ethics.  Essentially, what happens is that someone who has read Kant or Mill or 

Aristotle tries to extract some general principle that can be applied in a way to give us an 

answer we already want.  People who are supposed to be educated by these theories are 

put in the position of finding “the best fit”.  This makes the use of the theory and its 

fundamental principles look ad hoc. 

The anti-theory position, exemplified by Baier, presents one forceful way to argue 

against the possibility and usefulness of constructing a theory that will, as Sorrell stated, 
                                                
98 Pg. 234 
99 Pg. 236 
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“tell us systematically what types of things there is reason to do or avoid…(and) also tell 

us which general reasons…are fundamental.”  

  Here, then, we have a disagreement between philosophers writing about the 

second-level I discussed in chapter one (see pg. 3).  This level concerns questions about 

what will count as successful modes of normative justification.  Philosophers like Sorrell 

(and we should, I think, include Brandt in this list) who take the job of the moral theorist 

to be one of constructing a normative theory will likely disagree with philosophers like 

Baier (and many others) concerning how we determine what counts as good normative 

justification. 

The aim of this section is to show that the distinction between normative theories 

and descriptive theories is important to understanding the current state of debate in moral 

theory.  In the rest of this chapter, I want to consider whether the only options we have 

are either to give descriptions the way Baeir and, perhaps, Hume want or offering 

prescriptions the way Sorrel and Brandt want.  In the next section I suggest a different 

picture of a moral theory – one that does not neatly fall on one or the other side of the 

Descriptive/Normative divide. 

 

3.2  Livability and Description 

 In chapter one, I explained that a livable moral theory is one that arises from an 

immersed, not a detached, inquiry.  I followed Nussbaum in arguing that the analogy with 

medicine helps us see the sort of inquiry this involves.  This explanation of livability 

raises a lot of questions.  How exactly is the analogy supposed to work?  What 



 
 

108 

implications does this analogy have for constructing a theory?  In particular, if the 

immersed inquiry takes as its subject matter common sense morality and that morality is 

not consistent, in what sense can we develop a theory?  If we are “theory driven” won’t 

we just make the same mistakes Sidgwick made? 

This chapter aims to show that we can develop theories and avoid Sidgwick’s 

mistakes.  Explaining livability in terms of the Descriptive/Normative distinction might 

help to avoid this sort of misunderstanding.  The medical analogy should show that 

adopting the livability approach does not involve a rejection of theory all together.  

Rather, what we have to reject is one conception of theorizing.  That is, I am raising 

problems for the kind of systematic theory that caused Sidgwick and Mill so many 

problems -- the kind that leads one not just to reject firmly held intuitions, but to re-

describe important moral considerations in an artificial way for the sake of some 

theoretical aim (like systematicity or action-guidingness, narrowly construed).  

A straightforward example, which will avoid most of the misunderstandings that 

might lead one to think that livability implies an anti-theorist position, comes from the 

eudaimonist tradition of ethics.  Here I should note that I am not mounting a defense for 

eudaimonism against any particular objections.  The point here is to briefly state the aim 

of a eudaimonist theory as a way of explaining the idea of a livable moral theory.  A 

more detailed discussion of eudaimonism and a defense against specific objections will 

come in chapter 4. 

In chapter one, I discussed Aristotle’s project in the Nicomachean Ethics.  His 

starting point for ethical inquiry is eudaimonia (or human happiness).  We saw that the 
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goal of Aristotle’s inquiry is not to establish a fundamental principle (the way Mill 

wanted), but to give the most defensible account of something we are all seeking; 

namely, to live worthwhile lives.   One can adopt this approach with little resistance 

because it is an extension of what one is already doing, whether a philosopher or not.  

Aristotle is assuming we all want to lead worthwhile lives100 and he is trying to answer 

the question “What is this we are all seeking?” - “What is a worthwhile life?” 

Aristotle can be said to be giving a description of human happiness.  But, this 

description is not presented as a mere description, the way one might describe what one’s 

house looks like or something like that.   The description will be an insight into the nature 

of happiness – something discovered in thinking harder about what we are already doing. 

 Consider what Aristotle says in book two at the beginning of his discussion of 

virtue. 

 Our present discussion does not aim, as our others do, at study;  
for the purpose of our examination is not to know what virtue is,  
but to become good, since otherwise the inquiry would be of no  
benefit to us.101  

 

Aristotle’s account of virtue and eudaimonia, the giving of which is the primary 

aim of the Nicomachean Ethics, is best taken as having a strong descriptive element.  It is 

important to note, though, that this does not mean that Aristotle is offering a descriptive 

theory the way Baier thinks of it.  Nor is he, though, offering a normative theory in the 

way Brandt or Mill thought of it.  Aristotle can be seen to be offering us a theory that is 

                                                
100 Though this can be challenged, I think this is not too big an assumption. 
101 EN II.2 
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descriptive and normative, at the same time.  The theory gives us a better idea of what we 

are already doing and this illuminates our own actions and, in doing so, helps us improve. 

This raises a problem, though.  If we are already, in some sense, engaging in the 

practice or activities Aristotle is discussing, then why would we need a moral theory?102  

For according to the livability conception of moral theory, a moral theory needs to offer 

us insight into our moral practices and by doing so help us improve.  These are practices 

in which we are already engaged.   But, if we are already engaged in them, then why do 

we need the moral theory?   

This same problem arose for Kant and he discussed it briefly in the Groundwork 

of the Metaphysics of Morals.  In section two Kant stated that the “pure thought of duty” 

had a more powerful influence over humans than any other incentive (4:410-411).  In a 

footnote, Kant mentions that J. G. Sulzer103 raised the obvious problem that, if Kant were 

right, the common failure of moral education to keep people from doing bad things would 

seem inexplicable.  Kant’s response is interesting and revealing.   

The problem, Kant replied, is not the failure of the pure notion of duty to move a 

person, but rather the failure of teachers to fully understand, which led to their tendency 

to misrepresent, the notion of duty.  For “in trying to make their medicine really strong, 

they spoil it.”  Kant does not represent himself as a philosopher who is discovering and 

then telling us what we ought to do, nor does he represent himself as just reporting our 

norms.  Rather, his is probably the clearest case of a philosopher telling us what it is that 

                                                
102 Tom Christiano was the one who first pointed out this worry to me in a compelling way. 
103 Director of the Berlin Academy in 1775. 
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we already think about morality.  We just need the “optical lens” of his arguments or of 

his presentation to figure this out.   

So, for both Aristotle and Kant, the moral philosopher is refining (or in some 

cases enlarging) important aspects of morality of which we already have some, however 

vague, grasp.  We might have a dim grasp of certain features of morality because we have 

not been encouraged to think about them.  Or we may have a dim grasp because thinking 

about morality is hard and often times frustrating.  Nevertheless, according to the 

alternative I am presenting here, the moral philosopher is neither offering a 

straightforwardly normative theory, nor a straightforwardly descriptive theory.   

 If the alternative I am describing is a legitimate one, then this may give us a way 

to respond to Williams’ challenge and a way to establish moral theories that have 

relevance when it comes to questions about how to live one’s life.  But, Williams’ 

challenge has not been met.  For it remains to be shown that a theory can speak to 

questions that arise from within the ethical perspective.    

 

3.3  Theory and Self-Understanding 

 
 So far, we have seen that if we categorize theories along the descriptive/normative 

divide we leave out an important theoretical approach.  We also see the extent to which 

anti-theorists emphasize the importance of description.  Those who defend the possibility 

of normative moral theories fall prey to anti-theorist objections if they ignore the 

importance of the descriptive aspects of an account of morality.  Notice, though, that 

moral theorists who aim to construct livable moral theories are well positioned to make 
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room for a great deal of description in a moral theory.  For according to the livability 

approach, moral theorists should take morality as it is lived and experienced as central to 

the construction of moral norms.  But, does the notion of a livable moral theory help us 

respond to Williams’ challenge?  To answer this question, let me turn to the challenge 

and sharpen the problem he is raising. 

 Williams (see pg. 71 above) draws our attention to the question of how an 

abstract, argumentative and technical body of literature could deliver answers to the basic 

questions of life.  I understand this challenge to raise the problem of whether the form 

and content of analytic moral philosophy is suited to answering questions that arise not 

just for philosophers and other academics, but all those in “the thick and heat of the 

struggle of active life”104  

The reader can now see why I characterized ‘the ethical perspective’ the way I 

did.  I characterized it in a broad (and, importantly, theory neutral) way to emphasize 

that, for most of us, moral questions arise in different ways, from various directions and 

are often tied up with particular people and situations.  “I wonder what my friendship 

with Bob, with whom I share a particular history, requires of me in this particular 

instance.”  “Kathy, my daughter, is demanding more freedom, but I’m worried that the 

amount of freedom she wants is inappropriate.  How should I respond to her demands?”  

Or “Joe Smith is running for congress.  He supports the war in Iraq, but I like his stand on 

immigration.  Should I vote for him?”   

                                                
104 See Henry Sidgwick Practical Ethics, essay 2. 
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If questions like these arise from within the ethical perspective, then we can see 

why many would think analytic moral philosophy, as it is practiced today, encounters a 

number of problems.  Williams puts the challenge in a very broad way, so the particular 

problems do not come out clearly.  Others have given more detailed worries.  In what 

follows, I will discuss how Baier and Martha Nussbaum have sharpened Williams’ 

challenge. 

 

    Baier’s worries 

 In section 3.1 I discussed two arguments Baier makes against the usefulness, and 

even the very possibility, of constructing normative moral theories.  The first argument 

claims that at present our theories represent an attempt to unify a fragmented collection of 

moral systems which simply do not admit of such unification.105  The second argument 

claims that, in part because of the fragmentation of moral systems, any guidance a moral 

theory can give (to students in an applied ethics courses, for example) will be ad hoc.  

Baier states, 

  Does the profession of moral philosophy now display that  
degeneration of a Kantian moral outlook that Hegel portrays,  
where there are beautiful souls doing their theoretical thing and  
averting their eyes from what is happening in the real world,  
even from what is happening in the way of “application” of their  
own theories, and there are those who are paid to be the “conscience”  
of the medical, business, or legal profession, what Hegel calls the  
moral valets, the professional moral judges?106   

                                                
105 For an extended discussion of the same worry, see A. Macintyre After Virtue. 
106 “Theory and Reflective Practices” in Postures of the Mind, pg. 236. 
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To explain the worry, we need to explain Baier’s idea that in applied ethics and 

introductory philosophy courses the professor of moral theory is a ‘moral valet’.  What 

she has in mind is that the field of moral theory contains a number of different 

approaches -- a number of different theories -- each taking certain ideas or principles as 

basic to the theory.  The theories are then applied to specific situations and the student 

learns how each theory would guide action in different ways.  A Kantian would give one 

answer and a Utilitarian a different one.  In some cases, they might give similar answers, 

but for different reasons (the different reasons presumably make a difference in further 

cases).   

 Baier thinks that moral philosophers are essentially teaching “comparative ethical 

theory”.  She states the problem with this situation, 

  We, in effect, give courses in comparative ethical theory, and  
like courses in comparative religion, their usual effect in the   
student is loss of faith in any of the alternatives presented.   
We produce relativists and moral skeptics, persons who have  
been convinced by our teaching that whatever they do in some  
difficult situation, some moral theory will condone it, another will 
condemn it.107 

 
More than that, though, she thinks the systems we teach are often “frivolous” and lack 

any share of “the gross earthly mixture” of the “nonphilosophers” who do the world’s 

work.   

 My analysis of the problem with Utilitarianism in chapter one suggested that this 

defect arises when we aim to make a theory of a certain sort.  That is, we get more and 

more detached from the “gross earthly mixture” when we aim to construct systematic 

                                                
107 Ibid, pg. 208. 
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(and, importantly, foundationalist) theories.  My conclusion was not, however, that the 

problem resides in the aim to construct a theory.  But, this seems to be Baier’s 

conclusion.  Why?   

 Her worry about producing moral skeptics and the worry that the philosopher’s 

moral systems are disconnected from the “real-world” – that is, her rejection of normative 

moral theory – arises from her anti-intellectualism.  This is really the heart of her view.  

She states, 

  Most of us do not aim to produce moral skeptics when we  
teach introductory ethics.  But this is what we do…when we  
teach moral theories and their different applications to cases… 
In attempting to increase moral reflectiveness we may be destroying  
what conscience there once was in those we teach.   Such moral 
convictions as people have before studying moral philosophy were  
not acquired by self-conscious acceptance of a theory.  Most parents  
lack the intellectualist’s compulsion to transform their moral beliefs  
into theories.  What they pass on to their children may be a few  
constraints by example and by reaction to behavior, not by handing  
on explicit verbal codes of general rules, let alone moral theories.   
Now if philosophers choose to see implicit rules wherever there is  
a tradition and a teachable practice, and implicit systems or theories 
wherever there are general rules, that is their hang-up (and one that  
a reading of the Brown Books might cure).  It is a mere Kantian  
dogma that behind every moral intuition lies a universal rule,  
behind every set of rules a single stateable principle or system of 
principles.108 

 

In a number of places, Baier emphasizes the difference between actual moral 

traditions tied to cultural practices and the “airy” theories produced by analytic moral 

philosophers.  Her idea seems to be that real moralities – workable, usable, livable 

moralities – arise somewhat naturally among groups of people as they encounter 

                                                
108 Ibid. pg 208 
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problems.  These moralities can sometimes admit of some verbal articulation.  But, often, 

these norms do not admit of verbal articulation.  When we try to state the principles, or 

even verbalize our moral systems, we make things artificial.  She states, 

  In moral philosophy courses we insist that students make  
their moral intuitions articulated, that they represent them  
and “defend” them by subsuming them under some universal  
rule that coheres in some system, and we make them feel that  
they must have been muddled if their moral intuitions are  
inarticulate or resist tidy codifications.  But it may be we the 
intellectualizers who are muddled, not those whose consciences  
we insist on tidying up.109 

 So, Baier seems to think that not only do moral principles and moral theories just 

add to the list of possible moral systems that ultimately lead a student down the path 

embracing relativism or skepticism, but, more than that, the moral principles and theories 

philosophers articulate are in some real sense dead, whereas “actual moral traditions” 

(Baier cites Christian and Buddhist traditions) are alive.  Actual moral traditions arise 

from shared practices.  We see our parents, our teachers and our friends embodying them.   

Utilitarianism and Kantianism, on the other hand, confront us as suspiciously over 

intellectualized.  We don’t meet Utilitarians on campus handing out pamphlets, the way 

the Christians do.  We only see someone pretending to be a utilitarian for three hours 

each week for one semester, and this performance always involves constructing the 

oddest possible examples, like a trolley heading towards one of two tracks or a fat man 

stuck in a cave.  These examples always seem so contrived.  

 I should be clear that there are two distinct worries here.  The first is that the aim 

of trying to find a single principle lying behind every moral intuition or practice is 
                                                
109 Ibid. pg. 213-214 
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terribly misguided and counterproductive.  The second is that demanding clear, verbal 

articulation of moral principles and moral ideas is similarly misguided and 

counterproductive.  In chapter one, I embraced the first worry.  In my response, I will 

resist the second.  I will now turn to Nussbaum’s worry and then respond to both.  

 

   Nussbaum’s worry 

 Martha Nussbaum is not an anti-theorist.  In many places, she has defended the 

enterprise of constructing normative moral theories.  In Love’s Knowledge110, however, 

she raises worries for the enterprise of moral theorizing that converge in important ways 

with some of Baier’s concerns.  In particular, she raises the worry that moral truth, or 

many important moral truths, cannot be expressed and explored if we utilize the standard 

analytic style.  In particular, she thinks that if philosophers confine themselves to the 

search for abstract moral principles, then they will inevitably miss out on important moral 

truths.   

Nussbaum is concerned with the question of how the form a writer chooses is 

related to the content the writer expresses in her work.  In this collection of essays she 

explores how the literary novel can express content that the standard philosophical 

treatise simply cannot.  Nussbaum states, 

Only the style of a certain sort of narrative artist (and not, for  
example, the style associated with the abstract theoretical treatise)  
can adequately state certain important truths about the world,  
embodying them in its shape and setting up in the reader the activities  
that are appropriate for grasping them.  One might, of course, hold  

                                                
110 Oxford Press, 1992 
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that the truths in question can be adequately stated in abstract theoretical     
language and also hold that they are most efficiently communicated  
to readers of a certain sort through colorful and moving narrative…    
Where our questions about how to live are concerned, a similar claim  
has frequently been made for literature: it is held to be instrumental to  
the communication of truths that could in principle be adequately stated 
without literature and grasped in that form by a mature mind.  This is not 
the position taken by Proust and James, or by this book.111  

 
Nussbaum cites examples of truths we can only adequately express by utilizing the 

narrative form.  Nussbaum states, 

Suppose one believes and wishes to state, as Proust’s Marcel does,  
that the most important truths about human psychology cannot be 
communicated or grasped by intellectual activity alone: powerful  
emotions have an irreducibly important cognitive role to play.  If  
one states this view in a written form that expresses only intellectual 
activity and addresses itself only to the intellect of the reader (as is the 
custom in most philosophical and psychological treatises), a question 
arises.  Does the writer really believe what his or her words seem to  
state?  If so, why has this form been selected above others, a form that 
itself implies a rather different view of what is important and what 
dispensable?112  
 

Here, the truth in question is the psychological thesis that human psychology involves 

elements that can only be explored through forms of expression we find in more artistic 

endeavors.  Of course, we can state this truth.  I just did it.  Presumably, she has in mind 

more elusive, but prominent, features of human life and relationships.  One example 

might concern truths about love that are hard to capture in words.  For example, love can 

often motivate hatred for the beloved.  This seems odd and I may not have adequately 

                                                
111 Love’s Knowledge, pg. 6. 
112 Love’s Knowledge, pg. 7. 
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expressed it.  A narrative telling the story of two lovers who stay together, but are driven 

by love to be terribly cruel, might express this truth.113 

 Whether certain important truths about human life can only be expressed through 

works of literature (or other forms of artistic expression like film or music), I’m not sure.  

Nussbaum’s claim is hard to assess because it is essential to the very position she is 

adopting that if we “assess” claims in the usual philosophical way, we are inevitably 

limited as to what we can express.  Instead, I wish to focus on two important problems 

these reflections raise for normative moral theories.  The first concerns the education of 

our moral sentiments.  The second concerns the abstract nature of moral theorizing. 

 The first important point Nussbaum makes is that good works of literature extend 

our sympathies.  They allow us to become immersed in the inner world of characters 

whose life experiences and motivations we may not otherwise be able to understand.  The 

philosophical treatise is incapable of doing this.  It is true that philosophers do employ 

examples, but Nussbaum’s idea seems to be that works of literature can develop a 

character’s thoughts and feelings in a way that cannot be done in only a page or two (at 

most) and embedded in the context of an abstract philosophical argument.   

 A novel can serve to extend and educate our sympathies because, as she thinks of 

it, we can develop a relationship with a work of literature.  She thinks the metaphor of 

                                                
113 For example, Ernest Hemingway’s short story “Hills Like White Elephants” portrays the resentment 
that can be brought on by the love and attachment we feel for another.  “Hate” may not be the best way to 
describe the emotion brought on by the love in the story, but as I read the story love underwrites the 
negative emotion that motivates the interactions of the characters.  Undoubtedly, a story of cruelty brought 
on by love could, and surely has, been told.  Bunuel’s That Obscure Object of Desire uses the medium of 
film to explore ideas not so much about love, but about desire (in particular sexual desire) that reveal truths 
one might argue can only be expressed through film.  For example, our desire for something can be so 
strong that we wish to destroy it.  As I have stated it, that again sounds odd.  It might not be possible to 
capture this idea except through art.   
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friendship is highly appropriate in this context.114  That is, in some sense we develop a 

“friendship” with the novels we read.  She states, 

  People care for the books they read; and they are changed by  
what they care for – both during the time of reading and in  
countless later ways more difficult to discern.115 

This aspect of reading literature can be taken in many ways.  Nussbaum considers 

that novels can do this because they have a “seductive” power that draws us in and elicits 

various emotions.  She points out that we can even be seduced to sympathize with 

characters who are morally defective, our love for them making criticism difficult.   

At this point, we should be reminded of the “old quarrel” between the 

philosophers and the poets mentioned in Plato’s Republic.  The seductive power of 

literature is dangerous and it is highly questionable whether we should adopt that style as 

we discuss morality.  Nussbaum is aware of this and considers other relationships we can 

have with a text, other kinds of friendships besides the seductive kind.  In particular, she 

considers texts that “invite the reader into friendship” not by seducing their sentiments, 

but by considering ethical beliefs, human passions and moral experience in a serious and 

respectful way.116  She seems to have in mind friendships based on equality and shared 

interests.  She cites Aristotle’s texts as an example.  She must have in mind the sense in 

which, because we are curious about the topics Aristotle discusses, we are drawn into his 

various inquiries.  We want to understand human emotions, human happiness and the 

virtues.  Aristotle’s approach, as Nussbaum takes it, is to invite the reader to consider the 

                                                
114She is utilizing the metaphor developed by Wayne Booth. 
115 Ibid, pg. 231 
116 Ibid, pg. 238 
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possibilities regarding these topics and the relationships between them.  Importantly, as 

we will see in chapter four, Aristotle is certainly giving us a moral theory.     

 The second important point Nussbaum makes is that analytic moral philosophy 

cannot articulate certain truths because it aims to articulate and defend abstract moral 

principles.  Literature, in contrast, throws us into the world of particulars.  It engages us 

with particular people and particular situations.  Her idea is similar to Baier’s.  The idea 

is that principles, as we see them expressed in standard works of moral philosophy, are 

not animated.  They do not arise from within working systems of thought and feeling that 

are connected to our individual lives.  This is why the philosopher’s theories are, as Baier 

calls them, “airy”.  However, Nussbaum ties her idea much more to the Aristotelian idea 

that “in good deliberation and judgment, the particular is in some sense prior to general 

rules and principles”.  So, her view does not entail a complete rejection of abstract 

principles.117   

For both Nussbaum and Baier a normative moral theory will always tend towards 

the more general.  They are probably right about this.  Notice, though, that Baier’s 

conclusion is strong:  The result is that normative moral theories just can’t do much good 

when it comes to helping real people living real lives.  Nussbaum’s conclusion is more 

limited:  The result is that moral philosophy will have to broaden its scope, making room 

for the development of normative theories, but also becoming more self-aware of the 

form philosophical writing takes so as to include more artistic approaches to 

understanding the particulars of realistic moral situations.  The approach I adopt in part 

                                                
117 See, for example, her comments on pg. 165. 
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two resembles Nussbaum’s in many ways, but I hold out much more hope than I think 

she does that the form analytic philosophy often takes (that is, articulating moral ideas in 

clear, straightforward language and mounting arguments in support of these ideas) can 

broaden our view of the world and educate our sympathies.  Eudaimonist theories are 

capable of doing this – that’s why they can be part of our moral education. 

    

       A Response To Baier and Nussbaum 

 I wish to respond to the anti-intellectualist thread that underwrites both clusters of 

worries.  It should be noted that Nussbaum’s view is not thoroughly anti-intellectualist 

the way Baier’s is.  But, her skepticism about whether readers can develop a relationship 

with what moral theories produce the way they can with literature is a central aspect of 

Love’s Knowledge.  As such, if we are to defend the idea of constructing normative moral 

theories, a response is required.  In my response I will develop two complementary ideas.  

 The first idea is that, when we think about how to live, most people (not just 

philosophers or academics) can and do seek to articulate generalities.  We seek to 

articulate moral principles, the virtues, as well as moral rules.  We do all of this based on 

our practical experience of morality. Further, most people also seek unity of thought and 

action as they make decisions and, importantly, as they raise children.   Ultimately, the 

way we do this can be illuminated if we look at how someone who engages in a practical 

skill seeks generalities and unity in order to help him improve his performance.  As we 

will see in chapter five, I don’t think it’s a stretch to say that insofar as skills involve an 

understanding of the subject matter they also involve a working theory.  We will have to 
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wait until chapter five for the development of the skill analogy, but its important to point 

out the model I have in mind. 

 The second idea is that these more general features of morality (principles, virtues 

and rules) have a life.  In part, they cannot help but have a life.  This is because we seek 

them out as we act and as we reflect on our experiences.  However, I will not simply 

assert this claim and rely on the reader to recognize that this is the case in her own 

experience.  I think important studies in empirical psychology, studies that shaped the 

direction of moral education in the twentieth century, bear this out.  So, let me begin with 

the studies. 

 Jean Piaget was interested in how morality develops in human beings.  In 

particular, he was interested in what he called “child morality”.  How does morality begin 

to take hold in children?  How early do children begin to think in moral terms and what 

shape does morality take in early childhood development?  Its true that Piaget had a 

particular conception of what constitutes a moral concern.  His view was roughly 

Kantian.  Piaget states, 

  All morality consists in a system of rules, and the essence of all  
morality is to be sought for in the respect which the individual  
acquires for these rules.118 

One defect of Piaget’s general approach, then, is that it is incomplete.  For 

example, he does not consider how children think about ideals.  Nor does he ask when the 

language of the virtues first appears and how it develops.  In addition, he is not concerned 

                                                
118 Moral Judgment of the Child pg. 13 
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with the development of the moral sentiments.  His explicitly stated view is “It is the 

moral judgment that we propose to investigate, not moral behaviour or sentiments.”119  

 The defect of incompleteness, however, should not deter us from taking into 

consideration his observations.  For they show the way in which even children seek to 

articulate general guidelines to govern behavior and aim to unify these guidelines, 

particularly when they play games. 

 Piaget’s approach (what he called “the interrogatory”) was simple, but effective.  

In the first stage, he simply asked children of various ages if he could play marbles with 

them.  He then pretended he did not know how to play and, accordingly, made mistakes 

or acted ignorant.  He states,  

  All you need to do is to appear completely ignorant, and  
even to make intentional mistakes so that the child may  
each time point out clearly what the rule is.  Naturally,  
you must take the whole thing very seriously, all through  
the game.120 

By playing the game of marbles with children, Piaget was able to get a sense for what 

animates the game and gives purpose to the different guidelines children observe at 

different ages. 

 The second stage of “the interrogatory” is to ask children questions about the 

game and the guidelines they observe.  Piaget asked questions like:  “Have people always 

played as they do today?”  “Where do the rules come from?  Did you make up the rules 

or were you given them by parents or older children?”  These interviews gave Piaget a 

sense for how children at different ages think about what they are doing.  It also gave him 
                                                
119 Ibid, pg. 7 
120 Ibid. pg. 24 
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a sense for the extent to which children are able to articulate the guidelines governing 

what they do. 

 Piaget points out that, as they play, children are completely absorbed in the games 

and the guidelines governing the games.  Of course, there is great variation depending on 

age.  For example, very young children (around the age of two) are absorbed in 

developing the motor skills of the game, simply learning how to handle the marbles and 

discovering how they move.  Between the ages of two and five, the child begins to 

imitate using guidelines as she plays.121  She does not require other players, but she does 

exhibit a sense of order and observance of rules (for example, the child might not like it if 

an adult who happens to by playing with her does things “in the wrong way”).  At this 

stage, there does not seem to be an interest in achieving a clear end (like winning) the 

child is simply acting as though there is some kind of pattern or order.  Around seven or 

eight children begin to concern themselves more explicitly with cooperation over rules.  

The rules need to be unified so that the children can play with each other – and they 

really don’t want to play by themselves so the motivation to cooperate is strong.  

However, as Piaget states,  

…while a certain agreement may be reached in the course of  
one game, ideas about the rules in general are still rather vague.    
In other words, children of 7-8, who belong to the same class at 
school and are therefore constantly playing with each other, give,  

                                                
121 What I think Piaget means here is that the child, in some sense, is pretending to use guidelines.  When 
one spends time playing with a very young child, one is often struck by how the child seems to have 
something in mind, some normative conception that is governing the activity – he wants you to set the 
blocks up this way, not that way – but its obvious there is no real guideline or norm.  The child is simply 
imitating engagement in a norm-governed activity. 
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when they are questioned separately, disparate and often entirely 
contradictory accounts of the rules observed in playing marbles.122  

 

Finally, around ages ten to twelve, children begin to establish more explicit codification 

of the rules.  The children obtain a great deal of agreement and unification as to how the 

game is to be played.  Piaget states, 

  Not only is every detail of procedure in the game fixed, but  
the actual code of rules to be observed is known to the whole  
society.  There is remarkable concordance in the information  
given by children of 10-12 belonging to the same class at school,  
when they are questioned on the rules of the game and their possible 
variations.123 

 

In fact, there is such concordance that, if certain very specific conditions hold, the 

guidelines allow for actions usually considered to be unfair and outside the bounds of the 

game.  For example, Piaget points out that a kind of childlike retributive justice is 

recognized as legitimate if one child acts in a way consistent with the rules, but entirely 

out of the spirit of the game.  Further, children recognize and have mechanisms in place 

for communicating to one another when such actions are required.  Piaget states, 

The word “glaine” legitimizes piracy in certain well-defined conditions.  
When one of the players has succeeded, either by luck or by skill,  
in winning all his partners’ marbles, it is a point of honour…that he  
should offer to play a fresh set and should himself place in the square  
the necessary marbles, so as to give his less fortunate playmates the 
chance of recovering a portion of their possessions.  If he refuses, of 
course no law can force him to do this; he has won and there is the end  
of it.  If, however, one of the players pronounces the word “glaine”  
then the whole gang falls upon the miser, throws him down, empties his 
pockets and shares the booty.  This act of piracy (since the marbles 
collected by the winner constitute his lawfully acquired possession) is  

                                                
122 Moral Judgment of the Child, pg. 27. 
123 Ibid, pg. 27. 
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thus changed into a legitimate act and even into an act of retributive 
justice approved by the general conscience when the word “glaine” has 
been pronounced.124 

 

Here we see that the norms children recognize in their games, at least by ages ten 

to twelve, admit not only of unification but articulation.  Most importantly, they can 

communicate when certain actions are required and, as they play, they can indicate why 

they are required.  But, the children can also communicate all this to the interviewer -- 

they did to Piaget.  I submit we could find the same thing at present if we spent time 

playing kickball or basketball with children in our own communities and then discussed 

the games with them. 

Piaget’s studies, I should be clear, amount to evidence that from early on we 

move implicitly towards generalizations that help us navigate our world, particularly our 

social world.  By themselves, these studies do not establish that we move towards 

generalizations about value.125 They do, however, present the sort of evidence we would 

need to acquire in order to build a response to the problems raised by anti-theorists.  That 

is, they do show that we move towards generalizations in certain spheres that are crucial 

in our development.  It would be surprising if in other spheres (at home or in the 

classroom or when dealing with siblings) we do not move implicitly towards 

generalizations.  If it turns out that we do, at least at crucial moments, rely on 

generalizations in most aspects of our lives, then it would be surprising if the same thing 

                                                
124 Ibid, pg. 19. 
125 Julia Annas has helpfully raised this point, suggesting the possibility that Piaget’s studies only show that 
children recognize violations of rules, but the studies may not show that they recognize these violations as 
wrong or bad. 
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were not the case in the moral sphere.  That is, if we think the same might not hold in the 

moral sphere, then we would need to think of the moral sphere as fundamentally distinct 

from all other spheres.  That is a common view.  However, the distinction between the 

practical point of view and the ethical point of view, which informs a great deal of the 

discussion in this chapter, is a departure from this common view.  What I have called “the 

ethical point of view” does not imply that we consider a special set of (“distinctively 

moral”) considerations.  Rather, the ethical point of view involves taking a broad 

perspective towards many of our aims and practices.  It would be surprising, I think, if 

Piaget’s findings did not also bear on how we think about our lives from this broad 

perspective. 

 It is also important, as we evaluate these claims, to think back to when we were 

children and recognize not only that we did this, but also how important and central these 

games and activities were to us.  They were a large part of our lives and were often more 

important in shaping our views about how to treat others than what our parents said.  In 

particular, the guidelines we followed as we played games were very much alive and, 

while we did invoke generalities, that did not make the principles any less real or 

important.  The generalities we invoked certainly did not make them any less 

disconnected from our lives.  This is because they arose from within our own immersed 

childhood perspective. 

 Furthermore, we sought unity in our own thinking about these guidelines.  If two 

guidelines conflicted, for example, that was cause for stopping the game and having a 

discussion or argument about it.  These “community discussions” occupied a great deal of 
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time and were of great importance as we played our games. (Of course, often times we 

ended up throwing sand at each other – but sometimes we didn’t – and we had to get 

through these debates to keep playing the game.)  

 So, we can see that even from a young age people seek both unity in what they do 

and generalities.  Often these generalities are in the form of rules, but there are other sorts 

as well. (Again, we simply don’t have detailed psychological studies of how virtues or 

ideals play a role in childhood development.)  Further, the generalities that arise from 

within our imbedded perspective are not dead, too abstract or disconnected from our 

practical lives.   

 This gives us two conditions that structure our practical reasoning.  First, there is 

a coherence condition.  As we think about what to do here and now, we can look to other 

situations where we invoked generalities and ask why those same generalities would or 

would not apply in this case.  In addition, if we invoke conflicting generalities at different 

times, we are faced with a practical problem.  In cases like this, if we fail to confront the 

problem, then we are confused about what we are doing.  To say this is not to be too 

academic or demand something too intellectual from “ordinary” people, it is something 

that parents demand of children and spouses demand of one another.  If this is 

intellectualist, then human beings are intellectuals. 

 The second condition is one that arises from taking seriously the anti-theorist 

worry that moral theories produce generalities disconnected from peoples’ lives.  This 

condition can be put as follows.  The generalities we seek to articulate and compare to 

others must have significance or meaning for us.  They must relate to what we encounter 
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in our experience and arise from our own experiences of morality.  This is to emphasize 

the importance of checking the content of our moral theories with our own immersed 

perspective and asking whether we are discussing moral ideas that have relevance for us 

and for others in our society. 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I adopt the view that human beings are already pursuing 

something like practical moral theories.  It may be true that we do not pursue strictly 

systematic theories or ones that do not engage present practical worries.  But, we do seek 

unity of a sort that can be brought under a theory. 

 In addition, these reflections support the idea that if moral theories are to be 

livable they should be seen as working theories, capable of being expanded and 

improved, just as they are in the case of games and practical skills.  Importantly, this 

means that there is always the possibility of discovery.  We might discover new ways of 

putting ideas together or responding to various types of situations. 

 At this point, it is important to point out what I take to be the key considerations 

raised by anti-theorists.  This is because the considerations I have brought out as central 

to the anti-theorist position are not always noticed.  For example, Robert Louden has 

taken up the arguments of anti-theorists in an attempt to show that the enterprise of 

constructing normative moral theories is a substantially important one.126  He does not, 

however, directly respond to the arguments of anti-theorists.  Rather, his aim is to focus 

                                                
126 Morality and Moral Theory. 
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on what anti-theorists mean by “theory” and claim that another conception of theory 

underwrites a great deal of analytic moral philosophy.  So, anti-theory rests on a sort of 

misunderstanding.   Louden states, 

  My own strategy…will be not so much to rebut antitheorist  
arguments against moral theory directly as to argue for a different 
conception of moral theory, one that does not suffer the defect of  
“making everything theory”.127 

The result of Louden’s account of anti-theory is that anti-theory becomes 

important not because the basic position reveals any deep insight about the nature of 

morality or the relationship between moral theory and moral practice, but because anti-

theorists point out what moral theorists should not be doing.  Louden states, 

  Ultimately, I regard many of their arguments against moral  
theory as being not so much strong or weak arguments as  
simply irrelevant arguments that are based on highly questionable 
assumptions.128 

 

Two chapters later Louden states, 

  I have argued that the anti-theory conception of moral theory  
is objectionably narrow, and that it does not reflect accurately  
the nature and aims of two of the most outstanding past efforts  
in moral theory [Aristotle and Kant].  At the same time, several  
of the antitheory criticisms are well taken: moral theorists should not 
always do what anti-theorists say all moral theorists do.129   

 

The strategy I adopt in this chapter has been quite different.  I articulated what I 

take to be an inclusive and intuitive account of the ethical perspective (one that is theory 

neutral) in order to bypass arguments that assume too much from the outset.  That is, the 
                                                
127 Ibid. pg. 87 
128 Ibid., pg. 87-88. 
129 Ibid. 
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strongest anti-theorist positions see morality as something that arises from within a 

community of people with shared projects, commitments, hopes, worries, stories, etc.  

The moral systems that help us navigate our social world, many anti-theorists claim, are 

much too rich to be captured by anything that looks like a theory.  Or if this is not the 

case, the moral theorist must show us how its not.  So, as I see it, anti-theorists articulate 

an idea and a demand that is of deep importance and should be kept in mind by moral 

theorists.  Their arguments do not simply arise from a misunderstanding of the notion of a 

“theory” employed by moral philosophers in the analytic tradition.   

 The resulting strategy, then, has been to argue against anti-theory head on, 

claiming that moral theorists can meet anti-theorist arguments.  In particular, livable 

moral theories can do this.  In addition, I have argued that the notion of developing a 

practical theory that helps us answer questions about how to live – questions arising from 

within the ethical perspective – is something that is natural for a human being to do.  

Chapter five considers the type of theory I think does this best: eudaimonistic virtue 

ethics.   

There are other models for the sort of account moral philosophers should seek.  

Above, we saw some of what the literary model might look like.   On this model, moral 

theories would only be one part of moral philosophy.  In addition, philosophers would 

need to expand their own moral imaginations and consider the world of particulars.  What 

are actual moral situations like?  How do norms confront us?  Further, the model would 

imply that we can only articulate adequate moral principles and general philosophical 
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accounts if we have a good sense for the world of particulars that only literature can give 

us. 

I will not pursue the model because, while I think the idea of extending one’s 

sympathies is important, I think the model misrepresents the experience of reading a 

novel.  Novels are often read for enjoyment and escape, not so much to learn about our 

own lives.  We can moralize novels, but that’s not putting them to their best use.  One 

way of putting this is to say that the literary model takes all the fun out of reading a good 

book.  Perhaps its better to say that moral situations we encounter in a novel do not 

confront us the way moral situations do in real life.  When we read a novel, there is an 

ineliminable element of fiction, a loss of one’s own self.  Moral situations are intensely 

personal and our responses draw on deeply held beliefs and convictions, and often our 

self-esteem.  I don’t see how a novel can be personal in this way.130  

 In part two, I will develop the eudaimonistic approach to normative moral theory 

and submit that the model of virtue as a practical skill can provide us with a way of 

developing a useful, livable theory that is not open to the sorts of worries that arose for 

Sidgwick and Mill.  At the same time, though, the approach consists in constructing a 

normative theory.  In addition, I will point out how, in part because the aim is to develop 

a livable theory, eudaimonistic approaches have a great deal to offer when it comes to 

important questions about moral education. 

 

                                                
130 Try to imagine actually having had to make a decision to have an abortion (or kill someone in a morally 
ambiguous situation) and, subsequently, confronting a group of people reading and discussing a novel that 
puts a character in a relevantly similar situation.  It might depend on the novel and the discussants, but my 
guess is that the discussion could hardly come close to getting at what you had to confront.    
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CHAPTER 4 
THE STRUCTURE OF EUDAIMONISM 

 
Introduction 

Part one considers how we should construct a moral theory if it is to be of use in 

one’s practical decision-making.  I rejected strict systematic theories on the grounds that 

they will inevitably overlook core features of morality.  I also rejected the view that 

understanding a moral theory is not necessary for moral action and, so, need not play any 

role in one’s practical decision-making.   

There are many reasons why someone might give this second answer.  One might 

give it because one understands moral theories on the model of scientific theories and, so, 

sees them as exclusively for theorists, not for the non-specialist.  Similarly, anti-theorists 

might give this answer because they see moral theories as having no real practical import.  

That is, many anti-theorists think moral theories will always be too disconnected from 

anything that might look like a functional moral outlook capable of guiding someone 

living a real human life.   

As an alternative to these views, I offered the idea of a livable moral theory.  I 

showed how the idea of livability, as it is applied to moral theories, has come up in 

various contexts, but most importantly in arguments against consequentialism and 

deontology.   A livable moral theory would offer practical guidance, but not a decision-

procedure.  A livable moral theory would offer us a perspective from which to revise our 

practices and values, but without overlooking important agent-centered values.  In 

addition, a livable moral theory will leave room for a consideration of one’s moral 

development and will be of use in one’s moral education.  This is because the concern for 
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livability involves recognizing that actions are performed by agents and the character of 

an action is due in large part to the character of the agent.  The link between agents and 

actions is, from the perspective of livability anyway, one key to understanding the role 

that moral theories can play in moral education. 

From this perspective moral theories should involve understanding what makes 

for a moral agent.  “What is a moral agent like?” -- not “What makes an action right?”  -- 

is the central theoretical aim for moral theory.  In developing a way of thinking about a 

moral agent, then, the theory will offer guidance.  For it will offer a way of rethinking 

one’s life and restructuring one’s priorities where necessary.  I characterized the process 

of reflecting on one’s life and revising it accordingly as the process of “self-

understanding”.  A central idea of part one, then, is that it is self-understanding we are 

after, or should be after, when we study moral theory.   

 One important role of the arguments in part one was to clear the ground, so to 

speak, so that we might more easily find workable connections between theories of moral 

education and philosophical theories of morality.  Those philosophical theories that offer 

a plausible connection between moral decision-making and moral theorizing, I argued, 

are the place to start.  The “ground clearing” of part one was supposed to make clear that 

the research in moral philosophy holding the most promise for helping us develop a better 

understanding of moral education is the research investigating the question of what 

makes for a moral agent.  In part two of this dissertation I explore how a eudaimonistic 

virtue theory can answer the question of what makes for a moral agent.  In addition, I 
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show how such a theory might contribute to moral education in the United States.   I am 

taking eudaimonism as my focus for two reasons.   

The first is simply that it is the tradition with which I am most familiar.  The 

second reason is more substantial.  It is because in the moral education literature we find 

an important and interesting debate between two “rival” theoretical approaches.  The first 

is the “cognitive-developmentalist approach” commonly identified with the work of Jean 

Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg.  Cognitive-developmentalism is quite explicitly a 

Kantian inspired approach to moral education.  The second approach is the “character-

education approach.”  It is often times claimed that this approach hearkens back to 

Aristotle’s ethical works.  As far as I can tell, there are important differences between 

contemporary views of character education and Aristotle’s views, despite the fact that so 

many discussions of the character approach begin with some reference to Aristotle’s 

ethical views (often taken out of context and having nothing to do with the rest of the 

paper).   

These two approaches are often taken to conflict, and indeed they do.  But, the 

questions I will ask in chapter six are “Why do they conflict?” and “Must they conflict?”  

My answer to these questions, briefly stated, is that a large part of the moral education 

debate rests on an impoverished notion of virtue.  Character approaches rely on a notion 

of virtue that is indefensible and the cause of great confusion.  The eudaimonist tradition 

of ethics offers a way out of this confusion, without having to sacrifice what is at the core 

of the character approach.  But, we have to get eudaimonism on the table before this point 

about virtue will make sense.  So this chapter will focus on the strucuture of eudaimonism 
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and some of the central features of it before we can move on to questions about virtue 

and moral education.   

 

4.1  Thinking About the Point of My Life 

 In the hit HBO series The Sopranos, the young Anthony Jr., son of mob boss 

Tony Soprano (the star of the show), starts to grow up and realize who his father is and 

what his father does.  Initially, Anthony Jr. claims to have no problem with his father’s 

occupation.  When asked if he has a problem with it, he simply shrugs his shoulders in 

that familiar adolescent way and says in barely audible tones “Naw.”  What happens next 

is interesting.  Anthony Jr. begins to ask over and over again, to anyone who will listen, 

“What’s the point?”  When asked “The point of what, Anthony?” his response is 

“Everything.  Life. What are we doing? Why are we here?”  His parents are taken aback 

by Anthony’s questions and respond aggressively with “The point is that I’m telling you 

to do it.”  They respond with horror as Anthony Jr. awkwardly attempts to recite lines 

from Friedrich Nietzsche (Anthony Jr. pronounces his name “nitch”) – lines like “God is 

dead” and “Things happen for no reason”.  

 Now, it should be unsurprising that questioning the point of life often seems most 

pressing to Anthony Jr. when he has schoolwork to finish or chores to do (he never asks 

about the point of life when presented with the opportunity of engaging in those most 

pointless of teenage activities, playing video games or going to the mall).  However, it 

touches a deep chord in his parents, particularly his father.  And the writers of the show 

are not unaware of how, to a large extent, it is this sort of questioning that drives the 
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whole series and makes the show compelling to so many viewers (it is one of the most 

popular television series in T.V. history).  Tony Soprano is interesting because his flaws 

are obvious to the viewers, to the other characters, but most importantly to himself.  The 

show begins with Tony entering therapy after collapsing from panic when a family of 

ducks, who were wintering in his pool, left for a warmer climate.  “Why were those 

ducks so important to you?” his therapist asks.  The answer is that the ducks represents 

something Tony wants more than anything else in the world – to live a good life.  Tony is 

unsatisfied with his life as it is, he wants it to improve, but he does not know how to do it.  

So, he enters therapy and begins to approach the question “What is the point of my life?” 

(I say “approach” because he cannot directly confront those questions right from the start.  

For some people, a question like that, stated straightforwardly, is just too big.) 

 It is at this point, precisely, that philosophers in the eudaimonist tradition of ethics 

recommend themselves as offering guidance.  It is important to note that the eudaimonist 

is happy with this somewhat vague starting point.  The above discussion of Tony Soprano 

and Anthony Jr. suggests that reflection on the point of your life can go in many 

directions.  The initial sense of dissatisfaction, or simply wonder or confusion, about 

one’s life is just the beginning.  It will turn out that it is part of the job of a eudaimonist 

theory to add some clarity at this point.  But, nevertheless, eudaimonism gets its grip 

when one starts to genuinely ask about the point of one’s life.   

Its important to note that reflecting on the point of one’s life is not distinctive of 

eudaimonism.  For there are traditions that are not eudaimonist, but that recommend 

thinking about the point of one’s life as a way of improving one’s life.  Arguably, 
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existentialist philosophers ask one to adopt a perspective of thinking about the point of 

one’s life and decide how to live from that perspective.131  Also, a great deal of modern 

psychotherapy asks one to consider thinking about the relationship between one’s past, 

present and future (starting from childhood and moving on).  This fact makes 

eudaimonism all the more compelling.  For this starting point is simply something that 

nearly all human beings do.  At some point one begins to think about the point of one’s 

life.  While the eudaimonist starting point is not unique to eudaimonism, two features 

distinguish eudaimonism from other ways of approaching questions about the point of 

one’s life.  

 

4.2  What Is Unique About Eudaimonism? 

 

4.2.1  Taking A Critical Stance Towards My Life 

The first distinguishing feature of eudaimonism is that the eudaimonist takes 

reflecting on the point of one’s life to be the starting point for ethical reflection.132  That 

is, thinking about the point of your life is not consistent with simply adopting a crude 

egoistic perspective.  It is not a retreat into one’s own insecurities, and it does not involve 

becoming selfishly obsessed with one’s own problems.  The greedy CEO who feels 

unsatisfied with only one yacht and needs to step back to re-think how to make more 

money or obtain more power so he can be at ease, is not thinking about the point of his 

life in the sense the eudaimonist stresses.  Thinking about the point of your life is, in the 

first instance, to put critical distance between yourself and the activities, projects and 
                                                
131 Consider, for example, Nietzsche’s discussion of “the eternal recurrence of the same,” see Gay Science. 
132 See Julia Annas The Morality of Happiness Oxford University Press. 
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commitments in your life.  It is to reason about what you are doing, how your life has 

gone, and where it is going.   

 This point about achieving critical distance from one’s life and one’s aims is why 

eudaimonists emphasize the importance of maturity and demand that one needs to be 

ready for ethical philosophy.  The greedy CEO resembles the teenager who is not willing 

to adopt a critical stance towards his life and, instead, is just motivated by his feelings.  

Like Anthony Jr. he may be able to formulate questions about the point of life and reason 

about how to get what he wants, but he will not be genuinely engaging in ethical 

reflection unless he begins to think about what reasons he has for living the sort of life he 

does and engaging in the sort of pursuits he does.  So, the first point is that in stepping 

back and reasoning about one’s life, one is adopting a critical stance towards oneself.  If 

eudaimonism lays claim to a moral perspective, it is the perspective of assessing one’s 

own life, taken as a whole. 

 

4.2.2  Having A Final End  

 The second distinguishing feature of eudaimonism is that it does not ask one to 

reason about one’s life in any old way.  Rather, eudaimonists ask one to reason about the 

ultimate aim of everything one does.  This “ultimate aim” is referred to as one’s telos, or 

final end.  The idea of having a final end is not one that is easy to grasp for many people 

today, but it is not an idea that is completely foreign or inaccessible to us.  This idea 

deserves some explanation and the best place to start is with Aristotle. 
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 In bk. I.1 of Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle explains that we have a final end.133  

He starts by making what seems to many people a puzzling inference.  He states, 

  Every craft and every line of inquiry, and likewise every  
action and decision, seems to seek some good; that is why  
(diho) some people were right to describe the good as what  
everything seeks. (1094a) 

What Aristotle means here is hard to make out and there are different readings.  That 

every craft and line of inquiry seem to seek some good (that is, it appears that way to 

most people)134 suggests that Aristotle did not take himself to be saying something 

entirely novel - this view was held, he thought, by most people.135  

These days, this famous quote of Aristotle’s is often met with opposition.  Many 

people think that even if it were true that every action aims at some good (itself a 

controversial claim), why would there need to be one good at which all actions aim?136 

Once we understand what is implicit in the argument we can see that Aristotle’s 

inference is a good one; or, at least, it introduces an important idea, which furthers our 

understanding of how reason works in the practical sphere.  The idea is that in order for 

us to call someone’s behavior an “action” (something the agent does, as opposed to 

                                                
133 That Aristotle commits himself to the claim that we actually do have a single final end is controversial.  
Some argue that Aristotle is only making the claim that we must have a final end if desire is not to be 
empty and vain.  See, for example, J. Cooper Reason and Human Good in Aristotle, pgs. 94-97.  Given that 
Aristotle thinks the whole point of thinking about eudaimonism is so that we will live better, I think it is 
best to take him to think that we at least must think that we have a final end. 
134 Terence Irwin’s notes to the text are helpful on this point.  diho is commonly used to mark a transition 
from Aristotle’s own view to an explanation of a fact or commonly held belief.  Also, by saying “seems to 
seek” Aristotle can be read as saying that it’s a common appearance that actions and decisions (as well as 
crafts and inquiries) are goal directed. 
135 Though he may have in mind the view of Eudoxus, as Irwin notes. 
136 A number of questions can be asked about this inference.  In addition to the question of whether every 
action does aim at some good, there is the question concerning whether there is some notion of necessity at 
work in this inference.  Does Aristotle think all actions must aim at some good?  Does he think there must 
be some one good at which they all aim?  These are important details which I think can be answered by my 
interpretation of his argument. 
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something that just happens to the agent), it must be the case that the behavior comes 

about in a certain way.  It must have come about as a result of the agent’s deliberation.  

Or, alternatively, the agent must be doing what she is doing as a result of a choice 

(prohairesis) she has made.  It is only in such cases that we would call the resulting 

bodily movements “her own” and so call it an action on the part of the agent. 

Once we see137 that Aristotle is locating action in, roughly, what we do as a result 

of deliberation, or choice, we can see two important things:  1) our actions are goal 

directed and 2) our actions all have to be understood as aiming at one, final end (telos).    

 

    Actions are Goal Directed 

I will start with the first claim, that our actions are all goal directed, aiming at 

something the agent takes to be good.138   There are two parts to this claim.  The first is 

that all action is end-directed and the second is that it is always aimed at something good.  

I will take each in turn.   

There are two ways to defend the claim that all action is end-directed.  The first is 

the intuitive way Aristotle intends in the opening of the Nicomachean Ethics and the 

                                                
137 Again, I have not, here, done the interpretive work of defending this reading, but I think it can be 
defended. 
138 David Velleman’s interesting paper “The Guise of the Good” is relevant here.  However, considering his 
objections at this point would distract from the focus of the paper.  To adequately defend Aristotle’s claim, 
though, something would have to be said about Velleman’s arguments and other objections like his.  I 
should just say that Aristotle does not portray the agent as “a square” (see pg. 99 in Velleman’s The 
Possibility of Practical Reason); though if a case could be made that he does, I think we all are a bit square.  
The disaffected, the refractory, the silly, the satanic, and the punks, I would argue, do not create a problem 
for Aristotle’s premise.   In short, because I do not think Aristotle is commited to saying what Velleman 
thinks the “sophisticated cognitivist” is.  Namely, that saying desire aims at the good involves thinking that 
when someone desires x, one makes a value judgment about the goodness of x.   Aristotle is talking about 
deliberate action, so insofar as he is talking about desire, he is talking about something like “rational 
desire”.  Aristotle is not saying that desire requires a value judgment, but rather that deliberate action 
requires one.  He does not develop this point in EN I because, as Kant did later, he takes himself to be 
starting from fairly intuitive claims with the supporting philosophical theory coming later.   
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second involves a more technical discussion of practical deliberation and choice 

(prohairesis).   

Julia Annas captures the intuitive way as follows.  

We may do some things which are pointless or spontaneous,  
but these are not clear examples of actions or choices.  Aristotle  
himself tends to treat choice as necessary for proper action, and  
choice as requiring deliberation, so here he clearly means that  
everything that we do that is brought about by deliberated choice  
is end directed.  This has the advantage of sounding as platitudinous  
as Aristotle takes his claim to be.139   

 

This sounds platitudinous because it says simply that when I deliberate about what to do, 

I have in mind bringing about some outcome.  And this is all that is meant by the claim 

that all action, proper action, is end-directed.140  

But, Aristotle also discusses his view that action is end-directed in his more 

lengthy and detailed discussion of deliberation and choice in EN bk. III.  There he 

famously states that we do not deliberate about ends, but rather about what promotes ends 

(pros to telos).  Deliberation for Aristotle concerns how we will go about achieving ends.  

He states, 

 A doctor, for instance, does not deliberate about  
whether he will cure, or an orator about whether  
he will persuade, or a politician about whether he  
will produce good order, or any other expert about  
the end that his science aims at.  Rather, we lay down  
the end, and then examine the ways and means to  

                                                
139 Morality of Happiness, pg. 30. 
140 The view of end-directed action I am describing here is compatible with the view that mentioning the 
desire for the end as a reason for the action only explains the action in the sense that it describes what the 
agent takes herself to be doing in performing the action.  Referring to the desire for the end does not 
explain the action in the sense of stating a factor extraneous to the choosing itself, which would account for 
the behavior coming about.  See S. Broadie’s Ethics With Aristotle, pg. 179-80 for the more detailed 
account of Aristotle’s view of the relationship between deliberation and rational choice. 
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achieve it. (EN 1112b13-18) 

Note here that we are discussing practical deliberation.  That is, deliberation about how 

we are going to act or what we are going to do.  We are to understand this on the model 

of a doctor deliberating about what to do when he encounters a sick patient.141  In such 

cases, our end is already given to us (in some sense), though what constitutes achieving it 

is for us to determine for ourselves.  

 There is a glaring problem if we take Aristotle to be holding this view in an 

unqualified way.  The objection is that surely we adopt (and so deliberate about) new 

ends all the time, as we change and have new experiences.  Take as an example someone 

who has never played a sport in his life.  Say he meets some friends in college who 

introduce him to basketball and he loves it.  He now has a new end of playing basketball.  

In adopting this new end he has deliberated about why he wants to adopt it and, after 

thinking about it and trying it out, has decided he wants to play regularly.  So, he buys 

basketball shoes, shorts, and all the rest.  Would Aristotle deny that things like this 

happen? 

 No, Aristotle surely would not deny such cases.  The issue concerns how we are 

to understand these cases.  Is the above case best described as one where a person is 

adopting a (completely) new end?  Or is it a case of someone specifying how he is going 

to promote another end (or other ends) he already has? 

                                                
141 How far we are to take the analogy with crafts is unclear in the texts we have from Aristotle.  See S. 
Broadie Ethics With Aristotle chapter 4 for an account of the problems involved with various interpretations 
of how far the craft analogy goes.  The most plausible interpretation may be that Aristotle tried to, but 
could not completely, articulate his understanding of ethical deliberation without the use of the craft 
analogy. 
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 Consider the fact that in adopting the end of playing basketball the person must 

deliberate.  What goes into deliberating about whether to play basketball regularly?  Most 

likely in this case, where the person is not playing to compete, he is at some level 

considering the importance of recreation and exercise as well as the social element of 

hanging out with friends, etc.  Notice that what is important is that there must already be 

ends in place (recreation, health, socializing) in order for there to be anything to 

deliberate about and, so, in order for one to be able to decide.  These ends that are already 

in place are the sort of ends Aristotle has in mind when he is talking about deliberation 

not being about ends, themselves, but about what promotes ends.   

There is a problem with how, exactly, to specify these sorts of ends (after all not 

everyone has the end of recreation).   I think Martha Nussbaum puts the eudaimonist 

point clearly when she states, 

  
In reflecting about how a human being should live, a person may 
commend some very general goals as good for human beings in  
general: for example, friendship, parental love, civic responsibility.   
But she will also deliberate about which more concrete specification  
of each of these general ends she will prefer; some of this work still 
involves asking which specifications are to be commended for human 
beings in general.  At some point in the process, however, we get to  
items that are not commended for all human beings, but are just her  
own ways of realizing the general human ends in her situation and  
context.  For example, if the general goal were artistic cultivation and 
performance, she might realize this by playing the clarinet, but she  
would believe that other human beings can equally well realize it by 
dancing, or singing, or playing the oboe.  The ancient eudaimonist  
picture does allow for this type of specification of ends. 142 
  

                                                
142 Upheavals of Thought, pg. 50-51 
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The point I want to make clear is that, on the eudaimonist picture, deliberation involves 

the promotion of ends embedded in a, more or less, structured set of ends.143  Some of our 

actions involve achieving ends simply as a means to further ends, desired for themselves 

(like jogging to get healthy), while other actions are seen as promoting or realizing ends 

desired for their own sake (e.g. playing music or reading a novel for enjoyment).   

 As Nussbaum’s comments make clear, the idea is that not only are our ends 

embedded, but upon reflection we realize that we recommend them to others.  That is to 

say that reflecting on what makes a life worthwhile leads us to recognize the 

commonality between human beings.  How similar two individual lives look will vary 

from place to place and person to person, but the eudaimonist holds that there will always 

be some, even if very general, specification of ends which will be shared in common.144  

This point needs more attention and I will return to it when I discuss problems for 

eudaimonism. 

 So far, I have only made the standard eudaimonist argument that we need more 

general ends in order to deliberate about actions which promote these ends in specific 

ways.  I also suggested, but did not argue for, the claim that we can find some 

commonality between the ends people pursue.145  There are two further elements to add to 

                                                
143 I say a “structured set of ends” instead of a ‘hierarchy” because I do not think I have shown anyhting 
about why some ends are higher up (in terms of priority) than others, just that some are general and others 
specific. 
144 Note that this is not required.  One could hold that deliberation requires that some ends already be in 
place in order for there to be anything to deliberate about, but not think that people will have any of the 
same ends.  That point requires further argument. 
145 I have not, however, discussed in detail how it is that certain ends are already in place, or given to us.  I 
think this is an important point.  There are two different sorts of answers, corresponding to two different 
sorts of ends we have.  Some ends, I would argue, are given to us because humans live in societies with 
other people.  Others are given because, roughly, the structure of our thought.  The fact that one can step 
back and think about one’s whole life, or oneself as an agent persisting through time, imposes, at the very 
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the eudaimonist picture.  The first is that, when we aim at ends as part of promoting some 

generally specified ends already in place, we are aiming at the ends as goods. The other 

element concerns the idea that our ends form a hierarchy.  I will take the first element 

first.   

 

     Actions Aim at Something Good 

We have already seen how practical deliberation involves deliberation about how 

to promote ends.  Even if we were to accept Aristotle’s claim that actions are goal 

directed (aiming to achieve something) why should we think they always aim to achieve 

something good?    

 The claim should, of course, not be taken to say that actions always aim at what 

is, in fact, good.  Nor should it be taken to say that actions always aim at what an agent, 

taking her other aims into account, would think is good.146  The claim is simply that when 

an agent acts she sees something worthwhile in doing what she is doing, even if the 

perspective is narrow.  Since acting is goal directed, we can understand this claim to say 

that the agent aims at something she takes to be good.   If, on the other hand, we allow 

that sometimes people pursue things they, at that time, take to be positively bad, the 

action is inexplicable.147  Aristotle does not offer much defense for this claim, he holds it 

to be intuitively plausible.  Even though there are some important philosophical 

                                                                                                                                            
least, some kind of consistency condition on our thought.  This will require a kind of formal end.  Indeed, 
that’s one way Aristotle characterizes the final end, in purely formal terms. 
146 For more on this, see J. Annas The Morality of Happiness. 
147 See footnote 136 for some thoughts about Velleman’s arguments in “The Guise of the Good”. 
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arguments against this claim, I think it is plausible.  In order to remain focused, I will not 

go further into these arguments here.148 

 

    Our Ends Form a Hierarchy 

 The second feature of the eudaimonist view of deliberate action concerns the idea 

that not only are our actions directed toward achieving goods, they are also embedded in 

a hierarchy; we put some of our ends above others.  Consider someone acting to achieve 

ends, but having no order of priority amongst the ends.  The problem with lacking 

prioritization is clear once we think about how often ends can come into conflict.  If one 

does not prioritize one’s ends, then in cases where the situation demands promoting one 

at the expense of another, the person will be at a loss; what she does seems arbitrary. 

 Notice in Nussbaum’s statement above that the more general goals are arrived at 

by thinking about “how a human being should live.”  This points to how it is that a 

hierarchy, or an order of priority, is arrived at on the eudaimonist picture.    Thinking 

about how a human being should live, or what constitutes a good human life, is how we 

arrive not only at structure in the sense of seeing the relationship between ends (e.g. 

buying my basketball shoes is part of having the goal of playing regularly), but also a 

hierarchical structure.  The idea is that there is an end to which all others are 

subordinated, the final end (telos).  It is this subordination that provides a kind of order 

                                                
148 For more on Aristotle’s premise, see Annas The Morality of Happiness, pg. 30.  For the ancient debate 
about whether the different senses of good create a problem for Aristotle’s argument see, as Annas also 
notes, Arius 58.5 and 68.24-74.22, 134.7-137.12, Diogenes VII 94, 96-101.  Modern commentary on the 
different positions here can be found in Sharples “The Peripatetic Classification of Goods” and Furley’s 
“Comments on Dr. Sharples Paper”. 
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that enables one to make decisions and respond in cases of conflict.149  Having this 

hierarchical structure will lead one to place more importance on certain ends and less on 

others.  In this way, through reflecting on how a human being should live, one is able to 

lead an ordered life. 

 Aristotle makes this point in the following passage, 

  If, then, there is some end (telos) of the things we  
can do, an end which we wish for because of itself,  
while we wish for the other things because of it; and  
if we do not choose everything because of something  
else (for it goes on ad infinitum that way, so that desire 
is empty and vain)—then it is clear that this would be  
the good, and the best.  So surely as far as our lives are  
concerned knowledge of this has great influence, and  
just like archers with a target we would be more likely  
to achieve what we ought?150 

If we think of any action, according to Aristotle, we will see that it is nested in a 

hierarchy.  Take, for example, going to class while in school.  I go to class because I want 

to do well in the course.  Why do I want to do well in the course?  Because I want to get a 

degree.  Why do I want to get a degree?  So I can get a job.  Why do I want a job?  So I 

can…on and on until we get to a, in most cases, inchoate conception of a good life.  

Given that our actions are end-directed and that our ends are nested in a hierarchy, we 

should see that one who has not thought through the hierarchy does not completely 

understand what one is doing when acting.  In this sense, then, thinking about 

eudaimonia, or the good life, is crucial to acting.  In some way it accompanies the agent 

in every one of her “full-blooded” actions.   
                                                
149 Of course, ordering things in a deviant way can lead to difficulties for the agent.  Why it is that not 
having any order at all is problematic should be obvious from thinking about cases of conflict.  How will 
one decide what to do? 
150 EN Bk. I 



 
 

150 

 I have covered most of the general eudaimonist theory of deliberate action.  So let 

me review.151  Actions (“full blooded actions”) are behaviors involving the agent in the 

right way.  The agent is, in some important sense, implicated in producing the behavior.  

Speaking in these terms, we can say that Aristotle locates the agent in the activity of 

deliberation.  Deliberation involves reasoning about how to promote more generally 

specified ends (call them “higher ends”, e.g. education, family, citizenship, etc.).  

Importantly, it is not enough for “full blooded” action to stop at “higher ends,” one must 

also understand these ends as nested in a hierarchy.  Otherwise, two problems arise.  

First, the agent will be at a loss in cases of conflict.  Her behavior will have an element of 

arbitrariness.  Second, there is a sense in which the agent will lack understanding of why 

she is doing what she is doing.  She will fail to see the way in which her ends are related.  

The agent, for example, who seeks an education will fail to see the point of getting an 

education unless she has thought about it in the broader context of her whole life.  

Thinking in this broader context is, then, a crucial and unique aspect of eudaimonism and 

it involves reflecting on eudaimonia.152  

In the remainder of this chapter, I will focus on the role that reflection on eudaimonia 

plays in living a good life.  The aim of reflection on eudaimonia is to supply unity to a 

life -- it does not just help us avoid conflict.  The kind of reflection eudaimonists urge 

                                                
151 Aristotle sums up these points in EN Bk. IIII chapters 3 and 5. 
152 I say unique not because eudaimonists have, historically, been the only philosophers to discuss what 
makes for a worthwhile human life.  (Mill, for example, discusses this in great detail, as do many other 
philosophers.)  Rather, its because this sort of reflection serves as the basis of what we might call “the 
moral perspective” for the eudaimonist.  Its thinking about what constitutes a worthwhile human life (or 
“thinking about one’s life as a whole” as Annas puts it) that leads to moral thinking.  
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helps to unify our ends and, in doing so, allows the agent to act in a unified, or integrated, 

way.  

 

4.3  Eudaimonism, Self-understanding and Practical Guidance 

 Reflecting on eudaimonia is supposed to guide action by 1) giving one some basis 

for choosing ends so as to avoid arbitrariness and by 2) helping one see the relationship 

between her ends so as to have a better understanding of how any specific action fits in to 

a broader life plan.  But, how exactly does reflecting on eudaimonia help us do this? 

 It should first be noted that this is a very large topic and a great deal of debate and 

confusion, mostly regarding the correct interpretation of Aristotle, swirls around the 

question of how a eudaimonist theory can meet aims 1) and 2).153  Of course, we should 

notice that what I have presented so far is only a general sketch of eudaimonism and not a 

complete eudaimonist theory.  Consequently, one could deflect worries about how 

eudaimonism can meet aims 1) and 2) by responding that such worries can only be 

addressed by a particular version of eudaimonism.  ‘Eudaimonism’ (like 

‘Consequentialism’) refers to a class of theories that share both a basic structure and a set 

of background assumptions.  As such, it is premature when describing the basic structure 

of the theory to raise problems for how a theory will give us more concrete guidance.  

Concrete guidance will come from a concrete specification of a theory (in the case of 

eudaimonist theories, a concrete specification of eudaimonia). 

                                                
153 See, for example, J. Mcdowell “Deliberation and Moral Development in Aristotle’s Ethics” in Aristotle, 
Kant and the Stoics, ed. By S. Engstrom and J. Whiting, Cambridge, 1996.  See also, S. Broadie Ethics 
With Aristotle, chpt. 4; J. Cooper Reason and Human Good in Aristotle.  Harvard University Press, 1975. 
Pgs. 94-6. 
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 This response only goes so far.  The strategy of deflecting worries about guidance 

works no better for a eudaimonist than it does for a conseqentialist.  This is because (as I 

argued in part one) the basic theoretical structure and shared background assumptions of 

a theory can greatly influence how any version of a theory will offer guidance.  So, it is 

fair to ask how any version of eudaimonism will guide action, given the basic structure of 

the theory. 

 Recall (from 4.1) that what makes eudaimonism so compelling is that it is 

recommended as a way of addressing a very basic question that is usually first asked in 

adolescence and continues to be asked throughout one’s adult life.  I am, of course, 

referring to the question “What is the point of my life?”  With the basic structure of 

eudaimonism set out, we can now see that a eudaimonist will answer that the point of 

one’s life is to live a eudaimon life.   This is supposed to give direction by supplying one 

with a better conception of what it is one is aiming at in everything one does.   

 As I have stated it, aims 1) and 2) could be met by introducing a choice guiding 

principle of the sort we find in more recent writers on morality.  Take, for example, the 

Utilitarian principle of utility.  When used as a choice guiding principle it says that, 

among the actions available to us, we ought to perform the action that best maximizes 

utility.  Indeed, J.S. Mill is quite explicit that the principle of utility is supposed to be 

used to meet aims 1) and 2) above.154  Is there anything comparable for eudaimonism?   

 While the eudaimonist tradition contains a great deal of discussion concerning 

conventional moral rules, there is no overarching (or fundamental) choice guiding 

                                                
154 See appendix 2. 
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principle at work the way there is in utilitarianism.155  If there were, the principle would 

have to look something like the following:   

When faced with competing ends, choose the one most conducive  
to living a eudaimon life. 

There may be many reasons why eudaimonists do not resort to choice-guiding 

principles like the one above.156  The discussion in 4.2 gives us one answer.  Namely, the 

eudaimonist account of action does not represent human beings as relying fundamentally 

on principles as they make decisions.  Rather, because practical deliberation is end 

directed, our deliberations are informed more by our conceptions of the ends we pursue 

than by principles or rules that govern our decisions.  It does not follow that there is no 

room for principles or rules in a eudaimonist framework.  It only follows that insofar as 

the theory is giving a general account of morality that will be action-guiding, rules and 

principles are of secondary importance.     

 More than that, however, eudaimonist theories employ a notion of practical 

guidance which differs from the notion common in many modern moral theories.  

Consider what we are demanding of a theory when we ask it to guide our practice.  Are 
                                                
155 T. Irwin, in Plato’s Moral Theory (pg. 251) and in Plato’s Ethics, discusses Plato’s commitment to 
eudaimonism as a commitment to a teleological principle (Irwin calls it “T” – What has a rationally 
justifiable claim on the agent must contribute to his happiness).  I’m not disagreeing with Irwin.  The 
difference is that Irwin is not discussing choice-guiding principles and I’m considering how eudaimonism, 
as a theory, guides one’s practical choices.   
156 In this dissertation I cannot take up one key issue lying at the heart of the whole question of how a 
eudaimonist theory will offer practical guidance.  This is the issue of what sort of end eudaimonia is.  On 
some accounts, eudaimonia is simply a list of general, “higher” ends that are part of a good human life (call 
this “the Blueprint Model”).  Another account might aim to give a more concrete specification of 
eudaimonia, which includes more specific instructions for how to balance and specify various higher ends 
(call this “the Technical Model”).  Another account will aim not so much to give an account of eudaimonia 
as it will to give an account of how one who lives a eudaimon life makes decisions (call this “the model of 
the virtuous person”).   The account I give here resembles the third model and is defended by John 
McDowell in “Deliberation and Moral Development in Aristotle’s Ethics” in Aristotle, Kant and the Stoics, 
ed. By S. Engstrom and J. Whiting, Cambridge, 1996. 
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we demanding that a theory give us clear answers to what to do in particular situations?  

Should it tell us what to do here and now?157  Those who have thought of practical 

guidance in this way have commonly sought to formulate a decision-procedure based on 

a given theory.  There are many different notions of decision-procedures, but common to 

all of them is the idea that a decision-procedure will give anyone, regardless of their 

personal history or cultural background, answers as to what to do in particular instances.  

Or, as Julia Annas has recently put it, decision procedures aim to give us “specific 

instructions for how to act.”158  

 Important arguments have been leveled against the view that a moral theory 

should offer a decision procedure that gives such specific instructions.159  In order to 

remain focused on the question of the chapter, I will not develop another argument here.  

But I will point out that, while it is true that people often do want specific instructions for 

how to act, when they ask for this we recognize it as a defect.  Consider, for example, the 

lucrative and booming industry of self-help books and self-improvement programs.  

Many of these books and programs claim to offer a new and improved life if only we buy 

the book or sign up for an expensive seminar.  Further, people often turn to these as 

sources of specific answers concerning what to do here and now (just as they turn to 

astrology or a fortune teller).  Besides the fact that such programs rarely make good on 

their promises, also if we were to encounter parents, for example, who consulted books, 

                                                
157 My discussion here owes a great deal to Julia Annas’ argument in “Virtue and Right Action”, 
unpublished manuscript.  
158 “Virtue and Right Action” 
159 See J. Annas “Virtue and Right Action” as well as R. Hursthouse On Virtue Ethics, Oxford University 
Press, 2000. 
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worksheets or manuals every time they were required to make decisions about how to 

raise their children we would clearly see them as less than ideal parents.  In fact, we 

would see them as missing the point of parenthood and decision-making as a parent.  A 

good parent confronts situations ultimately on her own and makes decisions based on her 

own assessment of the situation.  Decision-procedures aim to do away with this feature of 

moral life.  Many people might desire this kind of direct guidance, but it hardly amounts 

to a moral ideal and is surely a defect in the approach many people take to parenting or 

other important aspects of life. 

 So, if eudaiomonist theories do not aim to produce decision-procedures that will 

tell us what to do here and now, how do they guide action?  It should be noted that 

eudaiomonists give different answers to this question (see note 129).  However, a few 

general points can be brought out from what I said in 4.2.  

 In the first instance, instead of guiding action by telling us what to do here and 

now, eudaimonist theories guide us by helping us learn about what good lives are like.  

They offer us reflections on good examples of people who behave in characteristically 

moral ways.  In particular, they offer critical discussions of what made the lives good and 

how one might go about living these ways.  A eudaimonist theory, that is, can produce a 

unified set of thoughts about lives that are well lived.   

Second, we get an account of the virtues and the place of the virtues in a good 

life.  It is important to note that, as we will see in the next two chapters, eudaimonist 
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accounts of the virtues amount to a great deal more than simply a list.160  The accounts 

display the kind of reasoning involved in acting from any particular virtue.  Furthermore, 

we get an account of the place of virtue in living a good life.  At this point, there are 

different answers in the eudaimonist tradition.  But, at a general level, all eudaimonist 

theories aim to improve the learner’s conception of virtue and how they view place of 

virtue in living a good life. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have sought to point out how eudaimonist theories offer practical 

guidance.  In particular, practical guidance is offered by learning the theory – but not by 

learning a decision procedure.  As such, learning the theory will be an important part of 

one’s moral development, and important part of one’s moral education.  In the next 

chapter, I will explain why eudaimonists think learning the theory of virtue is required if 

one is to be virtuous.  In doing this, I will be discussing the notion of virtue and theories 

of virtue, not the overall conception of eudaimonia.  This is because I want to focus on 

the topic of moral education.  From a eudaimonist perspective, two elements are of 

central importance when it comes to our moral education.  The first is the role of virtue in 

our conception of a good life and the second is our understanding of what virtue is.  

Further, eudaimonists think we can make these conceptions more explicit and reason 

about them.  In this respect, the theory requires that one reason for oneself about these 

issues.  In encouraging further critical discussion of these issues, then, a eudaimonist 
                                                
160 This is a crucial point for questions about virtue education.  It may not seem a surprise to philosophers 
to say this, but it is not always recognized by those who argue about moral education. 
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theory can guide our actions, even if it won’t tell us exactly what to do here and now.  

That will always be for us to decide.  
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CHAPTER 5 
VIRTUE, SKILLS AND MORAL EDUCATION 

  
Introduction 

Moral theorists are actively considering the possibilities opened up by the 

development of virtue ethics.  As we consider these possibilities, a good degree of 

caution is warranted.  Many of those who fall in the virtue ethics ‘camp’ even urge us to 

proceed with caution.  That is, historically minded philosophers helpfully remind us that 

the tradition of virtue ethics is an old one.  And though this provides us with a good basis 

for understanding the strengths and weaknesses of different approaches to virtue ethics, 

we must also remember that philosophers living in the twenty first century cannot expect 

to transplant, into the present, a tradition of moral thought which arose in a context so 

different from our own.  

 The above point is uncontroversial.  I mention it because it helps put the 

challenges confronting virtue ethics in stark contrast to those confronting other moral 

theories, for example, utlitiarianism.  It is still not uncommon to hear philosophers 

comment on the uncertainty of virtue ethics.  Some see a mismatch between the content 

of virtue ethics and the content of morality. Others think virtue ethics cannot answer what 

many take to be the fundamental questions of moral theory.  Virtue ethics is often 

mistakenly charged with conceptual confusion, when what is often happening is that 

virtue ethicists are engaging in debates without shared assumptions about the aims of 

moral theory and, in some cases, the content of morality.  One crucial assumption held by 

many virtue ethicists is that a central aim of moral theory is moral education.  In this 

dissertation, I have sought to foreground this assumption and bring it to bear on 
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traditional questions of moral theory.  As I have argued throughout, our moral theories 

should be constructed with the aim of moral education firmly in mind. 

 Certainly moral education was a central aim for most ancient eudaimonists.  In a 

great many dialogues, Plato was centrally concerned with the question of whether (and, if 

so, how) virtue can be taught.  Aristotle explicitly states that the point of studying his 

views on ethics is to become good – ethical philosophy is not a theoretical exercise for 

Aristotle.  Similarly, the Hellenistic schools of philosophy – the Stoics, Epicureans, and 

the Skeptics – all claimed to offer not only rigorous argument but also ways of living.  

The student -- a Stoic, Epicurean or Skeptic would claim -- will become a better person 

through learning philosophy.  Moreover, the different schools had a lot at stake in 

actually accomplishing the goals of moral education.  Success or failure could be judged 

by how well the theory improved one’s life.  Furthermore, these concerns are not foreign 

to modern philosophy, despite the fact that concerns about moral education have been 

obscured by other questions, at least during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

 One important model played a key role in ancient debates concerning moral 

education.  This is the techne, or skill, model for virtue.  In some ancient views, virtue is 

thought to be analogous to a skill in important ways.  In others, virtue is thought to 

actually be a skill (and there are debates concerning what kind of skill it might be).   

We can immediately see why the skill model is attractive to anyone concerned 

with education.  Take, for example, the case of productive skills.  Skills like carpentry or 

shoe-making are not practiced in any old way, but are practiced with an understanding of 
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the subject matter.  This understanding is the basis for the practice of a skill that reliably 

produces quality products.   

Most importantly, though, skills are taught and learned. Further, this is not a 

mysterious process.  The learner is instructed by the skilled craftsman and often becomes 

an apprentice.  The apprenticeship leads to the development of the skill.  Once the learner 

progresses beyond mere apprentice and is able to successfully practice the skill on his 

own, he can eventually become a teacher himself.  This process is relatively clear, 

uncontroversial and not very mysterious.  If virtue is, or is in important ways like, a skill, 

then something like an apprenticeship model will go a long way towards helping us 

develop a useful, and philosophically sophisticated, approach to moral education. 

It is at this point that we must proceed with caution.  We should ask about the 

point of the skill model in ancient debates concerning the nature of virtue.  The skill 

model is much more developed in ancient theories of virtue than in modern ones.  So, if 

we are going to use this model to help illuminate virtue, and the education of virtue, we 

should investigate how much of the ancient model we can accept and which parts, if any, 

we should reject.   

A further obstacle to adapting the skill model to contemporary virtue ethics 

concerns the fact that there were disagreements between ancient schools concerning how 

far the model should be taken.  This shows that there is not a single ancient conception of 

the skill model, but various and conflicting views.  In many cases, what was at issue was 

the very notion of a skill (techne) itself.  In others, the debate revolved around whether it 

makes sense to talk about living life in a skillful way, or whether skills only make sense 
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in limited domains where the goal of the skill can be clearly and un-controversially 

specified.  

In this chapter, I am concerned with the aspects of the skill model that are relevant 

to contemporary concerns about moral education.  Because I am focusing on moral 

education, I will not discuss the role the skill model plays in different virtue ethical 

theories.  Many virtue ethicists (ancient and modern) have discussed the skill model for 

various purposes and I cannot hope to cover all, or even most, of the issues here.  Very 

few contemporary philosophers, though, have discussed the educational aspects of the 

skill model.  Since the skill model is beginning to receive attention in the moral education 

literature161, it is important to ask where recent philosophical work on the skill model and 

recent work in moral education converge.         

 In 5.1 I give an account of the similarities and differences between ancient and 

modern perspectives on moral education.  What are the aims of moral education?  Where 

do our aims diverge from those of the ancients?  Where do they overlap?   

 In 5.2, I move to a discussion of the ancient debate concerning how the notion of 

a techne (“skill” “art” or “craft”) illuminates the education of virtue.  Following Martha 

Nussbaum, I focus on Plato’s Protagoras.  Here I am concerned with two conflicting 

views about what sort of techne virtue might be.  According to one view, virtue is a 

techne that helps us achieve relatively fixed human ends.  According to another, virtue is 

an ‘internal-end’ techne.  That is, the end is the successful engagement in the activity 

itself.  As such, the model of moral reasoning concerns what constitutes achieving a 

                                                
161 Clark Power “Understanding the Character in Character Education” 
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vaguely specified end.  This distinction roughly (so, not neatly) tracks the distinction 

between productive and non-productive techne.  Furthermore, these two views lead to 

two significantly different approaches to moral education.   

Common to both conceptions, however, is the idea that practicing a techne has an 

important intellectual component.  So, whether or not we think of virtue as an ‘internal-

end’ techne, these ancient conceptions of virtue education involve developing an 

intellectual understanding of morality.  This aspect of a techne and its role in ancient 

accounts of virtue help to explain why ancient accounts of virtue education are, in 

general, more robust and better able to withstand common objections than many modern 

ones.  Perhaps the presence of the techne model helps account for why the ancient 

debates concerning moral education did not revolve around whether virtue and character 

should be the focus of moral education (the way it does today), but rather on how to 

understand virtue and character.   

 Finally, in 5.3 I argue for the relevance of the techne model to contemporary 

concerns about moral education.  It is important to note that the ancient model of virtue 

does not meet every contemporary concern about moral education, but it does meet 

important ones.  I conclude that, in this case, we have reason to transform some of our 

educational aims in light of what we can learn from ancient debates. 

 

5.1 Ancient and Modern Moral Education: The ‘Ordinary’ and the Philosophical 

  Moral education is important in any society.  However, moral education has been 

conducted with many different aims in mind, and so can take many different forms.  We 
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will see that a certain form of moral education, one described in Plato’s Protagoras, is as 

unavoidable as an education in one’s native language.  Beyond this most basic form of 

education (or socialization) there are various views, and they differ in important ways.  

     In this section, I describe the similarities and differences between views of 

moral education articulated during two distant periods in history.  For the first period (the 

fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E), I take as my reference point Plato’s important dialogue 

the Protagoras.162  The dialogue portrays a competition between competing forms of 

moral education.  As such, we can use the dialogue to get a general understanding of 

what goals moral education was supposed to achieve and what problems it was aimed at 

solving, at least as Plato saw it. 

 For the second period, I take as my reference point twentieth century “cognitive-

developmental” approaches to moral education based on the research of Jean Piaget and 

Lawrence Kohlberg.  Cognitive-developmentalists, primarily Kohlberg, developed moral 

education as a distinct area of study in North America.  Drawing from the progressive 

movement of education, Kohlberg tied the aims of moral education to the aims of a 

liberal democracy.  Kohlberg’s research transformed the field of educational psychology 

and, in many ways, framed the problems of moral education in the twentieth-century.   

 Regarding both ancient Greek and twentieth century American approaches to 

moral education, I distinguish between ‘ordinary’ approaches and philosophical 

approaches.  By ‘ordinary’ I mean the established practices of moral education and the 

aims those practices are generally meant to achieve.  A philosophical approach is, 
                                                
162 For the difficulty of the dramatic date, see Nussbaum, Fragility of Goodness, Cambridge, 2001.  A.E. 
Taylor, Plato, London 1926, 236.  C.C.W Taylor, Plato: Protagoras (Oxford, 1976).  
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accordingly, supposed to improve or revise the established practices.  The point of this 

section is to understand the aims of the most compelling ancient and modern 

philosophical approaches to moral education.  There is a historical question as to how 

compelling Plato’s discussion in the Protagoras would have seemed to his fellow 

Athenians.  I do not address that historical question here, though it would surely be 

important for a full understanding of the dialogue. 

  

 ‘Ordinary’ Ancient Greek Moral Education 

During the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E., the education of a typical Athenian 

citizen would have been an education in the virtues.  Though we have a good idea of 

what the recognized virtues were, there is some disagreement as to what exemplars were 

predominant during this time.163  

There were, however, two models available: the Homeric model and the model of 

a just citizen.  The Homeric model stressed the excellences of a warrior and aristocrat: 

strength, good birth, wealth, bravery on the battlefield, loyalty to his dependents, ability 

to plan intelligently, and honor.164  A Homeric hero can still be agathos without showing 

concern for others, provided he maintains his wealth and power.  However, this model 

does not present the ideal as simply a ruthless self-seeker, but rather as one who is 

concerned with honor and recognition from his peers.  As Irwin notes, this would have 

meant a Homeric hero ought to show some concern for the interests of others (including 

                                                
163 See Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory, for a brief account of the disagreements here. 
164 See Ibid. 
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inferiors).  The concern may be aimed at winning further honor, but it will nonetheless 

require one to take others into consideration when acting.      

The Homeric ideal maintains importance even during Plato’s time.165  However, 

the Homeric ideal undergoes revision in the works of Hesiod and others. 166   Hesiod 

develops the ideal of the just citizen. The central concern of a just man is with the 

community as a whole, making justice the central virtue. 

Both of these ideals are primarily expressed and taught through poetry.  This is an 

important point and helps us understand the primary aim of an education in the virtues.  

In Protagoras’ speech, for example, Plato has him describe the ‘ordinary’ approach to 

virtue education during the fifth and fourth centuries.167  A young child is first told what 

actions are just, courageous, pious, etc.  The child is then rewarded or punished according 

to how well he obeys.  These basic patterns of behavior are then supplemented with an 

education in ‘music’ (mousike).  This includes exposure to ‘good poets’, whose works the 

students are to memorize.  Of primary concern are the descriptions (‘in glowing terms’) 

of good men, so that the child can imitate them and become like them.  Learning to play 

the lyre, the student learns more poetry and comes to enjoy and imitate rhythms suitable 

for calm and well-balanced people.  In addition, gymnastics prepares the student 

physically, so that he can perform courageously in war or other activities, since being 

                                                
165 For example, at Rep. 606e, Socrates discusses how the ‘eulogists of Homer’ think of him as the great 
educator of Greece.   
166 Both of the ideals I discuss here resonate with Socrates’ interlocutors. Meno, for example, seems to find 
it natural to accept both elements of a Homeric, or at least an aristocratic, understanding of virtue (M. 71e, 
91a) as well as virtues associated with a just, and more common, citizen (M. 73a-d)  
167 In particular at Prot. 325d-326c 
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physically unfit may inhibit one from being able to perform the actions that courage 

requires.   

Protagoras also emphasizes the importance of learning the laws of the city.  Just 

as writing teachers sketch letters faintly for students to copy over, great lawmakers of the 

past have drawn up laws to serve as patterns for how to live.  As such, there is an 

educative role for punishment.  Punishment will ‘correct’ one’s behavior by compelling 

one to act in accordance with the correct patterns.   

The role of poetry and the laws reveals that the primary aim of moral education is 

to instill the correct ‘patterns’ in the student.  Most important are those patterns that 

contribute to the well functioning of the city.  The aim is not simply action in accordance 

with the correct patterns, but the psychological and physical development of each citizen.  

The aim of moral education is to produce well-balanced citizens and, so, a well-balanced 

city.  This education includes a role for parents, schools, as well as the rest of society (see 

Prot. 325d-326c).  Moral education, so understood, concerns the complete development 

of a true Athenian citizen.   

There are two ideas here that warrant attention.  The first is that moral education 

involves the development of the whole person.  This includes one’s understanding of the 

important practices in one’s society, as well as the development of one’s sentiments to 

accord with these practices.  The second is that moral education is not the kind of 

instruction one can get from one place (from school, for example).  One is to pick up 

virtue from the rest of society (as a whole), just as one might pick up Greek. (see Prot. 

327e1) 
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    These two points, particularly the second, may suggest that moral education is 

something that happens simply by virtue of being part of a society (the analogy with 

learning Greek suggests this).  This is to view moral education as a kind of socialization.  

This is true to some extent.  But, the emphasis on socialization can suggest that ordinary 

moral education happens ‘spontaneously’.  There is, though, reason to think that moral 

education was conducted with more explicit aims in mind.  

As Irwin puts it, ordinary Greek moral education aims to solve a problem about 

motivation and incontinence.  The problem can be stated as follows.  How is moral 

education possible when we know someone can act incontinently, knowing what is better 

but doing what is worse?  This problem raises a worry for any view that sees moral 

education as a kind of instruction (and we will see the problem arise again).  That is, one 

can be instructed as to what is better and worse (and so be able to make judgments 

accordingly), but still want to do what is worse despite one’s judgments.   

  The worry about incontinence underwrites a great deal of Protagoras’ account of 

proper moral education.  Take, for example, his account of the Prometheus myth.  The 

myth is the story of human beings attaining more control over themselves and their 

environment.  We are told that in the absence of practical skills (technai) we would not 

be able to survive.  With minimal skills, like building basic shelters and making clothing 

and food, we may be able to survive for short periods in scattered isolation (Prot. 322a-

b). But, simply surviving is not enough, according to Protagoras.  We must also organize 

ourselves so that we do not harm each other. (Prot. 322 b-c)  In addition, individuals 

must have some control over their own emotions and other impulses.  It would be 
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shameful to let our passions cause us to do what we know is wrong. (Prot. 352c-d)  A 

wide spread failure of self-control could threaten public morality. An important aim of 

ordinary Greek moral education, then, is to train the passions so this is not a common 

occurrence.168  

The generally accepted approach to moral education, as described by Protagoras, 

is practiced to enable the student not only to make judgments concerning what is 

courageous, pious, just, etc., but also to act on those judgments and avoid being swayed 

by the force of one’s passions.  Of course, moral education involves socialization, but the 

more explicit aim is for the citizens to be well-balanced.  

 

   Philosophical Approaches 

  We can see how the ordinary approach aims to solve the problem of motivation 

and incontinence.  One is introduced to the standard exemplars of virtue and the standard 

examples of virtuous acts (courage on the battlefield, observance of the gods, etc.).  In 

addition, one’s passions are trained so they accord with proper judgment concerning what 

virtue requires.  There are, though, further problems the standard view does not seem to 

recognize.   

Both Socrates and Protagoras agree that the ordinary view is not entirely adequate 

as it stands.  However, they disagree over whether we need a drastic or more moderate 

change in our practices.  Before we discuss the different proposals offered in the 

                                                
168 Irwin also points to Euripides as evidence for that the primary aim of ordinary moral education is to 
solve the problem of incontinence and motivation – see pg. 24/25 of PMT.  
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Protagoras (see section 5.2), lets look at why a philosophical approach is needed in the 

first place.   

 Martha Nussbaum argues that the Protagoras is crucial for understanding how 

problems concerning the relationship between luck (tuche) and ethics were understood in 

the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E.169  She takes the dialogue to offer competing 

approaches to coping with three variations on a general problem of luck. 

The first version is that we form attachments to vulnerable objects and activities.  

For example, Socrates’ attachment to Alcibiades, mentioned at the opening of the 

dialogue, involves a pursuit of and attachment to a person, the success of which is largely 

out of Socrates’ control.  The problem concerns whether and to what extent we can place 

these attachments under our control.  If we cannot, then we must either abandon them or 

leave ourselves at the mercy of external happenings.  The second problem concerns the 

fact that we regularly pursue a plurality of values without a clear way of resolving serious 

conflicts between them.  Again, the pursuit of Alcibiades, Nussbaum notes, is placed in 

opposition to the pursuit of wisdom.  Can we reconcile conflicts between 

incommensurable values or must we find some common standard by which to weigh 

what are only apparently conflicting values?  Finally, the problem of motivation and 

incontinence can be seen as a version of the problem of tuche.  Our passions often throw 

our practical planning off course.170  Is there any way to harness or shape our passions to 

avoid being ‘overcome’ by them?   

                                                
169 Fragility of Goodness, chapter 2. 
170 For example, Hippocrates is ‘overcome’ by sleep (310c8-d2) and Socrates struggles with ‘erotic need’. 
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 As Nussbaum interprets the Protagoras, Plato sees the need to cope with the fact 

that we are vulnerable to tuche (in the three forms above) as the primary problem that the 

competing views of education are meant to solve.  The exchange in the Protagoras, then, 

can be seen in the context of a deep philosophical worry about human life.  An adequate 

account of moral education must go further than showing how education can lead to more 

psychological stability, and so more social stability.  According to Nussbaum, Plato was 

keenly aware that a fully adequate approach to moral education must offer us some way 

of understanding human nature, one that will help us come to terms with our 

vulnerabilities.   

Socrates’ dissatisfaction with the ordinary approach leads to a further worry, one 

we see expressed in many other dialogues.  Socrates asks Protagoras to explain why we 

should think virtue is teachable.  Socrates says he believes it is not (319-320).  Further, he 

thinks most Athenians agree with him (319-320).  When Protagoras offers the ordinary 

approach as a response, Socrates proceeds to investigate further.  Socrates asks whether 

virtue is a single thing or whether it has parts (329c-d).  The motivation here is to gain a 

better understanding of piety, temperance and the rest of the virtues.  That this is ‘the one 

thing’ Socrates is worried about after Protagoras’ great speech indicates that Socrates 

thinks that in order to teach virtue one must know what virtue is (or what the virtues are).  

In other words, an adequate approach to moral education requires that we give an account 

of the virtues.  Socrates’ dissatisfaction with the ordinary approach reveals that the 

account cannot simply be a list of virtues, with a corresponding story or poem describing 

exemplars of the virtues.  We must have a deeper understanding of the virtues.  This 
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would presumably involve being able to answer questions like “Is virtue a single thing or 

does it have parts?”  So, again, we see that though the ordinary approach involves saying 

how virtue is taught it does not seem to recognize the need for a deeper account of the 

sort Socrates requires.  Irwin offers one rationale for Socrates’ worry.  He states, 

 This type [the ordinary type] of education or ‘culture’ (paideia)  
tries to solve the problem about motivation and incontinence; for  
it trains someone’s sentiments and emotions in the virtuous direction.   
But it does not show that the virtues have some clear point, or that  
they are systematically teachable and explicable; someone’s parents  
and the laws and social norms prescribe all kinds of virtuous actions  
to him, but do not explain why they are virtuous, what their point is,  
how they are justified; he has no guarantee that incompatible virtues  
and virtuous actions are not prescribed.  Someone who looks for the  
craft of living well cannot assume he has acquired the right actions,  
or some of them; his training will not have proved it to him.171  

   

 To review, we can see that the ordinary fourth and fifth century approach to moral 

education is not an approach that amounts to merely socializing the student.  Rather, the 

ordinary approach aimed to educate the student to be well balanced so he could, in turn, 

help the city maintain balance.  However, Plato looks deeper at the ordinary approach, 

particularly in the Protagoras.  There he puts the debate over the nature of virtue and the 

resulting view of moral education in the context of deep philosophical worries concerning 

1) the role of luck in a good life and 2) the importance of being able to give an account of 

virtue to teaching virtue.  The philosophical aims include, but go beyond the ordinary 

aims.   

 

                                                
171 Plato’s Moral Thoery, pg. 25 
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   ‘Ordinary’ Moral Education in the United States 

 When we turn to the history of moral education in the United States we see a 

general trend.  Each successive movement of moral education, from early 17th century 

puritan education to the present day revival of character education, is explicitly sought in 

order to counter a perceived moral decline.  Other than that, the aims vary widely.  One 

distinctive feature of moral education in the United States is that the debates usually 

concern what approach to adopt in our public schools.  The public school system is seen 

as the only common institution our society has for moral instruction.  Accordingly, there 

have always been heated debates over moral education in the United States.  

 Despite the great variety of specific aims, two ‘ordinary’ approaches can be 

characterized, albeit in a somewhat crude way.  It is worth mentioning them because for 

many the crude versions form the options we have as we consider the possibility of moral 

education.  We can call the first view the ‘direct approach’ and the second the ‘indirect 

approach’.172  

 The direct approach seeks to directly transmit to children “established value 

standards” set by adults.173  The idea is for teachers to 1) offer moral guidance in the form 

clear standards of conduct (often in the language of the virtues), 2) set good examples (by 

embodying the virtues themselves and presenting stories of good exemplars) and 3) offer 

clear answers in specific situations.  

                                                
172 Benninga and Richardson, “Young Children and AIDS Instruction: Practical and moral questions about 
moral education.”  Ethics in Education 7 (4), 4-6. 
173 Moral Character and Civic Education, pg. 6 
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 One highly problematic feature of direct approaches is that more attention is paid 

to composing and “distributing” lists of virtues, values and rules than to developing an 

understanding of what is on the list.  As Jacques Benninga states, 

  The problem for classroom teachers and school principals, then,  
  is not to define the values to which students should adhere (school  

boards, relying on parents and community standards, have this 
responsibility in most cases) but rather to decide how to teach these  
values honestly and realistically.174 

 The direct approach is often expressed as a form of sober common-sense.  Defenders of 

this sort of approach often want us to admit that we agree about what the primary virtues 

are, what values are most important to us and what rules we think every citizen should 

obey.  Though there may be disagreements, the direct approach often assumes there is 

enough agreement to establish a substantive curriculum of moral education.  This is why 

proponents of these views stress and defend the importance of the “traditional canon”.  

The traditional canon, the argument goes, is not the last word on moral and social issues, 

but it is the basis for any reasonable discussion of them.  Reasonable disagreement should 

be pursued in the context of the shared background of ideas we find in the canon.  

William Bennett describes this educational aim as achieving “moral literacy”.  He puts 

the point as follows, 

  The fact is that the formation of character in young people is  
educationally a different task from, and a prior task to, the discussion  
of the great, difficult  controversies of the day.  First things first.  We 
should teach values the same way we teach other things: one step at  
a time…We do not argue against teaching physics because laser physics  
is difficult, against teaching biology or chemistry because gene splicing 
and cloning are complex and controversial…Every field has its 

                                                
174 Moral, Character and Civic Education. Teacher College Press, 1991. 
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complexities and controversies…So too with forming character and 
achieving moral literacy, or teaching values, if you will.  You have to  
walk before you can run, and you ought to be able to run straight before 
you are asked to run an obstacle course.  So the moral basics should be 
taught in school, in the early years.175   
 

While the direct approach emphasizes moral clarity and the respects in which we 

agree, the indirect approach usually emphasizes the ‘situational’ aspects of morality and 

the respects in which we disagree.  The indirect approach seeks to enable students, from 

an early age, to make up their own minds concerning moral questions.  In addition, a 

central aim is to stress the importance of tolerating conflicting moral views.  Defenders of 

the indirect approach argue that there is very little agreement in our society even over 

basic virtues and values176, much less on what should be considered ‘required reading’.  

In addition, those who defend the indirect approach argue that traditional exemplars 

cannot offer adequate guidance for students living in a society that is constantly coping 

with new technologies, changing leadership, etc.      

The most well-known version of the indirect approach is the ‘values-clarification’ 

approach.  The program of values clarification aims to engage students in an ‘open-

ended’ discussion of moral issues.  The aim is to have the student clarify what values she 

thinks are important, as well as to come to respect other students’ views even when those 

views conflict with her own.  The values clarification approach was popular in the United 

States primarily in the late nineteen sixties and early nineteen seventies.  Its widespread 

popularity was due to two factors.  First, many had grown tired of the inflexibility of 

                                                
175 Ibid. pg 137 
176 For example, different authors give us different lists of the ‘central virtues’ of an American. (Benninga, 
pg. 5) 
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more traditional ‘direct’ approaches.  Second, values clarification programs often came 

with a wealth of instructional materials and pedagogical advice.  So, far from leaving the 

teacher to his own devices, the values clarification approach offered the teacher an 

abundance of exercises and ideas for how to engage students in a discussion of moral 

issues.   

Many popular versions of the indirect approach, like values clarification, are 

problematic because they do not offer students a way to critically evaluate various moral 

positions.   This approach is often criticized on the grounds that it confuses the idea of 

reasonable disagreement with a version of moral relativism, instilling an ‘anything goes’ 

attitude towards morality. 

 The ordinary views of moral education are problematic because they each are 

based on highly problematic assumptions.  Defenders of the direct approach assume there 

is agreement on the ‘basics’ of morality (fundamental values, virtues and rules).  Because 

there is often disagreement over these basic issues, direct approaches often look like 

forms of indoctrination. Defenders of indirect approaches, on the other hand, often 

assume that there is no way of critically evaluating moral beliefs.  As a result, indirect 

approaches often look like a simple version of moral relativism.177    

 

 

                                                
177 It is important to point out here that the direct and indirect distinction sounds very similar to the 
distinction between conservative moral education and progressive moral education I make in chapter 6.  
“Conservatism” and “Progressivism” refer to theoretical movements in the philosophy of education and do 
not just involve highlighting certain aims as central to moral education.  Since this chapter focuses solely 
on the aims of moral education and not as much on the guiding theoretical ideas lying behind various 
approaches, I use the designations “direct” and “indirect” so they sound somewhat generic. 
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Philosophical Approaches   

 The primary aim of modern philosophical approaches to moral education in the 

United States has been the development of a sense of justice in the student.  Here the 

aims of moral education have been shaped by the requirements of a liberal democracy.  

The almost exclusive emphasis on teaching justice and citizenship is probably a result of 

the fact that theorists have sought a curriculum of moral education we can use in public 

schools.  When it comes to fundamental issues of justice, moral education theorists think 

citizens of the United States can agree on some important points.  By ‘justice’, most 

theorists mean basic principles of liberty and equality, basic principles of human rights, 

and fair decision-making procedures. 

 We should note how the educational aim of teaching justice differs from the 

ordinary view above.  Both ordinary views are concerned with what we might call 

‘personal morality’.  That is, they are concerned with how a student will decide to 

conduct her life.  Does the student see the value of honesty in the classroom?  Does she 

see the importance of standing up for a good cause even in the face of danger?  What are 

her basic values?  Further, the direct approach, like the ordinary Greek view Protagoras 

describes, is also concerned to motivate the student through traditional stories and by 

offering role models. 

 The aim of teaching justice is quite different.  Moral educators who focus on 

justice and citizenship are very much aware that there is great disagreement when it 

comes to personal morality.  Kohlberg is explicit that the fact of great moral 

disagreement raises a worry about the legitimacy of moral education.  How can we 
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pursue moral education, particularly in public schools, in the face of such disagreement?  

His approach, he thinks, avoids this worry.  Kohlberg states, 

  The problems as to the legitimacy of moral education in the public  
schools disappear, however, if the proper content of moral education  
is recognized to be the values of justice that themselves prohibit  
the imposition of beliefs of one group on another.  The requirement  
implied by the Bill of Rights that the schools recognize the equal  
rights of individuals in matters of belief or values does not mean that  
the schools are not to be “value oriented”.  Recognition of equal rights 
does not imply value neutrality; that is, the view that all value systems  
are equally sound.178    

  So, the emphasis on justice is largely motivated by a concern to avoid the problems 

associated with the extremes of the direct and indirect approach (indoctrination and 

relativism respectively).179 

 The aim of teaching justice, however, needs to be supplemented with a deeper 

account of how the motive to be moral is acquired.  Modern philosophers and 

psychologists have asked two questions.  First, how can a sense of the importance of 

morality be instilled in citizens?  Second, how do we develop good moral judgment? 

 In A Theory of Justice, John Rawls outlines two modern philosophical approaches 

to these questions.  The first, in the tradition of empiricism, sees the aim of moral 

education to be one of supplying missing motives: namely, the desire to do what is right 

for its own sake and the desire not to do what is wrong.  Rawls states, 

  This is achieved by the approbation and disapprobation of parents  
and of others in authority, who when necessary use rewards and 
punishments ranging from bestowal and withdrawal of affection  

                                                
178 pg. 137 
179 See Chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion of how these concerns motivated Kholberg’s cognitive-
developmental approach. 
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to the administration of pleasures and pains.  Eventually by various 
psychological processes we acquire a desire to do what is right and  
an aversion to doing what is wrong.180   

In addition, it is important to note that the desires in question are typically acquired early 

in life.  Rawls states, 

  The consequence is that our subsequent moral sentiments are likely  
to bear the scars of this early training which shapes more or less  
roughly our original nature.181   

Finally, because our early education is often misguided, later (adult or adolescent) moral 

education often takes the form of correcting the mistaken attitudes acquired in childhood.  

Rawls suggests that this is done by making moral principles explicit to ourselves, 

thinking about them and changing our attitudes accordingly.      

 The second approach, in the rationalist tradition, sees the aim of moral education 

to be one of the free (often times associated with the ‘natural’) development of one’s 

intellectual and emotional capacities.  The idea here is not simply that we are by nature 

social.  Rather, the important idea is that the sort of life a society based on principles of 

justices makes possible for us, and demands of us, is congenial to our natural 

constitution.  We do not experience demands of justice, on this view, as frustrations of 

our natural progression through life.  We might not fully understand them when we are 

young.  However, as we develop an understanding of the difference between an 

injunction based on a just claim of another and an arbitrary injunction based on what 

merely pleases/displeases another we begin to see the demands of justice as compatible 

                                                
180 Pg 458 
181 pg 458-459 
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with our own good.  Rawls puts the difference between the rationalist and empiricist 

views as follows, 

  Moral learning [on the rationalist view] is not so much a matter  
of acquiring new motives, for these will come about of themselves  
once the requisite developments in our intellectual and emotional 
capacities has taken place.  It follows that a full grasp of moral 
conceptions must await maturity…the rationalist tradition presents  
a happier picture, since it holds that the principles of right and justice 
spring from our nature and are not at odds with our good, whereas  
the other account would seem to include no such guarantee.182 

The rationalist and empiricist views are two views about the aims of moral 

education.  The empiricist tradition describes the primary aim of moral education as the 

acquisition of moral motives.  The rationalist tradition describes the primary aim of moral 

education as the development of a person’s ability to make good moral judgments.  This 

is an important point because it shows where the traditional philosophical accounts Rawls 

describes diverge from theories of moral education that have dominated in the twentieth 

century, particularly cognitive-developmental theories.    

Cognitive-developmental theories focus on justice largely to avoid the pitfalls of the 

two ordinary views outlined above.  In doing so, they offer a fairly narrow account of 

morality.  Morality is exclusively concerned with applying principles of justice.  As such, 

moral education is an education essentially in social reform.  This is why Kohlberg thinks 

moral education should focus on the examples set by people like Martin Luther King, 

Gandhi and Socrates.  In particular, moral education should focus on these exemplars as 

                                                
182 pg. 461 
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revolutionaries.  This is in stark contrast to someone like Bennett, who thinks that moral 

education should focus on more traditional examples of virtue.183  

Though Rawls’ concern is with the development of a sense of justice, the 

philosophical accounts of moral education Rawls describes seem to take a less 

determinate (and so a less narrow) stand on the nature of morality.  The empiricist and 

rationalist views, like the ancient philosophical view, ask a deeper question about human 

beings.  What is the basis for our motivation to be moral?  Is the moral motive acquired 

through learning or does learning ‘complete’ our nature?  A philosophical account of 

moral education requires us to answer these deep questions about human beings.  The 

aims of moral education, in turn, arise from our answer to these basic questions.  A 

philosophical account of moral education, then, goes beyond both the ordinary views and 

more sophisticated psychological accounts of moral education.   

 

For a summary of this section see table 5.1 

 

5.2 Virtue as a Techne:  Plato’s Protagoras  

We are now in a position to evaluate the two proposals offered in the Protagoras in light 

of these educational aims.  When we see why Plato brings in the notion of a techne to 

illuminate virtue, we can get a better sense for whether the notion offers any help in 

understanding the relationship between an education in virtue and modern educational 

                                                
183 Bennett does think of MLK as a good exemplar, but this is because he thinks MLK embodies virtues 
deeply rooted in the western ethical and religious tradition. – Kohlberg and Bennet might take different 
stands on a figure like MalcomX, others? 
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aims.184  In this section, I consider the two accounts offered by Socrates and Protagoras.  

In particular, I am concerned with the extent to which learning virtue requires us to 

understand the underlying philosophical theory of virtue. 

 

    The Debate Between Socrates and Protagoras  

 Socrates and Protagoras each offer a techne that will govern our practical 

decision-making.  Protagoras offers to teach “sound deliberation, both in domestic  

matters…and in public affairs.” (Prot. 319a)  At times this is referred to as teaching “the 

art of citizenship”, but the practical art Protagoras proposes is broad.   

Socrates, on the other hand, thinks a successful life requires an art of 
measurement.  Famously, Socrates proposes that we understand this to be 
the art of properly weighing pleasures and pains.  It is because we lack this 
knowledge (knowledge of what is truly pleasant and truly painful) that we, 
wander all over the place in confusion, often changing our minds about the 
same things and regretting our actions and choices with respect to things 
large and small  (Prot. 356d-e) 

 
Both of these proposals are brought in as solutions to the problems related to luck 

and human life (see section 5.1).  We can see, though, how these proposals are related to 

 
 

                                                
184 Any reading of Plato’s dialogues must rely on certain interpretive assumptions. The reading of the 
Protagoras I offer here is no different, so I should make the primary assumption explicit.  In the 
Protagoras, Plato offers two alternative approaches to teaching virtue.  In doing so, I am not claiming that 
Plato has a settled opinion regarding which one is better.  I do not think he does, at least not in this 
dialogue.   Rather, in line with Nussbaum’s reading, I take Plato to be making much more progress towards 
clarifying the problems that an account of virtue, and the resulting educational program, are intended to 
solve.  I see this as the primary value of the dialogue.  Clarifying these problems helps us understand the 
constraints we should place on competing accounts.  In addition, the problems help us understand why the 
accounts take the shape they do.  This might seem like a modest suggestion.  However, it makes a big 
difference from an interpretive perspective, particularly where the issue of hedonism is concerned.  As 
Nussbaum notes, the puzzling nature of Socrates’ defense of hedonism in the Protagoras makes much more 
sense once we see that his aim is to offer a practical techne. 
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Table 5.1  
Aims of Moral Education (Ancient and Modern) 

 
 Ordinary                             Philosophical 

 

 

Ancient            i.  Must enable the student to  i.  Must enable the student to 
 cope with the problem of      cope with the problems of 
 motivation and incontinence.      tuche (3 versions) 
 

   ii.  Moral education socializes ii.  Moral education must 
        the student (analogy with       supply a deeper  

           learning Greek).        understanding of the   
             virtues. 

 

 

   Direct -  Directly transmit ‘the i*  Education in Justice 
                 basics’ to children. 

Modern       i.  Empiricism – Supply  
   Indirect -  Teach children to           ‘missing motives’  
         ‘decide for oneself’  
          and respect others’ ii. Rationalism - Enable 
          opinions.         the ‘natural’ development 
              of intellectual capacities 
              (moral judgment). 
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the second ancient philosophical worry discussed in 5.1 – the worry concerning the 

impossibility of teaching virtue in the absence of an account of virtue.  The practice of 

real virtue, like the practice of real medicine or real navigation, will be the one that helps 

us cope with our vulnerabilities.  The techne Socrates and Protagoras are looking for is 

the real ‘life saving art’ that will give us some measure of control over our exposure to 

external forces.  So, the goal of finding an art that will help us cope with our 

vulnerabilities just is the discovery of real virtue. 

A great deal of light has been shed on the notion of techne in the ancient world.185 

Nussbaum argues that the notion of techne at work in the Protagoras is the notion of  

a deliberate application of human intelligence to some part of the  
world, yielding some control over tuche; it is concerned with the 
management of need and with prediction and control concerning  
future contingencies.186  

In addition, Nussbaum outlines four criteria an activity must meet to be techne.  She 

argues that these were likely part of the shared conception of a techne. 

 First, a techne displays universality in how it achieves its results.  That is, when 

one practices a techne, one approaches particular situations with some understanding of 

how the situation in question is related to other, similar cases.  In effect, one gathers 

experience of many particular cases under a general, unifying theory.  Nussbaum 

discusses, as an example, the contrast between a hypothesis concerning what cured in a 

                                                
185 See, for example, M. Nussbaum The Fragility of Goodness.  T. Irwin, Plato’s Moral Theory.  J. Annas, 
The Morality of Happiness and “Virtue as a Skill”.  And, G. Striker Essays in Hellenistic Epistemology and 
Ethics. 
186 pg. 95 
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particular case from a hypothesis about how a cure worked in a group of cases.  The 

emphasis here is not on explanation (explanation is a separate criterion).  Rather, the 

concern is with how the practitioner comes to make a judgment about the case.  In order 

to practice a techne (instead of just getting lucky) one must obtain the result through a 

unifying theory, one which groups similar cases together. 

 Second, a techne must be teachable.  The emphasis here is on whether the alleged 

practitioner can communicate her understanding to others in a way that can be used in 

future cases.  If the unifying theory the practitioner uses help us make decisions about 

future cases, it makes it possible to transmit that understanding to others.  Furthermore, 

we can use that theory to learn more about the subject matter. 

  The third criterion is that a techne must bring some measure of precision to what 

was a vague or fuzzy area.  The degree of precision is an issue which will arise between 

Protagoras and Socrates.  That there are different degrees, however, is reflected in 

Nussbaum’s discussion of the evidence for this criterion.  For example, measurement is 

an essential part of the art of carpentry and helps make the carpenter’s art more artful by 

allowing him to achieve a precise fit.  The medical techne, on the other hand, cannot rely 

on a precise measure or standard.  Health is a more elusive end, not capable of being 

measured on one scale.  It is important, though, that the lower degree of precision does 

not disqualify medicine from being a genuine techne.   

 Finally, Nussbaum notes that a techne brings with it the ability to offer an 

explanation for why and how the procedures in question work.  She cites ancient 

discussions of the medical art where, among other things, the medical practitioner is 
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asked to isolate exactly what it is in food that causes certain kinds of pain.  The concern 

with explanation helps one to predict future cases and, so, gives one some measure of 

control where, otherwise, one is vulnerable.   

 Understanding these four criteria help us get a handle on what sort of thing Plato 

is after in presenting the two competing accounts in the Protagoras.  In searching for a 

techne of practical deliberation, then, Plato is asking whether there is a way of making 

practical decisions based on an orderly grasp of the aims and activities of human life.  As 

Nussbaum puts it, 

  A person who says (as many did in the fifth century) that  
practical reasoning should become a techne is likely, then,  
to be demanding a systematization and unification of practice  
that will yield accounts and some sort of orderly grasp; he will  
want principles that can be taught and an explanation of how desired  
results are produced.  He will want to eliminate some of the  
chanciness from human social life.187 

 At this point, we should ask whether it makes sense for us to think of moral virtue 

as a techne.  Isn’t a virtue simply a disposition to do the right thing?  If so, how could 

being honest or brave be a matter of applying our intelligence to some area of human life 

so that we obtain more control over it?  Is being virtuous really comparable to what 

medical practitioners or car mechanics do?  If the debate in the Protagoras involves 

likening virtue to the practical technai, and this was taken seriously, then the ancient 

notion of virtue must be somewhat foreign to us.  Does this make the discussion 

irrelevant? 

                                                
187 See The Fragility of Goodness, pg. 97. 
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   Julia Annas has argued that this is not the case.188 The importance of the skill 

model is reflected in the sort of demands modern philosophers place on a moral agent.  

First, the requirement that virtue be teachable amounts to saying that a virtuous person 

cannot simply memorize a list of values, rules or character traits.  Rather, a virtuous 

person must put in some intellectual effort towards understanding what is morally 

important about any piece of behavior.189  Virtue requires more than training.  It also 

concerns learning and intellectual effort on the part of the student.   

Second, the virtuous person needs to go beyond justifying actions in terms of 

mere rules or other generalities.  To learn virtue, one must ask what the point of any 

virtue is.  That this sort of question makes sense to us reveals that, even from our 

contemporary standpoint regarding the virtues, there is more to say about them than 

simply to give examples of virtuous behavior.  For example, why would a courageous 

person not approve of some actions, even aggressive ones, on the battlefield, but approve 

of others?  Similarly, why does it make sense to speak of one and the same virtue, take 

courage, in very different situations (on the battlefield, but also in helping an unpopular 

kid in school)?    

Finally, virtue requires that one be able to explain and justify one’s actions.  This 

must come in the form of some sort of intellectual understanding that goes beyond 

particular cases.  The explanation aims for consistency across cases.   

Annas puts the importance of the skill model to contemporary moral thinking as 

follows (brackets are mine). 
                                                
188 Ibid. 
189 Ibid. pg. 234 
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It seems to me that all these points [the three mentioned above]  
reflect demands that we nowadays find it natural to make of a  
moral agent.  Indeed they are demands that are if anything excessively 
familiar from moral philosophy.  We are familiar with the idea  
that our socialization and upbringing may leave us with moral views  
which, while they might be firmly held, may be isolated.  An unreflective 
agent may well have views on right and wrong, but without ever  
thinking through the question of what justifies those views, or whether 
they can all be justified in the same kind of way…If we find it reasonable 
to make this kind of demand on a moral agent – namely that she reflect  
on her moral beliefs and uncover the principles which enable her to render 
them consistent, unified and defensible,  -- then we may find ourselves 
more in sympathy than we may have expected with the skill analogy for 
virtue.190     

 

Two points should now be clear.  First, in seeking a techne of practical 

deliberation, we can understand the sort of thing Socrates and Protagoras are hoping to 

find using the criteria listed above.  Second, we can see that the idea of turning to a 

practical techne in response to the problems of moral education outlined in 5.1 coincides 

with many of the demands we place on a moral agent.  We can see why Plato would turn 

to the notion of a techne to illuminate virtue.  With these points out of the way, we can 

now turn to the proposals.   

Protagoras’ proposal is best understood by taking a second look at his telling of 

the Prometheus myth.  At first glance, it is an account of human beings obtaining more 

control over themselves and their environment through the technai.  

 The essentials of the myth are as follows.  The gods molded mortal beings from 

earth and fire.  Prometheus and Epimetheus were then put in charge of assigning to each 

kind its appropriate powers and abilities.  We then get an account of how Epimetheus 

                                                
190 Pgs. 235-236. 
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assigned to each some means for protecting itself (he gives the ability to fly to some, a 

large size to others, etc.).   

Importantly, Nussbaum points out the oddness of the next step.  She states, 

 Now we encounter this sentence: ‘Epimetheus, not being  
altogether wise, didn’t notice that he had used up all the  
capabilities on the non-rational creatures; so last of all he  
was left with the human kind (to anthropon genos) quite  
unprovided for.’ Here the oddness is blatant and sounds like  
a deliberate pointer.  What can it mean, we wonder, to speak  
of using powers up on the non-rational, so that there is nothing  
left for the human being, when we know (and will be told again)  
that the human being (or whatever it currently is) is not yet a  
rational being?191 

 In case it is not obvious when we read it, Nussbaum is asking us to take a closer 

look at the myth to show that it reveals a tension.  That is, the story of the gift of 

rationality presupposes the very distinction between rational and non-rational creatures.  

But, how is this possible, when kinds are distinguished by the abilities they are assigned?  

Initially, there were only uncharacterized lumps of earth and fire in need of some 

characteristic activities so that they could be distinguished from one another.  What sense 

can it make to talk about the rational and the non-rational before the abilities are 

distributed?  

 Nussbaum interprets Plato to be quite self-consciously drawing attention to the 

fact that, in Protagoras’ view, there is no coherent way of talking about human beings 

(and distinguishing them from the rest of nature) without talking about their distinctive 

abilities, in particular their rational abilities.  That is, it is not as though humans live a 

form of life that can be separated from the activities of rational organization.  The gifts of 
                                                
191 Fragility of Goodness, pg. 101. 
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the technai, and importantly the gift of social organization, are not simply means that 

help us achieve independently specifiable ends.  Rather, these gifts make us the kind of 

things we are.  Nussbaum sums the view up as follows, 

  Rationality is not just an instrument given to a creature already  
constituted with a nature and natural ends; it is an essential element  
in this creature’s nature, a central part of the answer to a ‘What is it?’ 
question about that creature; and it is constitutive of, not merely 
instrumental to, whatever ends that creature forms.192 
 

 The similarity between this view and the rationalist view Rawls describes should 

not go unnoticed.  In particular, we should note that this view has serious consequences 

for our understanding of moral education.  As Nussbaum interprets Protagoras’ speech, a 

proper education in virtue seeks to respond to a need that is part of our nature.  That is, 

moral education aims to enable us to interact with others in an orderly way. 

 As we have already seen (5.1), in addition to offering the above account, 

Protagoras also explains how an education in the virtues takes place.  But, where in all of 

this is the techne Protagoras offers to teach?  He has given an account of the relationship 

between techne and human life, but we expect an account of the techne itself. 

 The Prometheus myth shows that Protagoras cannot take himself to be 

introducing a completely new techne.  For what we are, according to this reading of the 

Protagoras, is constituted by our characteristic activities.  Accordingly, Nussbaum argues 

that Protagoras must be claiming to make explicit the ‘implicit techne of ordinary 

practice’.193   

                                                
192 Ibid. 
193 Ibid. pg. 104. 
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 The analogy with speaking Greek goes a long way here.  Just because there are 

many competent speakers of Greek around it does not follow that teachers of Greek are 

useless.  Nor does it mean their teachings are useful only to children and non-Greeks.  

That is, the teachers make explicit the underlying structures implicit in the use of Greek.  

Doing so can lead to improvements in practice. 

 Nussbaum states, 

  We can claim on behalf of [Protagoras’] speech that it brings  
to the surface for reflection some important features of our practices  
of identifying individuals and kinds; in the process it offers us a  
deeper understanding of the place of the social and political in our  
own self-conception…By raising current practice to a new level of  
self awareness, by giving a general account of human nature and the  
place of the social excellence in it, Protagoras may fairly claim to  
be teaching a techne, an orderly understanding of a subject matter  
that displays connections, offers explanations, and has a certain  
degree of universality and communicability.  And to some extent  
such a techne, or such and explicit and general formulation of the  
implicit techne of ordinary practice, can surely help us in the face  
of the practical dilemmas from which we turned to art.194   

 Protagoras’ view is contrasted with the art of measurement introduced by 

Socrates.  (Prot. 356-358)  Socrates’ view that the techne we are seeking should be tied to 

measurement is a powerful one.  Many of the most useful arts rely on our ability to 

measure and weigh in terms of a single standard.  The single standard of measurement 

Socrates considers is pleasure.  Nussbaum argues that the selection of pleasure is 

motivated by this need to find a common standard and not for the independent 

                                                
194 Ibid. 
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plausibility of hedonism.195  Whatever the explanation for hedonism in the Protagoras, it 

is clear that this proposal is quite different from the one Protagoras introduces.   

 For one thing it seems to take on the problems of tuche directly.  First, it does 

away with the problem of a plurality of values.  All decisions are weighed in terms of the 

same thing.  This avoids any possibility of a conflict of values.  Second, Socrates argues 

that an art of measurement would make the problem of motivation and incontinence 

disappear.  If we had such an art, we could turn to it to decide what is truly good.  Our 

good judgment would, presumably, never be overcome by the power of our immediate 

desires.  Finally, our attachments to vulnerable objects could be managed by the art of 

measurement.  We would be able to make clear judgments concerning which attachments 

to form.  And in cases where the vulnerable object is lost, we would be able to turn to 

other objects, seeing in them the same possibility of attaining the single standard of value.  

Our commitment to the separateness and uniqueness of particular objects could be 

resisted and, possibly, overcome. 

   

Two Accounts of Virtue and the Aims of Reason  

According to the interpretation I have endorsed above, Protagoras’ account of 

virtue and moral education involves coming to understand that the virtues are those 

excellences that make us human.  Learning the skill of virtue, then, is not to be seen as 

simply learning a technique for acquiring independently specifiable ends.  It is not as 

                                                
195 ibid, pg. 110. 
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though we could, even in principle, live a recognizably human life without the virtues.196 

Rather, learning the virtues involves coming to understand human nature and, in 

particular, the place of political and social concerns in a human life. 

However, Nussbaum sees a deep motivation for conservatism in Protagoras’ 

account.  The conservative nature of his proposal stems from the fact that he sees the 

practice of virtue as constitutive of a human life.  As such, our common practices already 

embody the techne of virtue.  The most we can hope for from an explicit, orderly 

understanding of virtue is a reaffirmation of our common practices, with minor revisions 

here and there.  

Moreover, in defending what Nussbaum calls an “internal-end” conception of a 

techne, Protagoras commits himself to conservative proposals.  An ‘internal-end’ techne 

is one in which success is determined qualitatively and the activities involved in the 

performance of the techne, themselves, constitute the end (resulting in a plurality of ends, 

in some sense).197  As such, the criterion of precision is sacrificed, though not to the point 

of disqualifying it from its status as a techne.  The most obvious examples of ‘internal-

end’ technai are non-productive arts like flute-playing, dancing and athletics.  However, 

even in cases where there is an independently specifiable end there is still a sense in 

which the techne can be thought to have an ‘internal-end’.  For example, the medical art 

produces health.  Because health is a vague end, a large part of the medical practitioner’s 

art will involve specifying what constitutes health in particular cases.  Nussbaum rightly 

                                                
196 Nussbaum contrasts this view with what she takes to be the Humean account of the virtues.  I think it 
could be argued whether her interpretation of Hume is adequate here. 
197 Ibid. pg. 99. 
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points out that Protagoras seems satisfied with a techne that is less precise than we might 

have hoped.  However, she seems to think that, in the face of the imprecise nature of his 

art, his only recourse is to retreat into common sense and accept traditional accounts.198 

 Socrates’ proposal is, however, more radical.  In setting pleasure as the end of 

human life, virtue comes to be the art that helps us attain this end.  This is to endorse 

what Nussbaum calls an ‘external-end’ techne.  A techne of this sort is associated with 

the productive crafts (like shoemaking and building) and admits of great precision 

because success or failure can be determined by the quality of the product.  Socrates’ 

proposal requires a serious revision of large portions of common sense moral views.  

Though most of us probably would propose pleasure as a candidate for a single measure 

that will render all values commensurable, the very idea that we can render all values 

commensurable conflicts with common sense. 

The distinction between the two approaches should show that the debate over 

virtue is a showdown between two competing conceptions of human life (what Nussbaum 

calls ‘humanness’).  The question of whether virtue can be taught has taken us to 

competing conceptions of what sort of techne virtue is.  In turn, this has revealed a deep 

difference in the point of human activities.  Protagoras articulates a view where our 

moral/social activities, themselves, constitute our ends.  Nothing further is required.  The 

view suggests that we can learn everything we need to know to ‘save our lives’ by 

becoming more aware of these practices.  However, Protagoras remains cautious 

concerning just what this deeper awareness is. 

                                                
198 Ibid. pg. 105-106 
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Socrates, on the other hand, articulates a view where the point of all our activities 

has a clear, unambiguous, independently specifiable end: pleasure.  He shows us the 

benefits, not so much of hedonism, but of transposing our capacity for measurement into 

the realm of the moral.  If what is good can be determined in a precise way, then virtue 

can be taught. 

It is instructive that after offering his account of the art of measurement, Socrates 

goes on to offer an account of how we can understand the virtues (courage, in particular) 

in light of this new understanding.  This suggests that to really understand virtue we need 

to come to terms with the deeper issues about human nature which occupy large portions 

of the dialogue.  Because Socrates can give an answer to the question of whether virtue 

has parts, his account looks to be more promising.  However, the dialogue ends without 

any clear verdict.  

While Socrates can answer the sort of questions required of an account of virtue, 

notice that on both views one cannot be virtuous without having an understanding of the 

supporting theory.  That is, whether we think that virtue is an ‘internal-end’ techne or an 

‘external-end’ techne, the results need to be acquired in an orderly way in order for one to 

be considered virtuous (as opposed to just lucky).  Moreover, because the different 

proposals involve different views of the point of human life, being virtuous requires one 

to have thought through these issues.  Virtue will, then, require that one not only be able 

to say what virtue is, but do so from an understanding of the point of human life.  This is 

an important point and reveals that the notion of virtue as a techne, because of its 



 
 

195 

emphasis on an orderly intellectual grasp, makes grappling with deeper philosophical 

issues central to the acquisition of virtue.   

 

5.3 Virtue and Moral Disagreement  

Now that the opposing views in the Protagoras, and the motivation for those views 

have been discussed, we can ask how far virtue education (understood as learning the 

techne of virtue) goes in making progress when it comes to modern educational aims. 

 First, we should notice that the concern to base an approach to moral education on 

an account of how we acquire the motive to be moral (the aim of both empiricist and 

rationalist accounts) can be accommodated within a virtue approach.  One important 

point coming out of the discussion in 5.2 is that the two views of virtue rest on different 

accounts of the relationship between virtue and human ends.  This point is perhaps 

clearest in the case of Protagoras.  Protagoras bases his educational program on the view 

that human beings are, by nature, social creatures.  Since learning the art of virtue just is 

learning the art of orderly social management, moral education will answer a deep need 

human beings have to engage in social and political activities.  Socrates, at least in the 

Protagoras, develops a position in which virtue is sought for the sake of a clear, 

independently specifiable end.  Our motivation to be virtuous arises from understanding 

what is really good for us.  In both cases we see the possibility of an account of how we 

acquire the motive to be virtuous.  Any view of the basis for the motive to be virtuous, of 

course, needs support from contemporary psychology.  Such accounts are hard to come 
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by in the psychological literature, but we can hope that obstacles to developing them are 

beginning to disappear.199  

 More importantly, though, how is an education in the virtues possible when there 

is disagreement concerning what the virtues are and, in particular, over where to look for 

moral exemplars?  Here three points are important. 

 First, a point that often goes unnoticed in the moral education literature is that a 

virtue approach to moral education is in no worse a position regarding the fact of 

disagreement than principle-based or rule-based views.  There is no more agreement over 

basic principles of justice or moral rules than there is over what to count as virtues or 

moral exemplars.200   

 Second, as we have seen in section 5.2, in the ancient world there was 

disagreement over the nature of virtue.  However, it is instructive that this did not result 

in the abandonment of virtue education.  Instead, it resulted in a debate over what virtue 

is.  One possible explanation exploits the techne model.  In modern accounts of moral 

education, virtues are often thought to be simply dispositions to act in certain ways.  

These are often thought of as fairly unreflective patterns of behavior.  Furthermore, in the 

twentieth century the notion of a person’s character is often run together with the notion 

                                                
199 See, for example, Clark Power “Understanding the Character in Character Education” for research in 
empirical psychology that investigates the development of the motive to be virtuous.  Also, the powerful 
responses to situationist psychology which has blocked psychological investigation into the virtues. 
200 In reviewing the literature on character education, I see significant convergence over the lists of virtues, 
even those virtues particularly associated with “the virtues of an American” – see Benninga Moral, 
Character and Civic Education.  This point is rarely mentioned.  Also, see www.virtues project.com.   
Further, if we simply characterize the principles as “principles of liberty and equality, basic human rights, 
and basic decision-making procedures” then we can grant a great deal of agreement, but more needs to be 
said about what the principles are --  Kohlberg does not go further in describing these principles. 
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of one’s personality.201  Personality is not a good candidate for the basis of moral 

education.  Character education often becomes guilty by association.  

 The techne model helps us avoid both worries.   For a techne involves the orderly 

intellectual grasp of some part of the world.  In the case of virtue it involves those 

characteristics we think of as required of a moral agent (for example, intellectual effort 

and the ability to justify and explain).  As such, we can see that likening the achievement 

of virtue to achieving a unified grasp of morality undercuts these negative associations. 

Finally, one might think that emphasizing the respects in which there is room for 

disagreement over the virtues takes all the utility out of a virtue approach to moral 

education.  The view of many who adopt what I have called the direct approach think that 

the utility of the virtue approach lies in the fact that it offers us a concrete, shared 

background and avoids moral relativism.   

At a general level, this is true.  However, it should be noted that to make it central 

to the notion of a virtue that there be widespread agreement over particular exemplars or 

over what virtue requires in particular cases, stacks the cards against a virtue approach to 

moral education.  It asks a virtue approach to do something that will ultimately lead to its 

rejection.  Namely, virtue education will undoubtedly end up being a form of 

conservatism, an affirmation of common sense or traditional values.  

The internal-end model for virtue offers some guidance here.  Cases where the 

aim of the skill is the performance of the skill itself and not an external product (for 

example, dancing, flute playing, etc.) allows us to see that there is room for a great deal 

                                                
201See J. Hunter. The Death of Character. Basic Books, 2001. 
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of reasonable disagreement, and even innovation, when it comes to practicing a skill.  

Now, this is often times thought to be because our judgment over what constitutes a good 

performance in these areas is subjective.  But this is not necessarily the case.  

Disagreement in these matters is not intractable.  Judging a good dance or musical 

performance is less precise than judging, say, a contest over who makes the best shoes or 

builds the best kitchen cabinets.  But, there are still standards that help us determine good 

performances from poor ones.  Furthermore, on the ‘internal-end’ model, the ends that 

are antecedently specified are the activities constitutive of the techne.  In particular cases, 

there is room for discussion and judgment over what constitutes performing the activity 

well.202     

 

Conclusion 

 As we can see, the techne model for virtue shows how moral education based on 

the virtues is appropriate for modern educational aims.  In particular, this chapter has 

shown that ancient philosophical approaches (Protagoras’ more sophisticated version of 

the ordinary approach -- the internal-end model -- and Socrates’ highly revisionary 

version of the external-end model) place a great deal of emphasis on learning the 

underlying philosophical theory of virtue.  Such an understanding helps one act in a more 

orderly way.  In addition, though, we can see that the techne model, particularly the 

                                                
202 We might put this point by saying that Protagoras did not have to, as Nussbaum seems to think, retreat 
to a common-sense, conservative proposal.  Later, we see Aristotle give a strikingly similar account of 
moral education with more sophistication.  While Aristotle’s account has elements of conservatism it leaves 
room for revising common-sense views about the virtues. 
 



 
 

199 

‘internal-end’ view, shows how an education in the virtues is possible even where there is 

disagreement over the nature of virtue.  For such disagreement concerns what constitutes 

achieving the aims of virtue, and an education in virtue, as I have presented it here, can 

remain neutral on this question.     
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CHAPTER 6 
VIRTUE ETHICS AND MORAL EDUCATION 

Introduction  

In recent years, moral theorists have paid increasing attention to virtue ethics.  Virtue 

ethics takes the notions of virtue and character to be central to understanding and 

answering some of the most fundamental questions in moral philosophy.  While virtue 

ethics has helped us discover new and illuminating answers to old questions, it has also 

helped us formulate new questions and new areas of research.  In this chapter, I argue that 

virtue ethics can help us stake out new programs of research in the interdisciplinary field 

of moral education.   

More specifically, I argue that moral philosophers have made significant progress in 

understanding the notion of a habit and its role in the education of virtue and character.  

The notion of a habit as more than simply a “mindless” pattern of behavior can help us 

see how virtue approaches to moral education do not suffer from the alleged devastating 

objections leveled against them by Lawrence Kohlberg (most notably, the “bag of 

virtues” objection).  In addition, understanding the role of habituation in a virtue 

approach to moral education helps us see that cognitive-developmentalist programs of 

moral education and virtue approaches need not be considered at odds, at least not in the 

way they have been thought to for so many years. 

The structure of the paper is as follows.  I begin, in 6.1, with a brief history of the 

coginitive-developmentalist/character-education debate and explain the impact this 

debate has had on the study and practice of moral education during the twentieth-century.  

The first section brings to light the underlying philosophical ideas and the key arguments 
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that led to a rejection of character approaches by prominent thinkers, most notably 

Kohlberg. 

In 6.2-6.4, I develop a response to Kohlberg’s objections.  In 6.2, I discuss the notion 

of a habit as we find it in Aristotle’s approach to moral education.  I argue that Aristotle 

does not claim that virtue comes about largely through what we might call “mere 

habituation,” but rather through a much more reflective process – something we might 

call “self-habituation.”   

In 6.3, I argue for a more substantive account of virtue.  I defend an account of virtue 

according to which virtue is understood on the model of a skill.  Showing exactly how 

skills illuminate virtue is a large project, so here I will only offer a suggestive picture.203  

The argument of this paper needs only to establish that skills help us understand the idea 

that virtue is an activity (as opposed to a mere disposition), not that virtue actually is a 

skill. 

Once we have these views of habituation and virtue on the table we can see, in 6.4, 

how virtue approaches to moral education avoid Kohlberg’s objections.  In addition, I 

offer a more fruitful direction in which to take the debate between cognitive-

developmentalists and character-educators. 

 

6.1 A Brief History of Moral Education 

Character education and cognitive-developmentalism have been the two dominant 

approaches to moral education in the twentieth century, at least in North America.  

                                                
203 See Chapter 5 of “Livability, Education and the Aims of Moral Theory”, Dissertation, J. Martinez, for a 
more in depth treatment of the relationship between skills (techne) and virtue. 
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Character educators stress the importance of developing good character in the student.  

Learning the virtues and exercising them, with proper guidance, is the dominant form 

character education takes.  Cognitive-developmentalism, on the other hand, has its roots 

in the progressive tradition of education and builds on the work of Jean Piaget, who 

began to study cognitive development in children.204  Lawrence Kohlberg took up 

Piaget’s idea that cognitive structures mature in response to new and increasingly 

difficult problems one encounters.205  Kohlberg focused specifically on how moral 

reasoning matures as we encounter moral dilemmas and try to work through them.  He 

claimed that cross-cultural studies revealed six stages of moral development in human 

beings.  According to Kohlberg, the higher stages are more mature stages.  Famously, the 

culminating sixth stage takes the form of reasoning from principles that are 

universalizable, in a roughly Kantian way.  

  To understand how a debate arose between cognitive-developmentalists and 

character educators we should understand the central role that the notions of virtue and 

character have played (and still play) in approaches to moral education. 

The concern for educating people to be virtuous, or to have “moral character,” 

typically arises from concerns about social stability.  Often times the concern for social 

stability is accompanied by a claim that some present instability is a sign that we need 

people with good character “now more than ever”.206  That is, the concern for an 

                                                
204 See J. Piaget The Moral Judgment of the Child.  Routledge, 1932. 
205 L. Kohlberg Essays on Moral Development, Vols. I&II. 1981. 
206 See, for example, William Bennet’s The Book of Virtues.  For a more theoretically sound version of this 
claim see the Introduction to Virtue Ethics and Moral Education, ed. Carr and Steutel, Routledge, 1999. 
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education in virtue and character often comes from the conviction that the stability and 

flourishing of a society depends on the character of its members. 

 However, if we take this view of the importance of character, then character 

education faces problems from two directions.  On the one hand, some object that this 

will lead to a form of conservatism.  For to avoid the instability that arises from 

disagreement about important values we will need to instill traditional virtues and 

traditional values in our children.  We will also need to embody and uphold those values 

ourselves.  However, our standard moral exemplars (e.g Martin Luther King or Gandhi) 

are moral reformers, or at least free thinkers, and this is hard to square with conservatism.   

A related objection points out that tying the value of moral character so closely to 

the stability of one’s society leads to a form of relativism.  For societies have different 

values and what’s required for stability in one society may not be required in another.  As 

a result, what counts as a moral virtue in one society may not count as one in another. 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, concerns about the 

stability of the U.S. democracy gave rise to two general approaches to moral education.  

Both approaches have been thought to fall prey to at least one of the above objections.  

The first approach, the traditionalist or conservative approach, stressed traditional values 

and was criticized on the grounds that it looked to be a form of indoctrination.  The 

second, the progressive approach, emphasized the natural tendencies of children 

(primarily curiosity and wonder) and was criticized on the grounds that it offered no real 

standards or guidance at all.  A closer look at the early incarnations of these approaches 
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helps reveal why Kohlberg, who was writing almost one hundred years after these 

theories first came on the scene, argued the way he did.  

 

6.1.1 Conservative Character Education 

The typical conservative approach to moral education emphasizes the 

development of good habits and the use of role models (either actual mentors or in the 

form of characters in narratives).  Most character educators in the conservative tradition 

trace these two ideas back to Aristotle, citing the importance Aristotle placed on habit 

and role models in moral education.  The interpretation of Aristotle assumed here is 

summed up in an often-repeated statement by R.S. Peters:  “The palace of reason has to 

be entered by the courtyard of habit.”207  The idea is that one becomes fully virtuous by 

first developing good habits.  Once one has developed these habits, one can then come to 

understand the importance of them.  It is difficult to find much critical discussion of what 

is meant by ‘habit’ in these contexts.  It typically seems to involve the idea of a pattern of 

behavior that arises as a result of moral training and imitation.  (It is interesting to note 

that in the controversial field of moral education, there seems to be widespread agreement 

about at least one issue: namely, this interpretation of Aristotle.)   

A good example of the conservative approach put to practice is the Boy Scouts.  

The Boy Scouts specify a list of virtues (a scout should be trustworthy, loyal, helpful, 

friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean and reverent) and create 

a community environment with adult role models, visual aids (e.g. posters), peer culture, 

                                                
207R.S. Peters, Ethics and Education.  Londong:  George Allen and Unwin, 1966, p. 314. 
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and ceremonies that help instruct and reinforce traditional values and traditional ideas of 

moral character.   

Critics have argued that the Boy Scouts simply reinforce middle class 

respectability and show little tolerance for cultural diversity.208  This objection is often 

made against other conservative forms of education.  In its generalized form, the 

objection is often that conservative education is a form of indoctrination.  Critics of 

conservative programs of education can, however, mean different things by the term 

‘indoctrination.’   

There are three important views concerning what constitutes ‘indoctrination.’  

The first view says that, when we teach, we are indoctrinating if our instruction results in 

someone holding a belief without evidence.209  On this view, all standard forms of early 

moral education are forms of indoctrination.  This is because we have to raise children to 

obey us, but we cannot explain the reasons for why they should obey until much later in 

life, when their rational and emotional capacities have developed.   

The second view of indoctrination says that only certain sorts of non-rational 

teaching methods amount to indoctrination.  That is, we are ‘instructing’ if we use non-

rational methods to inculcate beliefs that can be justified.  However, if we are inculcating 

beliefs that cannot be justified, then we are ‘indoctrinating’.210  

                                                
208 The Death of Character, pg. 54-55. 
209 The references concerning the topic of indoctrination are somewhat old, but they represent the clearest 
formulations of different views of indoctrination that I could find.  On the first view, see T.F. Green, ‘The 
Topology of the Teaching Concept’ in Studies in Philosophy and Education, Vol. III, No. 4 (Winter 1964-
65).   
210 On the second view, see R.F. Atkinson, ‘Instruction and Indoctrination’ in Philosophical Analysis and 
Education, ed. R.D. Archambault. 
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Finally, the third view of indoctrination is informed by the view that we cannot 

know which moral judgments can be justified.  As a result, to avoid the view that (for all 

we know) all instruction, at least when it comes to morality, is indoctrination, we should 

hold that as long as the teacher does not stop the development of the student’s capacity to 

think for himself, then the teacher is not indoctrinating the student.  The third view sees 

indoctrination as a form of ‘brain-washing’. 

Different objections to conservative approaches exploit different notions of 

indoctrination at different times.  When it comes to virtue education, as we will see 

below, Kohlberg seems to exploit the first and second views.  However, at times he 

suggests that virtue education is similar to the sort of education in the former Soviet 

Union, implying that virtue education is a form of brainwashing.   

 

6.1.2  The Progressive Approach to Moral Education 

Worried that the conservative approach would be ineffective and irrelevant in a 

modern pluralist society, many educators in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

were inspired by the progressive movement.  The progressive tradition of education in the 

United States is often traced back to John Dewey, though Dewey may have drawn some 

of his ideas from Herbert Spencer.211  Progressives focused on the rapidly changing 

modern world and thought educators were obligated to prepare citizens to make good 

decisions in an increasingly complex world.  As a result, progressives adopted a process 

                                                
211 Herbert Spencer, a British intellectual, was developing the basic philosophical ideas behind 
Progressivism before Dewey.  Spencer was somewhat of an embarrassment to other Progressives, so most 
tried to distance themselves from him.  See Getting It Wrong from the Beginning, Egan. 
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oriented, developmental approach to moral education (and education more generally).  

The idea was that people needed to be prepared to think critically about how to act and 

not simply rely on traditional values and traditional moral rules.  Progressives held a 

“situationist” (what we might today call a “particularist”) conception of morality.  We 

could not, they thought, codify morality the way the Boy Scouts and other conservatives 

tried to do.  Instead, because the modern world is changing so rapidly, the moral educator 

must cultivate the capacity to be sensitive to situations and act accordingly.    

Progressive educators also emphasized the importance of practice (or “learning by 

doing”), as well as the importance of being informed about scientific advances (both 

students and teachers were to be educated in science and technology).  In contrast to the 

conservative curriculum, which included interaction with appropriate role models (e.g the 

teacher or the Boy/Girl Scout leader) and narratives, progressives emphasized the 

importance of placing people in real situations that called for moral decision-making.   

Dewey, for example, thought of the “learning by doing” approach to moral 

education as somewhat novel, and one of his anecdotes reveals the way in which he 

thought the progressive approach was superior to all the others on offer.  Dewey says, 

 

 I am told that there is a swimming school in a certain city where  
youth are taught to swim without going into the water, being repeatedly 
drilled in the various movements which are necessary for swimming.  
When one of the young men so trained was asked what he did when 
he got into the water, he laconically replied, “Sunk.” The story happens  
to be true; were it not, it would seem to be a fable made expressly for  
the purpose of typifying the ethical relationship of school to society.   
The school cannot be a preparation for social life excepting as it 
reproduces, within itself, typical conditions of social life…the only  
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way to prepare for social life is to engage in social life.212  

 

Here we see one of the key problems progressives raised for conservative notions 

of character education. It is hard to see how telling students to “Be honest” (say, the way 

George Washington was) enables someone to act appropriately when the time comes to 

actually be honest.  In addition, traditional character education does not prepare students 

to be flexible and responsive in novel situations.  One might be able to repeat what one 

learned from a story or parrot what one saw on a list, but applying those lessons in one’s 

own life requires a great deal more.  Progressives were critical of learning by rote 

memorization (in every subject, from mathematics to morality) and associated character 

education with something akin to rote memorization of morality (indeed, that’s how it 

looks in the Boy Scouts).  

 The above quote also shows how the progressives effectively reversed the 

emphasis of the conservative moral educators.  Instead of focusing on matters of private 

conduct, progressives were concerned about the ability of a person to be a good 

democratic citizen.  In particular, progressives thought of the ideal moral person as 

almost exclusively concerned with the betterment of society.  As one historian of moral 

education states, 

 

  [Progressives] consistently gave more attention to great  
social and political issues than to matters of private conduct… 
they expressed little interest in the drinking habits or sexual conduct  
of individuals as long as such personal behavior did not impede the  
ability to operate as intelligent and productive citizens.213  

                                                
212 Moral Principles in Education, pg. 13-14 
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The progressive approach, prior to the addition of a scientifically respectable form 

of developmental psychology (added by Piaget and then Kohlberg), was problematic in 

that the emphasis on flexible, creative thinking often times seemed to lack any structure 

by which one could judge a student’s actions or guide a student. 

While Dewey attempted to provide a more structured education by focusing on 

ideals of democratic citizenship, because of its particularist view of morality and the 

experimental nature of progressive schools, progressive education continued to look 

inadequate.  Many critics argued that progressive schools subject students to the tyranny 

of the majority and that they erode the moral authority of adults and the community by 

remaining too focused on accepting various and conflicting beliefs about morality.214   

When we contrast conservative and progressive approaches to moral education we 

see that one is open to the charge of indoctrination, while the other is open to the charge 

of relativism (and serious problems of implementation).  This is the basic framework 

within which Kohlberg addressed his colleagues.  Believing that he had discovered how 

to overcome the most fundamental and difficult problems of moral education, Kohlberg 

set out to show that all the other theories on offer were seriously inadequate.   

 

 

                                                                                                                                            
213 McClellan pg. 57 
214 In the last half of the twentieth century, these same objections were made against the “values 
clarification” approach to moral education.  Values clarification became popular in the 1960’s as opposition 
to traditional American ideals grew with the increasing discomfort and tension of the Civil Rights 
Movement and the Vietnam War.  With the rise of Kohlberg’s cognitive-developmental approach, interest 
in “values clarification” waned. 
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    6.1.3 Kohlberg’s Objections to Theories of Moral Education 

  Kohlberg’s Essays on Moral Development, published in 1981, begin with his 

survey of common approaches to what he calls “the relativity problem”.  By “the 

relativity problem” (or “the problem of relativity of values in moral education”, as he 

sometimes called it) Kohlberg means not simply the problem of relativism, but also the 

problem of indoctrination.  The problem as he saw it concerned the tension teachers run 

into when they want students to make up their own minds about what is right/wrong or 

acceptable/unacceptable, but then have serious problems with the conclusions the 

students draw. 

 Kohlberg quotes a junior high school teacher, 

My class deals with morality and right and wrong quite a bit.   
I don’t expect all of them to agree with me; each has to satisfy  
himself according to his own convictions, as long as he is sincere  
and thinks he is pursuing what is right.  I often discuss cheating  
this way but I always get defeated, because they still argue cheating  
is all right.  After you accept the idea that kids have the right to  
build a position with logical arguments, you have to accept what  
they come out with, even though you drive at it ten times a year  
and they still come out with the same conclusion.215   

Kohlberg does not state exactly what the students’ arguments were.  So, in the particular 

case it remains somewhat of a mystery as to why the teacher’s best response was to 

“drive” her point about cheating at the students in the way described.  However, the 

problem seems clear.  The teacher’s quote exhibits one difficulty involved in allowing 

students to come up with their own ideas, while also guiding them to come up with better 

ones. 

                                                
215 L. Kohlberg Essays on Moral Development, Vols. I&II.  1981.   
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 Kohlberg used the problem of relativity to set up a sort of test for theories of 

moral education.  A theory of moral education has to avoid the problem conservative 

educators encountered as well as the problem that progressives encountered.216  That is, a 

theory of moral education must show us that it is possible for moral education to be free 

from the charge of relativity (Kohlberg means cultural relativity) as well as arbitrary 

indoctrination. 

 Avoiding the Scylla of indoctrination and the Charybdis of relativism, then, 

became the cornerstone of Kohlberg’s argument in support of cognitive-

developmentalism.  This problem was Kohlberg’s analytic/synthetic distinction, which he 

used to commit all the competing theories of moral education to the flames.  Kohlberg 

states,  

  …I am happy to report that I can propose a solution to the  
relativity problem that has plagued philosophers for three  
thousand years.  I can say this with due modesty because it  
did not depend on being smart.  It only happened that my  
colleagues and I were the first people in history to do detailed  
cross-cultural studies on the development of moral thinking.217 

 

 Before turning to Kohlberg’s specific arguments, two general points are 

important.  First, Kohlberg takes himself to be a progressive educator in the tradition of 

Piaget and Dewey.218  However, Kohlberg does not accept all the views of Piaget and 

Dewey.  In fact, Kohlberg is quite critical of them at times.  The most important feature 

                                                
216 I am oversimplifying a bit.  The progressive tradition is varied and, in fact, Kohlberg argues that certain 
versions are relativistic and others, for example Dewey’s, are a form of indoctrination (insofar as it 
involves Aristotle’s emphasis on developing a “bag of virtues”). 
217 Essays on Moral Development Pg. 12 Vol. 1 
218 Of course, he also takes himself to be developing the education philosophies of Socrates, Plato, Kant and 
Rawls as well.  But, regarding the philosophy of education, Piaget and Dewey are certainly the most 
immediate influences on Kohlberg. 
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he shares in common with progressives is the importance he placed on the findings of 

empirical psychology.  Progressives thought it was essential to base a philosophy of 

education (and the resulting educational curriculum) on sound scientific evidence, 

primarily evidence coming from psychology.  As a result, Kohlberg was presenting his 

arguments in the context of a fairly well established tradition concerning the relationship 

between philosophy, psychology and educational practice.  This tradition takes the 

findings of empirical psychology as offering confirming or disconfirming evidence as to 

whether a particular view of moral education is true and practicable.  Whether this is a 

palatable view of the relationship between empirical psychology and a theory of moral 

education is controversial.219  

 The second point is that Kohlberg’s theory of moral education and supporting 

arguments were developed during a time when the idea of multi-culturalism started 

something of a revolution in educational theory and policy.  In schools, character 

education had fallen on hard days and, among intellectuals, the idea of character was 

heavily criticized.  So virtue and character were seen to be easy targets (which may 

account for the apparent superficiality and occasional smug tone of Kohlberg’s 

arguments).  As a result, Kohlberg saw his most immediate target to be an unreflective 

form of relativism, which he saw embodied in movements like the values-clarification 

                                                
219 Consider, for example, what some situationist social psychologists think their studies of character tell us 
about the possibility of both virtue theory (as a moral theory) and a virtue approach to moral education.  
There are some differences in the details of the situationist views out there (e.g. Harman and Doris have 
slightly different views), but the problem for virtue theory is supposed to be a deep and serious one on 
either account.  This involves an antecedent view about what the object of the scientific inquiry is.  But, 
have Doris and Harman answered the question of whether situationist social psychology is studying the 
same thing, or even could study the same thing, that virtue theorists are discussing?  That is, is the notion of 
“character” the same in psychology as it is in many moral theories? And must it be the same? 
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approach to moral education.  At the same time, however, Kohlberg was keenly aware of 

the need for tolerance (especially in public schools) and was moved by John Rawls’ A 

Theory of Justice in which the question of the grounding of liberalism was central.   

 

Kohlberg’s Objections to Virtue Education   

 Kohlberg criticizes four approaches to moral education (values clarification, 

hidden curriculum, positive values and virtue/character education).  Each approach falls 

under one of two general headings, either Romanticism or Cultural Transmission.  I will 

only discuss his arguments against character education.220 

Kohlberg equates ‘character education’ with ‘virtue education’ (referring to both 

as the “bag of virtues approach”).  This is because he defines a virtue as a “positive 

character trait.”  Kohlberg states, 

  By a “bag of virtues,” I mean a set of personality traits  
generally considered to be positive.  Defining the aims  
of moral education in terms of a set of “virtues” is as old  
as Aristotle.221   

 

The first step of the virtue approach, according to Kohlberg, is to suggest a list of virtues.  

Once we have a list, we can then proceed to the task of building character.  Kohlberg 

explains what he takes Aristotle’s approach (and that of many subsequent character 

educators) to be.  He states, 

                                                
220 I should be clear, though, that the objections are supposed to work together in support of cognitive-
developmentalism.  That is, when we see the serious problems with the other views on offer, we are thereby 
persuaded to accept Kohlberg’s alternative.    
221 L. Kohlberg, Essays on Moral Development, Vols. I&II.  1981, p. 9. 
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  Given a bag of virtues, it is evident how we build character.   
Children should be exhorted to practice these virtues, should  
be told that happiness, fortune, and good repute will follow in  
their wake; adults around them should be living examples of these  
virtues, and children should be given daily opportunities to practice  
them.  Daily chores will build responsibility; the opportunity to  
give the Red Cross will build service or altruism.222 

So, from a conception of moral character as a complex set of relatively persistent 

qualities of the individual person, which generally have a positive connotation, we can get 

a curriculum of moral education by introducing students to the list and giving them 

opportunities to practice acting in those ways.  This general approach, it is thought, will, 

with enough time and persistence, lead to the development of citizens who actually have 

those qualities (or have become virtuous). 

 Though Kohlberg was arguing at a time when character education was not 

particularly popular, he devotes more time to arguing against this approach than any 

other.223  This is likely because he saw that this was a more well established approach to 

moral education and, on the face of it, seems to offer a better response to the relativity 

problem than any of the other theories available.  Kohlberg states, 

  The attraction of such an approach is evident.  Although it is  
true that people often cannot agree on details of right and wrong  
or even on fundamental moral principles, we all think such “traits”  
as honesty and responsibility are good things.  By adding enough  
traits to the virtue bag, we eventually get a list that contains something  
to suit everyone.224 

The initial problem of what to put in the bag is solved by “adding enough traits to the 

virtue bag [that] we eventually get a list that contains something to suit everyone.”  So, a 
                                                
222 Ibid, pg. 31. 
223 Though he does offer a significant critique of values clarification in other places. 
224 Ibid, pg. 9. 
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superficial solution to the relativity problem is offered by making our list inclusive 

enough to avoid disagreement.  And this is good enough for most people. 

 Kohlberg objects to the virtue approach on the grounds that it smashes on the 

rocks of both indoctrination and relativism.  Let me turn to his objections in some detail. 

 

Objection #1:  The Virtuous Hell’s Angel 

 Kohlberg’s first major objection is that there is no principled reason to put one 

trait rather than another on our list of virtues, because when we speak of ‘traits’ we are 

implicitly accepting somewhat of a psychological ‘fiction’.  The objection, as Kohlberg 

saw it, was not simply that what traits we include on the list are relative to one’s own 

perspective or the perspective of society.  Rather, it is that people can “turn the virtues 

around 180 degrees” because virtue terms are ones we use to award praise or blame to 

people, and our awarding of praise or blame has nothing to do with a person’s ‘character 

traits’.  When we praise or blame someone, for example, as being “courageous” (we say 

“That’s a courageous person”) we are, Kohlberg thought, committing the fundamental 

attribution error.  That is, in explaining someone’s behavior we overemphasize the role of 

a person’s dispositions or “traits,” while under-emphasizing the role of situational factors.  

Kohlberg thought the attribution of a character trait depends more on what the attributer 

projects onto a person than on any evidence about a person’s actual dispositions.  The 

real factors determining behavior, Kohlberg thought, are the situational factors (these can 

be varied), not the traits of character.    
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Kohlberg illustrates this point in a somewhat misleading way, by relying on an 

example from Jonathan Kozol.225  Worried that the moral exemplars used in character 

education seem to exhibit obedience characteristics and lack originality or “independent 

style,” Kozol sought to introduce new examples into the classroom, ones he thought 

might be more engaging for students.  Kozol states, 

  The whole concept of respect for unearned authority is  
bitter to children within these kind of schools.  I wonder  
whether anyone really thinks that you are going to teach  
character, or anything else, by rattling off a list of all the  
people in America who have struggled to make good.226 

While Kohlberg agrees with Kozol that respect for authority should not be the primary 

goal of moral education, he thinks Kozol’s attempt to remedy this situation reveals the 

difficulty in making the virtues a focus of moral education.   

Kohlberg cites Kozol’s attempt to use novel examplars to get students to think of 

the importance of traits like “originality” and “creativity”.  One particularly vivid 

example comes from a moral education course taught by Kozol entitled “Man Alone”, 

which Kozol described as a “whirlwind tour of alienation, loneliness, dying, and 

narcotics with writings from John Donne to Bruno Bettelheim.”227 

In this course, Kozol recalled a class period where he projected a picture of a 

member of Hell’s Angels on the wall in “gory, swastika-painted vividness”.  Some of the 

student’s responses are reported as follows: 

  “Cool, man, great,” a voice shouted. 
                                                
225 Kozol is an author who writes on education and has devoted his life to issues concerning equality and 
race in education.  He has taught in public schools and typically gives first hand accounts of his experiences 
teaching in impoverished areas. 
226 New York Times Magazine, October, 29 1967. 
227 Ibid. 
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   “That’s sick,” said another. 

  “He’s honest, anyway,” cried another.  “He’s living out his own feelings.” 

  “He’s not faking.”228 

According to Kohlberg, the positive responses on the part of many students shows the 

difficulty with the “bag of virtues” approach.  A Hell’s Angel is surely not an exemplar 

of virtue (notice that the Hell’s Angel is covered in tattoos of swastikas).  However, in the 

context of an overly strict, authoritative society, oddly enough, a swastika covered 

“rebel” can come to seem virtuous, in a sense. 

 In choosing this example, Kohlberg clouds the issue.  This is because the example 

does not, at least in any clear way, exhibit a case of the fundamental attribution error.  

However, Kohlberg clearly intends to make the objection that teaching the virtues is 

problematic because of what we learn about human behavior from situationist 

psychology.229    

So, in saying that the problem with specifying a “bag of virtues” is that we “each 

have our own bag,” Kohlberg means to suggest that virtues are the wrong place to look in 

determining how moral education should proceed.  This is because virtue terms are used 

for praise and blame, but indicate little to nothing about the real causal factors that 

explain a person’s behavior.  Moral education should be primarily concerned with the 

actual motivational structures involved in moral behavior.  Thus, moral education should 

de-emphasize the virtues and character-traits. 

 

                                                
228 Ibid. 
229 Kohlberg even cites the early Harsthorne and May studies from the late 1920’s that first established the 
empirical basis for the claims of situationist psychology. 
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Objection #2: The Charlie Brown Objection 

 Kohlberg’s other major objection is that the ideal of virtue is not one at which we 

should aim.  He makes this point by using the character of Charlie Brown.  Kohlberg 

states, 

  The fact that there are no traits of character corresponding  
to the virtues and vices of conventional language should  
comfort us.  Those who try to achieve the bag of virtues  
prescribed by the culture find themselves in the plight  
described by the theme song of the show You’re a Good Man  
Charlie Brown.230 
 

Charlie Brown’s plight as described in the theme song is that he tries to have all 

the virtues (humility, nobility, a sense of honor, kindness for all living creatures, trust in 

what other people say, courage, cheerfulness, thoughtfulness, courteousness, etc…) and, 

yet, he still seems so wishy-washy.  Kohlberg’s point is that perhaps the reason why 

Charlie Brown is so wishy-washy is that he is trying to be “all things to all people.”  

Indeed, faced with a long list of virtues each morning (“Be honest!”, “Be courageous!”, 

“Be kind!” etc…) Charlie Brown wakes up with a daunting task.  And that can be 

overwhelming.  

 Kohlberg is clear that he thinks the virtues, understood the way Charlie Brown 

understands them, can begin to sound like pressing obligations to be the way people 

expect you to be.  However, Kohlberg also presses a further point about trying to be 

virtuous.  The “bag of virtues” approach suggests that anyone can be a moral educator.  

That is, the assumption behind the idea of instilling character traits is that, once one has 

achieved a level of respectability in one’s society, one has the trait and is thereby 
                                                
230Ibid, p. 35.  
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qualified to educate people (at least, in those traits one has developed).  Not only does 

this conflict with our own experience, it is not warranted by data from empirical 

psychology.  Kohlberg’s own studies, he claims, support this point.231    

Measuring the level of moral maturity of a group of middle-class men in their 

twenties, and then measuring the maturity of their fathers, Kohlberg found almost no 

correlation between the two.  So, Socrates’ observation that being a good citizen of 

Athens will not insure that one has good sons, Kohlberg claims, is supported by studies in 

developmental psychology. 

 Kohlberg runs together two objections here:  1. The virtues can be too demanding 

and 2. On the virtue view, anyone can be a moral educator.  Both objections stem from 

thinking about an education in virtue as an education in middle-class respectability.  

Since Kohlberg views virtue education this way, he characterized it as a form of 

indoctrination into whatever counted as “respectable” in one’s society.  In contrast to this 

picture, Kohlberg argues that we recognize the moral educator to be more of a 

revolutionary than virtue education allows.  Socrates and Martin Luther King are moral 

reformers and seek the betterment of society.  In a word, they are Just.  So, Kohlberg 

thinks an education in virtue is unable to accommodate a central aspect of moral 

education: that it is the moral reformers who do the educating.   

 

 

 

                                                
231 Kohlberg mentions his study, but does not cite it.  It is difficult to know to which study he is referring. 
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6.2 Virtue and Habituation 

 As I noted earlier, one fixture of the academic literature on moral education seems 

to be a particular interpretation of Aristotle.232  According to this interpretation, one 

develops good habits on the way to becoming virtuous.  These habits are often 

understood to be something like patterns of behavior developed through imitation or rule-

following.  In addition, the point of developing habits is to develop stable dispositions or 

“traits”, which are generally regarded as positive.  By a “character trait”, many moral 

educators mean a disposition to perform certain actions or act-types (like telling the 

truth).   

 So, for example, the ideal Boy Scout will help people (maybe he helps old ladies 

across the street or helps his parents do the dishes).  If the boy scout continues on this 

virtuous path, he will grow into someone we can count on to help out when needed.  

What is important here, and has become the emphasis of many views of moral education, 

is the reliability of the person with good character.  This is typically interpreted to be a 

reliability to perform act-types.  This is consistent with both the idea of a stable trait that 

underlies the virtuous person’s actions, as well as the idea of habituation as an 

unreflective pattern of behavior (and that’s all, someone with a habit just acts that way 

and doesn’t think too much more about it). 

                                                
232One exception is “Understanding the Character in Character Education”, F. Clark Power.  In L. Nucci 
(Chair), Developmental perspectives and approaches to character education. Symposium conducted at the 
meeting of the American Educational Research Association, Chicago, March 1997.   Power’s discussion of 
Aristotle is somewhat brief, perhaps because the paper was delivered at a conference on education, where 
some non-philosophical issues were primary.  While Power does discuss Aristotle’s view of the role of 
practical wisdom in the development and exercise of virtue, he does not explain how practical wisdom 
plays a role in developing the good habits that helps us become virtuous.  
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 While Aristotle has certainly been read this way, ancient scholarship over the last 

30 years has developed a picture of Aristotle that is importantly different; one that is 

more true to the text and avoids Kohlberg’s objections. 

 Let’s start with Aristotle’s definition of virtue.  Aristotle defines virtue as, 

A state (hexis) that decides (proairetike), consisting in a mean,  
the mean relative to us, which is defined by reference to reason,  
that is to say, to the reason by reference to which the prudent  
person (phronimos) would  define it.  It is a mean between two  
vices, one of excess and one of deficiency. (1106b36-1107a3)   

I will focus on two features of this definition.  The first is that virtue requires that one 

choose (or decide) to do the virtuous thing.  The second is that virtue requires that one 

choose based on reasons, or makes their decision based on reasons.   

 By a “state that decides”, Aristotle means that virtue involves not just, for 

example, doing the honest action, but choosing to do the honest action.  So, the Boy 

Scout who grows up and automatically helps old ladies across the street or helps his 

neighbor in with his groceries may be acting as the fully virtuous person would act, but 

he is not fully virtuous.  (Kohlberg’s worry about indoctrination, recall, suggests that the 

resulting states would not be chosen.)   

 Second, this choice is not simply unforced action.  The choice and the resulting 

action is based on a process of reasoning, or deliberation, which the person in question 

has gone through in order to come up with an appropriate response to the situation in 

question.   

 There are many questions that these features of Aristotelian virtue raise.  For 

example, does the virtuous person choose the virtuous action as a means to some other 

end or as desirable in itself? Also, on what reasons is the virtuous person’s choice based?  
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Are their correct and incorrect forms of moral deliberation?  Also, how much deliberation 

is required on each occasion?  Must the virtuous person stall her own, and possibly 

everyone else’s, decision-making by becoming stuck in deliberation?  That is, could the 

virtuous person respond in an emergency situation, like a natural disaster or an accident? 

 I will not attempt to answer all the questions these two features raise.  Instead, I 

will focus on the question of whether including reasoned choice in the definition of virtue 

is inconsistent with adopting a view of moral education where the development of habits 

is central.  I claim that finding a central role for habit in moral education need not 

undermine the goal of educating people to make their own decisions and act according to 

their own deliberations.  What we need to make sense of is the idea of a habit, or pattern 

of acting, that one chooses.  (An alternate way of talking would be to talk of choosing to 

be the person that one becomes.) 

  Before discussing how a habit can be something we choose, let me make two 

preliminary points.  The issue I am discussing concerns the learner, or the student of 

virtue.  That is, I am discussing the person who is not fully virtuous.  This is important 

because were we to claim that the Aristotelian ideal includes choice and deliberation, 

Kohlberg’s objections would not be met.  This is because Kohlberg is concerned with the 

educational implications of a conception of virtue.  In other words, we might be able to 

specify an ideal that is unobjectionable, but unless we base this ideal on (and connect it 

to) a realistic developmental psychology, we will not be able to find a basis for an answer 

to either horn of the relativity problem on behalf of Aristotle.  So, the remarks about habit 

are supposed to apply to one who is developing virtue. 
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 The second point is that we would be saddling Aristotle with a very odd position 

were we to characterize the phronimos as one who deliberates and chooses (as opposed to 

one who simply acts because of his training), but also think that Aristotle’s view of what 

the learner does is not some approximation to this ideal.  If we are supposed to be 

educated to make good practical decisions, but our education was focused on rule 

following or developing mere habits, it would have to be something mysterious and 

somewhat magical that turned all that training and habituation into the ability to act from 

reasoned deliberation.  So, there may be two sources for the mistaken versions of 

Aristotle’s view of moral education. One potential source is confusion about what a habit 

is for Aristotle.  The other is a mistaken view of Aristotle’s ideal (or, perhaps, a mistaken 

view of the relationship between the ideal and actual, imperfect human beings).  

 Concerning the development of virtue, then, Aristotle says, 

  For while one must begin from what is familiar, this may 
  be taken in two ways: some things are familiar to us, others  

familiar without qualification.  Presumably, then, what we  
should begin from is things familiar to us.  This is the reason  
why one should have been well brought up in good habits if  
one is going to listen adequately to lectures about things noble  
and just, and in general about political (social) affairs.  For the  
beginning is ‘the that’, and if this is sufficiently apparent to a  
person, he will not in addition have a need for ‘the because.’233  

What does Aristotle mean by saying we must begin “from what is familiar to us”?  To 

explain this, Aristotle scholars often focus on the distinction here between “the that” and 

“the because”.  Myles Burnyeat puts what Aristotle means by this in a clear light, 

  The contrast…between having only “the that” and having  
both “the that” and “the because” as well, is a contrast  

                                                
233 (EN 1095b2-9)   
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between knowing or believing that something is so and  
understanding why it is so.234 

So, if we understand “what is familiar to us” (‘the that’) as our starting points for 

becoming fully virtuous, then we can begin to get a picture of how the development of 

virtue might work.  

 According to this interpretation, moral education must start from correct ideas 

about actions in accordance with virtue (“the that”).  That is, it must begin from the 

knowledge of actions that are noble and just.  Aristotle says that this requires an 

upbringing in good habits.  So, “the that” is acquired by a good upbringing, by 

habituation.  It is only then that we can, for example, read Aristotle’s Nicomachean 

Ethics for a fuller understanding of “the that” (and, hence, acquire “the because”). 

The terminology here often makes things needlessly complicated.  We can make 

things simpler by recalling that according to Aristotle’s definition, virtue is a disposition 

to act and feel in ways that are responsive to rational considerations.   

So, given this understanding of virtue, we know that the fully virtuous person will 

not be open to the charge of having been indoctrinated.  For someone who chooses to act 

from his own deliberation and whose feelings (of pleasure, but also his emotions) are 

responsive to his deliberative faculties will be determining his own actions in a very 

substantial sense.  Whether one could object that there is still a worry about relativism 

remains to be seen, but we have to take one hurdle at a time.   

Now, what about the student who is in the process of learning to be virtuous?  If 

this involves habit and a good upbringing, won’t this involve a kind of indoctrination?  In 

                                                
234M. Burnyeat “Aristotle on Learning to be Good.”  In Essays on Aristotle’s Ethics, ed. D. Frede.   
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order to answer this question, we need to look closer at what Aristotle says the students 

of his classes, the students who are ready for a deeper understanding of morality and 

political affairs, should know. 

Aristotle says, 

 A youth is not a suitable student of political science, for  
he lacks experience of the actions in life, which are the  
subject and premises of our arguments. (EN 1095a) 

Here we can see that what Aristotle has in mind concerning a good upbringing is not that 

one went to a fancy school or that one is considered socially respectable.  What he means 

is that one has some experience of the topics to be discussed, most importantly noble and 

just actions.  

 Here a distinction is important.  One can know, for example, that it is just to 

respect other people’s property, in the sense of knowing that this is the content of the 

instruction to respect other people’s property.  However, one can also know that it is just 

to respect other people’s property, and know it in a way that someone who has merely 

learned the content of the instruction does not. For example, one may have had one’s own 

property stolen or seen how instances of respecting someone else’s property have 

strengthened the bond between one and one’s neighbor.   

 This is where habit comes in to help prepare someone to become fully virtuous.  

Burnyeat makes this point in the following passage, 

  There is such a thing as learning to enjoy something  
(painting, music, skiing, philosophy), and it is not  
sharply distinct from learning that the thing in question  
is enjoyable...we need to eliminate the weak  
sense of learn, the sense in which to have learned that skiing  
is enjoyable is simply to have acquired the information,  
regardless of personal experience.  In the strong sense I learn  



 
 

226 

that skiing is enjoyable only by trying it myself and coming  
to enjoy it.  The growth of enjoyment goes hand in hand with  
the internalization of knowledge.235 

Having internalized some of the basic knowledge of what is noble, the knowledge that 

only experience can give us, is what Aristotle means by “a good upbringing” or 

“developing good habits.”  It should be clear that this is not simply developing a trait, 

understood as a disposition to perform certain “act-types.”  Rather, this notion of habit 

involves coming to learn the value of acting in certain ways as opposed to others.  So, 

habituation is to be understood in a way similar to the way Dewey discussed the idea of 

“learning by practice” in the swimming case.  The student who read books about 

swimming was ignorant of something that he only learned once he jumped into the pool.  

Though he did not know how to swim the first time he jumped into the pool, that was a 

first step toward understanding what’s important in swimming (presumably, things like 

what it feels like to float, how to breathe in the middle of a stroke, why one should keep 

one’s head down, etc…).     

 So, we can see that habit, the way Burnyeat discusses it, has a “cognitive slant.”  

It is through habit, and only through habit, that we gain important knowledge of virtue.  

As Aristotle says we become just by doing just actions, temperate by doing temperate 

actions, and brave by doing brave actions.  In a recent paper, Rachana Kamtekar 

summarizes this point,  “Correct Aristotelian habituation, then, involves the discovery of 

(some of) the intrinsic value of virtuous actions in doing them.”236   

                                                
235 Ibid, p. 76. 
236 “Situationism and Virtue Ethics on the Content of Our Character”, Ethics 114 (April 2004): 458–49 
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 Both of Kohlberg’s objections to character education turn on the understanding of 

a virtue as a disposition to behave in ways generally approved of in a particular historical 

and cultural context.  This feature of traditional forms of virtue education generates both 

the relativism and the indoctrination objections.  The emphasis on habituation as a 

process of gaining new knowledge through experience (e.g. learning that something is 

enjoyable, in the sense of seeing what is enjoyable through doing it) is the starting point 

for a response, primarily to the indoctrination objection.  This is because if we accept that 

some of what’s valuable about virtuous actions can only be understood by actually 

performing virtuous actions, we will see that Kohlberg’s account of virtue cannot be the 

whole story.  For one could reliably do things that are generally approved of, but not do it 

from an understanding of what is valuable about doing those things.  One could be merely 

following a role model, or one could even just get lucky.  And, surely, that’s not virtue 

according to Aristotle’s account. 

 The above interpretation of Aristotelian moral education has been fairly well 

developed by ancient scholars over the past 20 years or so.  I should be clear that what is 

distinctive, and subtle, about this interpretation is that habituation has a cognitive slant.  

This is importantly different from the view, common amongst proponents of character 

education, that Aristotle’s account of virtue involves the development of phronesis 

(practical wisdom), as distinct from the development of good habits.  That is, Aristotle is 

often interpreted as saying that the development of practical wisdom and the development 

of good habits are distinct, though complimentary, aspects of a proper moral education.  

In a recent paper, F. Clark Power states, 
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  Aristotle’s depiction of character and virtue has a key  
cognitive component insofar as it includes phronesis  
(practical wisdom) as well as a behavioral component,  
habit, a term that often leads to confusion.  Habits seem  
to imply automatic behaviors that are learned through  
simple repitition.237  

Contrast this with the view I offered above.  According to my view, the 

development of phronesis and the development of good habits are tied up with each other 

in an important way.  Recall that what Aristotle means by “a good upbringing” or “the 

development of good habits” is the knowledge of what is noble.  We need this knowledge 

before we learn moral theories because we need to know the subject matter of ethics.  

Once we have the practical knowledge of what is noble we can begin to understand ethics 

by unifying the various phenomena of ethical life with a practical theory. 

To be fair, Power does suggest that Aristotle’s view is more sophisticated, but 

leaves it mysterious as to what more can be said.  Power comes closer than any other 

moral education theorists to capturing the view that Aristotle scholars have developed in 

more detail.  We can fill in the gaps of the character educators’ account of Aristotle, then, 

with the more nuanced account of a habit offered in this section. 

  

6.3  The Apprenticeship Model of Moral Education: Virtue and Skill (techne) 

Aristotle’s use of the skill (techne) analogy for virtue is needed for a more 

complete response to Kohlberg’s objections.  One might still worry that, though Aristotle 

includes developing an understanding of what is valuable about virtuous action in his 

                                                
237 Power, F. C. “Understanding the ‘Character’ in Character Education.”  In L. Nucci, ed. “Developmental 
Approaches and Perspectives on Character Education.” 1997. 
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account of moral education, more needs to be said to avoid the problems of relativity and 

indoctrination.  Take the case of learning to appreciate music.  One might be educated 

from an early age to see what is valuable about, say, jazz.  One’s role models can guide 

one by showing one what to listen for and how to think about the music.  In this case, 

though one comes to learn something about the music, it still seems that one values jazz 

because of those people early in life who exposed one to jazz (as opposed to, say, 

classical music).  One’s tastes appear to have been formed by one’s cultural influences 

and not by one’s own choice.  Is the same true of an education in virtue?  Do we learn to 

see what those around us see as valuable?  Do we value courage and moderation, and 

certain corresponding views about what courage and moderation require, because of our 

early cultural influences?  And is that the end of the story? 

Some of this is surely true.  We come to adopt many of the moral attitudes of our 

society and learn to see what others see as valuable about various moral actions.  In the 

case of moral education, though, Aristotle is not claiming that developing habits amounts 

to accepting a certain set of fixed values.  Rather, moral education should teach us how to 

focus on what is important (or noble) in specific circumstances.  Developing habits and 

learning from role models does not, then, amount to accepting a certain list of values.  

Rather, we must learn how to deal with novel situations and focus on what is morally 

salient in new situations.  This is evident in Aristotle’s view that the activation of virtue 

(as opposed to the mere disposition to be virtuous) can be understood as analogous to the 

activation of a capacity to engage in a practical skill.  There are two important points that 

the analogy with skills reveals about an education in virtue.  
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First, an education in virtue aims at enabling the student to engage in a certain 

activity.  In the case of morality, the activity will be one of acting on a proper conception 

of a good (or eudaimon) life.  One tries to work from the “top down” and the “bottom up” 

simultaneously.  That is, one reflects on one’s general conception of a good human life, 

but also aims to realize that conception in practice.  Concrete experiences can influence 

the general account and the general account can influence how one sees specific 

circumstances.  Virtue is the activity of realizing the right account of a good human life 

in particular actions.   

Compare this to how one learns a practical skill.  We learn how to build (say, 

houses) by simultaneously developing a general understanding of what we are aiming to 

produce as well as by practicing the skill.  As we engage with the materials and the tools 

we use, we get a better understanding of the product.  In addition, the decisions we make 

in particular instances are informed by our general conception of the product we are 

aiming to produce.   So, the first important point the skill analogy brings out is that an 

education in virtue is not simply a matter of teaching a student to appreciate a certain list 

of values.  An education in virtue is a matter of developing a student’s ability to improve 

her view of a moral life and put that view into practice. 

The second important point brought out by the skill analogy concerns the 

intellectual structure of a skill.  In the ancient Greek tradition, a skill is not, as some have 

thought,238 simply the ability to make the product.  One must be able to make the product 

reliably and from a unified grasp of the subject matter.  The master carpenter, for 

                                                
238See, for example, Power “Understanding the Character in Character Education.” In Nucci, 1997.   
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example, is not merely able to produce tables and chairs out of wood. The master 

carpenter can do this reliably and from an intellectual grasp of how to produce chairs.  

The master craftsman (as opposed to the idiot savant) can say why one should perform 

certain actions before others or hold the tool in a certain way, etc.  Similarly, the goal of 

moral education is not simply the development of a tendency to act in certain ways, but 

rather it is the development of one’s capacity to act from a unified understanding. 

We can use the model of practical skills to understand how it is possible to gain 

understanding from following role models and developing habits.  The role models are 

guides to what is important and we develop the habits from practice.  As in the case of a 

practical skill, the habits develop along with, and are responsive to, a deeper 

understanding of the subject matter.  The defender of virtue education should claim that, 

just as role models and habituation can be part of an education in a practical skill without 

loss of autonomy, so too can they be part of one’s moral education.   

 

  

6.4  Responding to Kohlberg’s Objections 

 We are now in a position to respond to Kohlberg’s objections directly.  In both the 

Hell’s Angel case and the Charlie Brown case, Kohlberg assumed that being virtuous 

amounts to being disposed to act in ways that are generally approved of in one’s society.  

In some sense, this is true on Aristotle’s account.  Moral education begins with the most 

basic actions that are commonly agreed to be virtuous (e.g. telling the truth, helping 

others, etc).  What is important, though, is that Aristotelian moral education does not aim 
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for mere reliability.  The virtuous person’s moral education does not provide her with just 

a reliable spring of action, but rather a developed capacity to reason for herself in 

concrete situations.   

Furthermore, the model of a practical skill shows how this approach is practicable 

in many domains.  Students of practical skills do, indeed, develop the ability to reliably 

make the product of the craft.  However, an education in a practical skill produces 

someone with an understanding of the product and an understanding of how to act in 

making it, with the result that one can respond appropriately in novel situations.  

Similarly, Aristotelian moral education aims at improving one’s understanding of a 

worthwhile human life and how to act in accordance with that understanding, with the 

result that one can respond appropriately in novel situations. 

So, Aristotle’s account of virtue/character education need not involve simply 

acting in ways that are approved of in one’s society.  It involves taking what is generally 

approved of in one’s society as the “material” on which to develop more sophisticated 

and defensible views about morality.  These more sophisticated and developed views are 

the mark of a virtuous person.239    

It is important to note that the apprenticeship model of moral education is 

beginning to receive more attention in the moral education literature.  Interestingly, 

studies of Kohlberg’s just community schools have provided evidence that an apprentice-

teacher relationship had a clear impact on the development of moral attitudes in students.  

                                                
239 I should note that Kohlberg intertwines the two objections I discuss with a situationist criticism of virtue 
education.  I am not arguing against that view here because virtue education and virtue ethics have been 
adequately defended in the literature.  See, for example, R. Kamtekar “Situationism, Virtue Ethics and the 
Content of Our Character” Ethics, 2004. 
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 One example of the apprenticeship model at work involved the issue of 

cheating.240  In the first just community school set up by Kohlberg, incidents of cheating 

and theft surfaced in the first months of the school year.  The just community schools 

were unique in that the central institution was a “community discussion group” where 

students were free to raise points about issues of importance and votes were taken to 

determine school policy.  Initially, when the issue of cheating and stealing was raised in 

the meetings student’s attitudes showed that they rejected the idea that cheating was a bad 

thing.  One response was as follows:  “Just because a few things are stolen you don’t 

have to cry about it.”241   

One effective response on the part of the teachers was to engage the students’ 

emotions by visibly showing their disappointment that cheating was occurring.  In 

addition, and even more effective, the teacher’s suggested that the student’s try to act in 

ways that built trust among them.  Once the students began to see that there was a value 

in being able to trust that someone will not steal your answers or take something of yours, 

the students began to change their responses to questions about cheating.  By the end of 

the year many students saw the importance of not cheating.  Not only that, the student’s 

saw that it was important that the incidents of cheating declined at the school as a whole.  

Student responses began to take the form of an appeal to the importance of community. 

The data from Kohlberg’s just community schools is hard to assess because it 

only reports what students said at various times.  Other empirical studies have tried to 

                                                
240 The following account is documented in Lawrence Kohlberg’s Approach to Moral Education.  Power, 
F. Higgins, A. and Kohlberg, L. Columbia University Press, 1989. 
241 Ibid. 
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establish the importance of habit and role models, not only for influencing behavior, but 

for leading to a deeper understanding of some subject matter.242  To adequately assess the 

Aristotelian-inspired approach to moral education we need more detailed studies in two 

areas.  

First, we need to understand how thinking about virtues and moral ideals develops 

from a young age.  Recent studies have focused on how children think about moral 

rules,243 but few studies have focused on how children reason about character, virtue and 

a good life.  For example, do children recognize that acting virtuously involves having a 

noble end?  How do role models affect how children reason about what to do?  Do 

children aim to realize ideals?  These, and other questions about the development of 

virtue and character need to be explored by empirical psychology if we are to assess 

character education along side cognitive-developmental approaches. 

Second, is an apprenticeship model a practicable model for moral education?  Can 

it be successful in developing good judgment in students?  Research on the effectiveness 

of introducing courses concerned with character and virtue in the United States Military 

suggests that this model can be very effective.244  However, these often take the form of 

anecdotal evidence.  We do, of course, have a common sense reason to pursue research 

on the apprenticeship model.  Namely, we use it in our common sense thinking about 

                                                
242 See, for example, “Habituation and Training in Early Moral Upbringing.”  In Virtue Ethics and Moral 
Education. Ed. Carr, D. and Steutel, J.  Routledge, 1999.  See, also, Deci, E. L.  Intrinsic Motivation, 
Plenum Press, 1975.   
243 See, for example, S. Nichols,  Sentimental Rules:  On the Natural Foundations of Moral Judgment.  
New York: Oxford, 2004.   
244 “Character Development and Aristotelian Virtue’, N. Sherman.  In Virtue Ethics and Moral Education.  
Routledge, 1999.  See also  Stoic Warriors, N. Sherman.  Oxford University Press, 2005. 
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how to raise our children.  However, empirical studies need to be conducted to support 

these common sense responses.   

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have argued that moral philosophers working in the Aristotelian 

tradition of ethics have made significant progress in understanding the role of habituation 

in the development of character.  In addition, I have shown how this understanding 

undercuts one of the most influential objections to the idea of character education, 

namely, the “bag of virtues” objection.  Forming a habit need not involve simply 

behavioral aspects of one’s development.  In addition, developing the habits necessary for 

full virtue need not involve simply developing traits that are generally approved of in 

one’s society.  There is a compelling case to be made that some cases of habit formation 

(specifically, the habits formed in developing a practical skill) involve a great deal of 

cognitive development.  Furthermore, there is reason to apply the apprenticeship model to 

the education of character.   

This feature of Aristotelian moral education is suggestive in two ways.  First, the 

general Aristotelian account seems to be a developed form of common sense moral 

education (consider, for example, how a parent views her role in the education of the 

child).  Second, this account suggests that significant empirical studies are warranted.  

Some have already been performed, but clearly we should understand more about 

character development and the part that role models and thoughts about the virtues play 

in early childhood development.  This might suggest a cognitive-developmental account 
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of the virtues,245 whether such a view is plausible requires a better understanding of 

development in these areas.  We can hope that such studies are forthcoming. 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
245 This possibility is suggested by Power, 1997. 
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CONCLUSION 

The aim of this dissertation is to make the case, or the beginnings of the case, that 

learning a moral theory should be part of one’s moral education.   I first had to explain 

and defend my conception of moral theory.  Since there are conflicting views about 

which moral theory to accept and how to go about theorizing, part one was devoted to 

arguing with other moral theorists, so to speak, in favor of what I call “the livability 

approach to moral theory.”  I argue that eudaimonistic virtue ethics embodies this 

approach better than any other theories on offer. 

Once I made my case for why I take eudaimonistic virtue ethics as my focus, I 

argued, in part two, that eudaimonistic virtue ethics can make valuable contributions to 

the study of moral education.  In addition, I made the case that learning the theory of 

virtue is a central element in becoming virtuous, in the same way that learning the theory 

of carpentry, say, is essential to being a carpenter.  Part two emphasizes the argument for 

a more  robust conception of virtue than we find in most discussions of moral education.  

However, particularly in chapters 5 and 6 (but also in chapter 4), it should be clear that 

the more robust notion I defend involves thinking of virtue as something that requires for 

its attainment understanding the underlying theory. 

 

Part One 

In Part One, I argued that constructing a moral theory involves engaging in an activity 

that is relevant and related to the kind moral thinking in which all reflective people take 

part on a daily basis.  I reject views that are happy seeing the moral philosopher as 
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articulating insights for a restricted group of people (other moral theorists).  Rather, I opt 

for a view that takes common opinion and common moral experience as crucial to the 

construction of moral norms.  Moral Philosophy, in my view, is an extension  of the sort 

of moral reflection that occurs to most of us, whether a philosopher or not.  While this 

view of moral theory is more widespread, at least in practice, the elements of the 

approach and the arguments in favor of it have not been articulated.  Chapters 1-3 are my 

attempt to do just that. 

 

Chapter One 

Chapter one makes the case that certain methodological assumptions underwrite some of 

the most important debates in ethical theory (for example, debates concerning how 

demanding an ethical theory is allowed to be).  I bring out those assumptions and 

articulate the elements of two conflicting approaches to moral theory: the livability 

approach and the systematic approach.   

 In addition, I show how these assumptions bring to light some of the deeper 

philosophical issues that underlie debates concerning the question of whether 

Utilitarianism is too demanding.  I offer a novel interpretation of the well-known 

“overdemandingness objection” to Utilitarianism.  I argue that the objection relies on 

recognizing that what causes serious tension in the Utilitarian theory is that Utilitarianism 

cannot clearly accommodate important moral considerations that have weight in our 

everyday, practical lives.  Further, I show that this sort of argument should not be seen as 

simply an “external” objection to Utilitarianism.  Rather, Utilitarians should recognize 
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that J.S. Mill and Henry Sidgwick both, at times, characterized the aims and methods of 

moral theory in such a way that Utilitarianism was supposed to arise from such an 

“immersed” perspective.  The overdemandingness objection, then, puts pressure on 

internal tensions within the Utilitarian theory itself. 

 

Chapter Two 

Chapter two expands the argument in chapter one.  In particular, I discuss three famous 

objections to Utilitarianism (objections articulated by Anscombe, Williams and Stocker).  

I argue that these arguments share a common form.  In addition, each argument relies on 

the view that any moral theory that does not take seriously the immersed perspective 

discussed in chapter one has serious defects.  Furthermore, these defects, the objectors 

claim, are not just defects concerning how to apply a theory.  Its not as though we can 

reasonably say that we have the right theory, but we just can’t apply it.  Rather, these 

failures of application show that the theory cannot be correct. 

 My discussion of these objections help us see that what makes a theory defective 

in these ways is maintaining a theoretical commitment to foundationalism in ethics.  If 

we abandon that commitment, we have a much better chance of constructing theories that 

avoid these defects. 

 

Chapter Three 

Chapter three considers where we are left as moral theorists if we abandon 

foundationalism.  Many anti-theorists argue that considerations of the sort discussed in 



 
 

240 

Chapter two show us that we should abandon the whole enterprise of moral theorizing.  I 

offer a starting point for how to respond to the very powerful objections raised by anti-

theorists.   

 While I do not formulate a response that would be entirely satisfying to one who 

holds an anti-theorist position, I do discuss some important evidence, which suggests that 

articulating and defending generalities (the kind of generalities that can be usefully 

brought under a theory) is an important part of our normal development, particularly 

when it comes to developing our capacities for navigating our social world. Further, I 

argue that, though we do not have much empirical research that bears directly on this 

point, we have reason to expect that moral development occurs along the same lines as 

other aspects of our social development.  That is, unless we think of moral development 

as a the development of capacities that help us navigate a distinct sphere of activity, we 

should expect that the studies I offer give us reason to resist the anti-theorist turn away 

from moral theory.      

 

Part Two 

In Part Two, I argued that the moral theory offering the most promise for developing a 

philosophically sophisticated approach to moral education is eudaimonistic virtue ethics.  

In order to make the argument (and show the sort of results that are possible when we 

engage virtue ethics with debates concerning moral education) the basic structure of the 

theory needs to be explained.  Only then can we begin to engage in debates concerning 

moral education. 
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Chapter Four 

In chapter four, I argue that eudaimonistic virtue ethics can guide action, and so lead to 

moral improvement, by expanding our understanding of the goal of happiness (or a 

worthwhile human life) of which we all have some dim grasp.  In this way, eudaimonistic 

virtue ethics avoids the problems (discussed in Part One) that systematic theories 

encounter.  This chapter includes an explanation of the basic structure of eudaimonism 

and the broad outlines of how any eudaimonistic theory will guide action.   

 

Chapter Five 

Chapter five focuses on the role of virtue in living a worthwhile life.  In particular, I 

emphasize how eudaimonistic virtue ethics can help in the attainment of the goals of 

moral education.  Eudaimonistic virtue ethics will not aid the moral educator by simply 

offering strategies for inculcating certain dispositions in the student.  More than that, 

different virtue theories will offer a different fundamental view about the nature of virtue 

– this will include a view about human nature.   

Learning these aspects of the theory, I argue, are essential to developing virtue.  

As such, the eudaimonistic approach to moral education offers a philosophically deep 

answer to modern worries concerning how moral education is possible when there are 

conflicting views about what’s good.  The answer is that moral education will aim to 

engage the student in an inquiry about human nature that will inform one’s own moral 



 
 

242 

development.  Moral education (and, importantly, virtue or character education) is still 

possible, I argue, even in the face of fundamental moral disagreement.   

 

Chapter Six 

In chapter six, two central ideas well known to virtue ethicists are put to use in order to 

argue that virtue education is not open to the sort of worries that have caused many moral 

educators to abandon the approach (or at least sideline the approach).   

The first idea is that the development of virtue involves developing habits, but the 

notion of a ‘habit’ in play is not the notion of a ‘blind habit’ (or ‘mere habit’).  Rather, 

the sort of habituation proponents of virtue ethics employ contains the idea that 

developing a habit involves a “cognitive slant”.  This notion of a habit helps develop a 

more robust conception of what is involved in the development of virtue. 

The second idea is that virtue education can, accordingly, be understood along the 

same lines as the education involved in learning a practical skill.  As such, virtue 

education will not involve simply socialization (or even worse indoctrination).  Nor will 

virtue education have the implication (what Kohlberg though of as a relativist 

implication) that the moral educator should leave the student to proceed in whatever way 

she chooses.  Rather, the model with skills shows us that there can be standards for 

success and failure that can be discovered by the student.  Moreover, the student works to 

improve a working theory of what is involved in living well.  Moral education in the 

tradition of eudaimonistic virtue ethics aims to enable the student to engage in the activity 

of developing this theory and not simply give the student the right theory from the outset, 
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inculcating the supportive emotional responses.  I argue that this more robust view of 

virtue ethics, one that is firmly in the tradition of Aristotle and many other eudaimonists, 

offers a powerful response to highly influential objections to virtue education.  The 

response does not establish virtue education as “the right form of moral education”, but it 

is powerful enough to warrant serious empirical study concerning the use of role models, 

ideals and the virtues. 
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APPENDIX A 
THE AIMS OF MORAL THEORY 

 
In most cases, the criteria for evaluating moral theories follow from two general 

aims.  The first we can call the theoretical aim and the second the practical aim.  How one 

interprets these aims will, to a large extent, determine what adequacy conditions we apply 

to a theory.  Also, nearly every moral theory is constructed with these two aims in mind.  

So, it is important to be clear about the different ways of understanding these aims. 

 

The Theoretical Aim 

 The most common understanding of the theoretical aim is put clearly by Mark 

Timmons, 

  The theoretical aim of a moral theory is to reveal those underlying  
  features of actions, persons, and other items of moral evaluation that  

make them right or wrong, good or bad.  The underlying features that 
explain what makes an action right or wrong serve as moral criteria  
of rightness.  The underlying features of persons and other items of 
evaluation that explain what makes them good or bad serve as criteria  
of value.246 

The same understanding of the theoretical aim is offered by Pekka Väyrynen, 

  Another [aim] is theoretical and, specifically, explanatory; we might  
want an ethical theory to explain why certain actions are right and  
others wrong…To achieve the explanatory aim the theory has to identify 
features which make actions right or obligatory. 247 

 
As we can see, it is common to take the theoretical aim to call for a theory of right 

action (i.e. the features that make actions right need to be specified).  In addition, as 

Timmons notes, an account of what makes things valuable (e.g. what makes an agent 
                                                
246 Conduct and Character: Readings in Moral Theory, Thompson & Wadsworth, 2006, pg. 5 
247 Forthcoming paper in Utilitas. 
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good) is also a theoretical aim.  To remain theory neutral, however, we may want to 

separate the account of a good, or virtuous, agent from the general account of value.  This 

is because in some theories the good agent is a producer of what’s valuable, while in 

others the good agent is understood to embody what’s valuable.248   

Finally, we can add to this growing list of theoretical aims an account of the 

relationship between the theory and common sense.  For, historically, an important 

theoretical aim of moral theory has been to show that the theory helps make sense of our 

common moral thinking.249  One can do this by offering principles that unify common 

sense or by showing that certain features of common sense should be thrown out (there 

are other ways as well).  In any event, some connection between the theory and common 

sense morality must be established.   

 We now have a list of “sub-aims,” all of which fall under the general heading of 

the theoretical aim. They are as follows:  

 T1.  To identify the underlying features that make right actions right.   
 T2.  To identify the underlying features that make valuable things valuable. 

T3.  To offer an account of the virtuous agent: what makes an agent 
virtuous/good? 

 T4.  To explain the relationship between the theory and common moral thinking. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
248 That is, in some theories we explain what a good or virtuous person is by reference to a more “basic” 
notion, while in others the notion of a good person is not derivative in this way. 
249 In fairly obvious though different ways Socrates, Aristotle, Kant, Mill and Sidgwick were concerned 
with achieving this aim. 
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The Practical Aim 
 
 In addition to the theoretical aim of moral theory, there is also a practical aim.  

The practical aim is often explained as the aim of guiding action.  Again, Timmons 

clearly explains this way of taking the practical aim. 

  The practical aim of moral theory is to discover a decision procedure  
that can be used to guide correct moral reasoning and decision making 
about matters of moral concern.250 

 
Timmons’ reference to a decision procedure can be understood in different ways.  The 

first way takes it to refer to a mechanical, or algorithmic, procedure for discovering the 

moral thing to do in specific situations.251  With good reason, moral theorists typically do 

not advocate this sort of mechanical decision-procedure, so I will pass over it.  A less 

mechanical version has been popular since, at least, Mill.  In this second way, a decision 

procedure results from the discovery of basic moral principles.  That is, the philosopher 

discovers the basic moral principles and these principles can guide one by helping one 

determine which of the actions available best “fits” the principle.   

 The most obvious example of this is provided by classical utilitarianism.  Mill’s 

principle of utility, for example, tells us that an action is right to the extent that it 

contributes to the general happiness of persons.  In this case, the principle of utility can 

be used as the basis for a decision-procedure in the sense that it can direct an individual 

                                                
250 Conduct and Character, pg.5 
251 Jeremy Bentham’s calculus for discovering how much pleasure a particular action will produce is often 
taken this way.  Similarly, the “science” of measuring pleasures discussed in Plato’s Protagoras is 
sometimes interpreted to be a fairly mechanical method for discovering what one should do in a particular 
case. 
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in a particular circumstance to decide based on morally relevant considerations (i.e. 

utility). 

 Of course, the requirement to guide action does not have to imply such a direct 

application of the theory.  Some theories might guide action in less direct ways.  For 

example, some versions of virtue ethics do not provide basic principles which guide us in 

this way.  Instead, they help us think about what a virtuous person is like (emotionally 

and intellectually), or how we should be motivated, generally speaking.  These theories, 

then, guide us in a much more indirect way.  Also, not all utilitarians think such a direct 

application of the principle of utility is desirable.  The theory might help reveal the basic 

principles of common morality, but it may be that we should be guided in ways 

ultimately justified by the theory, but not directly by the principles themselves.   So, to 

remain theory neutral, we might say that the practical aim of guiding action should be 

understood to say that the theory must make reliable decision-making strategies available 

to practical thinking (and this can be done in a variety of ways). 

  There are other practical aims of moral theory as well.  For example, many moral 

theorists, in constructing their theories, aim to offer us critical distance from our desires. 

Epicurus famously stated, 

Empty is that philosophers argument by which no human suffering  
is therapeutically treated.252 

Epicurus offers us a way to step back from our attachments to material things and assess 

whether these attachments are healthy.  Arguably, this is the primary aim of Epicurean 

                                                
252 Epicurus Porph. Ad Marc. 31.  Hellenistic Philosophy, B. Inwood & L. Gerson, Hackett. Pg. 97 
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ethics.  Furthermore, it is this aim, of curing our unhealthy attachment to material things, 

which sets the limits and the direction of Epicurus’ arguments.   

 J.S. Mill has a similar aim in Utilitarianism and expresses this in two places.  In 

chapter two, Mill states that a great deal of educational reform is necessary so that,   

A direct impulse to promote the general good may be in every individual 
one of the habitual motives of action, and the sentiments connected 
therewith may fill a large and prominent place in every human being’s 
sentient existence253 

 

The job of educating people to have this impulse, moreover, should extend to moral 

philosophers.  For Mill thinks that recognition of the principle of utility involves looking 

at our desire for our own happiness in a new way – as a desire that involves a practical 

commitment to the happiness of all.  Mill’s proof of the principle of utility is quite 

explicitly aimed at a deeper understanding of and, hence, at re-shaping our desire for 

happiness.254  Epicurus and Mill, then, represent two examples of philosophers who are 

concerned to meet the practical aim of stepping back from our desires and reforming 

them.255 

Many moral theories are also constructed with the aim of providing a way to 

evaluate various sorts of social institutions.  Some versions of consequentialism offer us a 

way to evaluate social institutions in terms of the benefit that existing or proposed 

                                                
253 Utlitarianism, J.S. Mill,  ed. with notes by Roger Crisp, Oxford 1998, pg. 250. 
254 See Appendix 2 
255 It should strike the reader as odd that I do not mention Kant’s ethics in this context.  I avoid a discussion 
of Kant because the role of the categorical imperative in practical decision-making is an incredibly complex 
topic.  See, for example, Barbara Herman’s The Practice of Moral Judgment and Allen Wood’s Kant’s 
Ethical Thought for good discussions regarding the difficulties involved in the direct application of the 
categorical imperative to decision-making or the shaping of desires. 
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institutions will have on society as a whole.  However, versions of Aristotelian-inspired 

virtue ethics can also offer a way to evaluate institutions, not in terms of the 

consequences of having the institutions, but in terms of how conducive such institutions 

are to human flourishing.256  So a third practical aim is to offer a perspective from which 

to evaluate social institutions. 

Finally, moral theorists aim to help us evaluate personal aims.  Eudaimonism is, 

perhaps, the most obvious example of a moral theory that meets this practical aim.  

Eudaimonist theories centrally involve the claim that we all seek happiness (or 

eudaimonia).  However, intense debate arises over what happiness is.  Does it, for 

example, require that we achieve a certain level of material wealth or does the concern 

for wealth obstruct the pursuit of happiness?  Eudaimonist theories aim to improve the 

understanding of happiness we inherit from our society and, in doing so, help us revise 

our aim of achieving happiness. 

According to Mill, utilitarianism will also direct us toward the right aims, since 

the theory will help “inform a traveler respecting the place of his ultimate destination.”257  

That is, the principle of utility will help us understand what type of world we, as moral 

agents, are trying to realize. 

 We now have a list of sub-aims, which all fall under the general heading of 

“practical aims” of moral theory.  They are as follows: 

 P1. To make reliable decision-making strategies available to practical thinking. 
 P2. To offer critical distance from one’s desires. 
                                                
256 The possibility of a “virtue politics” is tricky.  Martha Nussbaum’s Tanner Lectures, 2003, discuss 
something like this possibility.    
257Utlitarianism, 2.24. J.S. Mill,  ed. with notes by Roger Crisp, Oxford 1998.  
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 P3. To offer a perspective from which to evaluate institutions. 
 P4. To offer a perspective from which to revise our aims. 
 
 
 There are still a number of questions to be raised about the lists of theoretical and  

practical aims.  For example, “Is there anything missing from these lists?”  “Should 

anything be taken off or combined with others?”  “What justifies putting something on 

the list?”  “How should we use the list?”  “Is a theory less desirable insofar as it does not 

achieve a listed aim?”  I will put off these questions and instead ask,  “How do we go 

about achieving the theoretical and practical aims of moral theory?”   We will see that 

there are two very different though equally influential ways of answering this question, 

particularly when it comes to achieving the theoretical aims. 
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APPENDIX B 
THE COMMITMENT TO UNIVERSAL BENEVOLENCE: COMMENTS ON J.S. 

MILL’S UTILITARIANISM 
 
Mill on the relationship between theory and practice 

Mill was certainly very much concerned with something like livability.  He thought 

that the Utilitarian theory should play a guiding role in both moral education and one’s 

practical deliberations.  This is evident when we look at both what he says about his own 

life as well as his more general theoretical comments in Utilitarianism.  In Mill’s 

autobiography he discusses the personal transformation he underwent as a result of 

studying Bentham’s An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, his first 

sustained study of the principle of utility.  Mill states, 

  The feeling rushed upon me, that all previous moralists were 
superseded, and that here indeed was the commencement of  
a new era in thought…The “principle of utility”, understood  
as Bentham understood it, and applied in the manner in which  
he applied it through these three volumes, fell exactly into its  
place as the keystone which held together the detached and  
fragmentary component parts of my knowledge and beliefs.   
It gave unity to my conceptions of things.  I now had opinions;  
a creed, a doctrine, a philosophy; in one among the best senses  
of the word, a religion; the inculcation and diffusion of which  
could be made the outward purpose of a life.258 

 

Mill’s discussion of the principle of utility as something that formed the cornerstone of a 

quasi-religious world-view is telling.  What Mill means here by “the principle of utility” 

is ‘the Benthamic standard of “the greatest happiness”’,259 which clearly refers to the 

standard of judging the rightness of an act based on whether it contributes to the greatest 

                                                
258 From the Collected Works of John Stuart Mill Autobiography, pgs. 67 & 69.  
259 Ibid. pg. 67 
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happiness for the greatest number.  In other words, we evaluate actions in terms of 

whether they contribute to the production of neutral value.260  Understood in this quasi-

religious way the principle of utility is supposed to unify Mill’s conceptions of the world.  

It is supposed to make sense of every aspect of his life and guide his choices.  So, in 

Mill’s own case, learning about the principle of utility shaped him.  This attitude towards 

the principle that forms the basis of the utilitarian moral theory is, in many ways, very 

much in line with the concern for livability.  

 Of course, one can be too quick to see this concern in Mill’s commitment to the 

principle of utility.  It certainly is possible that while the principle of utility formed the 

basis of Mill’s world view, he did not see the moral theory that he or Bentham developed 

from it as one that should guide most people’s actions in any explicit way.  Its not 

obviously inconsistent to hold that the foundations of morality should be understood 

perhaps only by philosophers and legislators, but that the masses of people need not 

concern themselves too much with these foundations (and, in fact, that the world is better 

that way).  Just as in mathematics, where in order to make useful and justified 

calculations in my everyday life I do not need to employ, or even have any explicit 

knowledge of, the foundations of arithmetic; so too, in the study of morals, in order to act 

in a moral way, one might hold, I need not understand the foundations of morality.  The 

question here, in light of the above quote, is then: What view should we attribute to Mill 

on this issue?  Did Mill think that Utilitarianism was more like mathematics (in the sense 

I described above)?  Or do his comments about the quasi-religious character of 

                                                
260 For a good discussion of neutral value see Michael Smith “Immodest Consequentialism and Character”. 
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Utilitarianism reveal that just as he saw how the study of moral theory could have a 

transforming effect in his own life, the same holds for other people as well?  Put 

differently, just as a Christian, for example, seeks to convert others to Christianity for the 

good of others and for the good of the world, did Mill seek to do something like convert 

others to Utilitarianism for the good of others and for the good of the world? 

 Roger Crisp261 has raised an interesting problem that influences our interpretation 

of Mill here (or any interpretation of Mill for that matter).  The problem arises when we 

consider that Mill worked for a long time in the East India Company, a private company 

that largely ran India on behalf of the British government and so required a great deal of 

diplomatic skill on the part of those who ran it.  Mill filled his father’s position in 1823 

and remained in the job until the dissolution of the company in 1858.  As Mill states, this 

job taught him to express his thoughts in a way that ‘gives its easiest admittance into 

minds not prepared for it by habit.’262  In addition, Mill also held the view that “it is for 

those in whom feelings of virtue are weak that ethical writing is chiefly needful, and its 

proper office is to strengthen those feelings.”263   Mill’s diplomatic skills and his views 

about the need to strengthen feelings of virtue lead Crisp to the view that, 

  Ethical writing is itself ethical…on issues of particular ethical  
importance to [Mill] we know that he may be attempting to  
express himself in the way most likely to persuade us, rather  
than to reveal his own views most clearly.264 

                                                
261 Utlitarianism, J.S. Mill,  ed. with notes by Roger Crisp, Oxford 1998. 
262 A 1.87 
263 R 10.15 
264 pg. 14 
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That is, we have to take seriously that Mill realized that many of his writings would have 

an effect on those who read them.   

This creates serious interpretive problems.  In addition, it may lead us to think of 

Mill along the lines of the “practical mathematician” who is more concerned to educate 

people to correctly perform arithmetic, rather than to understand why arithmetic works 

the way it does.   For if one’s aim is, for example, to write manuals the reading of which 

will greatly influence how well one performs arithmetic, it will likely not be best to write 

along the lines of Frege’s Foundations or Russell’s Introduction to Mathematical 

Philosophy.  Similarly, if Mill’s purpose in writing ethical works is to influence the 

decisions people make, we might wonder whether this aim influences another aim he 

might have had as a moral philosopher: to state candidly his own views about the nature 

of morality. 

 I think this problem arises when it comes to our interpretation of the works Mill 

had reason to believe were for more widespread public consumption, like On Liberty or 

The Subjection of Women.  In the case of Utilitarianism, as Crisp recognizes, Mill 

thought of it as a “little work”265, not one intended to have far reaching effects.  We are 

justified then in taking Utilitarianism to be an attempt on Mill’s part to state his own 

ethical views clearly.  As such, I think we have reason to give it interpretive priority.266  

 In chapter two of Utilitarianism the first point Mill makes concerns the extent to 

which the concern for the general good resonates with our moral sentiments in the same 

                                                
265 A 1.265 
266 This may require more argument, but for now those are my reasons for giving priority to what Mill says 
in Utilitarianism on this point. 
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way that, for example, the concern for family or friends does.  Mill clearly thinks, at the 

time he was writing, that it did not.  In fact, a great deal of educational reform would be 

necessary, according to Mill, if there is to be wide spread concern for the general good.  

Mill states, 

  As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism  
requires him to be as strictly impartial as a disinterested and  
benevolent spectator…As the means of making the nearest  
approach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first, that laws and  
social arrangements should place the happiness…of every  
individual as nearly as possible in harmony with the interest of  
the whole; and secondly, that education and opinion, which have  
so vast a power over human character, should so use that power  
as to establish in the mind of every individual an indissoluble  
association between his own happiness and the good of the whole… 
so that not only he may be unable to conceive the possibility of  
happiness to himself, consistently with conduct opposed to the  
general good, but also that a direct impulse to promote the general  
good may be in every individual one of the habitual motives of  
action, and the sentiments connected therewith may fill a large  
and prominent place in every human being’s sentient existence.267   

  

This shows us that Mill thought moral deliberation should, in some direct and 

fundamental way, involve the utilitarian principle.  What he means by a “direct impulse“ 

may cause some problems for my interpretation here.  For one could argue that a direct 

impulse to promote the general good could  be inclucated through moral education 

without requiring that one consider the utilitarian principle in any explicit way.  How this 

would work is unclear.  But that problem should not concern us here, because Mill did 

not hold a view even remotely like this. 

                                                
267 Pg. 250 
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 Mill gives us an indication that the utilitarian principle is supposed to play an 

explicit role in one’s practical deliberations only a few pages following the above quote.  

Mill states, 

    There exists no moral system under which there do not arise 
unequivocal cases of conflicting obligation.  These are the real 
difficulties, the knotty points both in the theory of ethics, and in the 
conscientious guidance of personal conduct.  They are overcome 
practically with greater or with less success according to the 
intellect and virtue of the individual; but it can hardly be pretended 
that anyone will be the less qualified for dealing with them, from 
possessing an ultimate standard to which conflicting rights and 
duties can be referred.  If utility is the utlimate source of moral 
obligations, utility may be invoked to decide between them when 
their demands are incompatible.  Though the application of the 
standard may be difficult, it is better than none at all: while in other 
systems, the moral laws all claiming independent authority, there is 
no common umpire entitled to interfere between them; their claims 
to precedence one over another rest on little better than sophistry, 
and unless determined, as they generally are, by the 
unacknolwedged influence of considerations of utility, afford a free 
scope for the actions of personal desires and partialities.  We must 
remember that only in these cases of conflict betweeen secondary 
principles is it requisite that first principles should be appealed to.  
There is no case of moral obligation in which some secondary 
principle is not involved; and if only one, there can seldom be any 
real doubt which one it is in the mind of any person by whom the 
principle itself is recognised. (Chapter 2.25) 

 

Mill is clear about the role of the principle of utlity in one’s practical deliberations.  It is 

to come in to resolve disputes between “secondary“ principles.  So, for example, if I have 

a conflict between telling a lie and helping a friend (two secondary principles), I refer to 

the principle of utility (presumably I ask which course of action will produce more 

neutral value) as a way of deciding which course of action to take.   
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There is, in addition, a second role for the principle of utility to play in how we 

deiberate in practice.  It is to serve as an ultimate goal, at which all our secondary 

principles aim.  Mill states, 

 It is a strange notion that the acknowledgment of a first 
principle is incosistent with the admission of secondary  
ones.  To inform a traveller respecting the place of his  
ultimate destination, is not to forbid the use of landmarks  
and direction posts on the way…Nobody argues that the art  
of navigation is not founded on astronomy, because sailors  
cannot wait to calculate the Nautical Almanack.  Being  
rational creatures, they go to sea with it ready calculated. (2.24) 

 
This is to advocate what has been called a “two level“ view of moral deliberation.  Mill’s 

version of a two-level view has it that the ultimate justification of morality serves to 

permit or forbid (at the “higher“ level) certain secondary principles that we use in 

practice (the “lower“ level).  However, the ultimate justification we use in permitting or 

forbidding does not enter into our deliberations in our actual decision-making – the 

justification for our action is not necessarily the reason (understood as something like a 

motive) on which we acted.  This conception of practical deliberation has different forms 

and is usually adopted as a result of practical considerations.268  

  In sum, according to Mill our commitment to the principle of utility underwrites 

all of our moral commitments .  What I hope is clear from this section is that, for Mill, the 

commitment to the principle of utility is not something that can be kept out of our 

practical life and our practical deliberations.  What should also be clear is the need for 

Mill to motivate putting the commitment to the principle of utility (what I will call “the 

commitment to universal benevolence“) above all other commitments.  The question I 
                                                
268 I will discuss versions of this conception of practical deliberation in chapter 2. 
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ask in the next section is: Are we, according to Mill, rationally required to give our 

commitment to universal benevolence priority over all other commitments? 

 

The Proof of the Principle of Utility 

Mill answered the above question in the affirmitive.  To better understand how Mill 

saw our commitment to universal benevolence, as well as why he thought it had priority, 

it is helpful to look at chapter 4 of Utilitarianism.  I have shown above that Mill sees 

moral theory as something that should inform our beliefs about how to live and what to 

do.  In other words, the correct moral theory, for Mill, is one that we should be 

committed to, theoretically and practically.  For a Utilitarian, like Mill, this commitment 

in its most basic form amounts to a commitment to the principle of utility.   

Here is where the problem arises for Mill (as well as many subsequent Utilitarians).  

We have many commitments and a great deal of practical reasoning involves deciding 

what these various commitments require of us so we can better cope with the tensions 

that arise between them.269  But how does one show – how does one give an argument or 

a rational proof – that one commitment can be singled out as the most important, the one 

                                                
269 This comprises a much greater part of our practical and moral reasoning than does, for example, 
discovering why moral considerations make a claim on us in the first place.  A strong case can be made for 
the claim that prudence and morality are not so easily separated once we recognize how a great deal of 
what many call “prudential” reasoning starts from the fact that we have commitments.  So, for most of us, 
prudence would coincide to a large extent with fulfilling our commitments.  As Bernard Williams has 
pointed out (see Morality: An Introduction to Ethics Chapter 1), in order for the Amoralist position to 
threaten our commitment to morality the life of the Amoralist must be a life that offers us something – that 
is, there is supposed to be something compelling about that life.  However, the life of the Amoralist seems 
terribly deprived if we describe it as lacking commitments and projects.  Of course, if we do not deprive it 
in this way, then we might wonder where the Amoralism went; for a huge part of morality concerns 
fulfilling commitments.   
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that all other commitments must be referred to?  To see the problem I am getting at an 

example might help. 

For many of us, especially those of us living in the United States at the turn of the 

21st century, we have to make a choice between our career and where we live.  

Americans move from city to city at an incredibly rapid rate (surely at a faster rate than 

Europeans).270  Much of this constant shifting is because of employment.  That is, many 

Americans are willing to uproot themselves, leave their communities and move to a new 

place for a better job (whether that is understood in terms of how personally fulfilling the 

work is, how high the pay is, or something else).   The conversation about whether to 

move for a new job is a very familiar one, and it is usually cast in terms of personal 

commitments or priorities.  When dealing with this decision we ask, “Well, what’s more 

important to you?  Your career or this particular community (insert city/town here)?“   

How people make this decision varies greatly.  Now, imagine that someone were to try to 

offer a rational proof not just that you in particular should give, say, your career priority, 

but that the commitment to one’s career always trumps their commitment to community.  

What would this argument look like?  Is it even possible?   

The problem is that decisions about priorities and commitments look to be personal 

in a very deep sense.  While many of us are dealing with how to negotiate between the 

same sorts, or categories, of commitments (career, family, friends, community, etc…) the 

structure of these commitments varies greatly given one’s own personal history, 

                                                
270 For specific statistics see, for example, David Brooks On Paradise Drive Simon & Schuster New York, 
2004. pgs 14-64.  I cite this work only for the statistic, I don’t agree with Brooks‘ basic position in the 
book. 
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circumstances, etc. - this seems unavoidable.   We might wonder, before even getting into 

the logic of Mill’s proof, what he is trying to do by giving us a rational proof showing 

that anyone who fails to give the principle of utility the highest priority is irrational. 

So, what does Mill say?  There are three important points Mill makes about proving 

the principle of utility.  The first concerns the development of moral thinking (“moral 

doctrines“ as Mill puts it) throughout human history.  Mill states, 

              It would, however, be easy to show that whatever steadiness or 
consistency these moral beliefs [the moral beliefs of mankind] have 
attained, has been mainly due to the tacit influence of a standard not 
recognized…men’s sentiments, both of favour and aversion, are 
greatly influenced by what they suppose to be the effects of things 
upon their happiness, the principle of utility, or as Bentham latterly 
called it, the greatest happiness principle, has had a large share in 
forming the moral doctrines even of those who most scornfully reject 
its authority.(Ut 1.4)        

 

Mill thinks that it would be quite easy to show that the principle of utility, or some 

version of it, has played a large role in shaping common sense morality.  Were this to be 

true, it would surely shed some light on the proof.  For the proof would be revealing 

something that was in some sense already there, contained in our common sense thinking 

and practices.  Of course, this would not amount to a defense of the claim that we are 

rationally required to give it priority.  But, it would give the principle a special status over 

and above our other commitments.  Showing that all, or most, of our common sense ideas 

have been shaped to accord with whatever is most conducive to the general happiness 

would certainly make the principle of utility more acceptable and convincing.   

In this case, though, the devil is certainly in the details.  Mill sorely underestimates 

the difficulty of showing not only that the principle of utility accords with common 
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sense, but that it implicitly played a role in shaping common sense.  Concerns about 

friendship, for example, seem aimed not at the general happiness, but at the happiness of 

the friend.  It is true that a case can be made for how friendship is important on a 

utilitarian view, but to argue that the institution of friendship has evolved  out of a 

concern for the general welfare is a much larger project than Mill seemed to realize.  I 

will return to the issue of friendship in more detail in my discussion of arguments given 

by Bernard Williams and Michael Stocker (in chapter 2).  For now, let me just note that 

what Mill says here is sketchy at best.  According to Mill, the principle of utility can be 

seen to underwrite our common moral intuitions simply because we are all concerned 

with happiness. (Ut. 1.4)  But this leaves so much to be explained that we have to wonder 

whether Mill meant for this to play any role in his argument.  Also, as I alluded to above, 

even if it could be shown that common sense morality was shaped by a need271 to 

maximize the general welfare, it would still not amount to an argument that our 

commitments should in any way reflect that fact.       

The second point Mill makes concerns the type of proof he is giving.   It should be 

clear that he is not trying to give something like a deductive proof of the principle of 

utility.  While we are given the proof in chapter 4, Mill’s discussion of what he means by 

“proof“ is given in two places -- the fifth paragraph of chapter 1 and the first paragraph of 

chapter 4.  Mill states, 

                                                
271 What other term to use here besides ‘need’ is unclear to me.  Using the phrase “implicit concern” is very 
unclear because it suggests that someone has this concern.  Mill thought that the principle of utility shaped 
moral doctrines (not just practices) “even of those who most scornfully reject its authority.” (Ut. 1.4)  This 
is a very odd claim.  What are the means by which these doctrines were shaped by the principle of utility?  
This remains a mystery. 
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 There is a larger meaning of the word proof, in which this question 
[of what sort of proof is the principle of utility susceptible?] is as 
amenable to it as any other of the disputed questions of philosophy.  
The subject is within the cognizance of the rational faculty; and 
neither does that faculty deal with it solely in the way of intuition.  
Considerations may be presented capable of determining the intellect 
either to give or whithold its assent to the doctrine; and this is 
equivalent to proof. (Ut. 1.5) 

 
By proof Mill means something weaker than “deductive proof“, but something stronger 

than “self evident“.  For Mill recognizes, on the one hand, that ultimate ends are not 

capable of direct (deductive) proof and, on the other, that an appeal to“self-evident“ 

principles is highly questionable.  Mill’s conception of a proof here is very much in line 

with his empiricism.  He held that our knowledge of the world comes entirely from our 

senses.  Because of this, Mill was suspicious of any view that might suggest that we have 

a special sense from which we acquired the basic principles of knowledge or conduct.  

But, as Mill states, this does not leave us without resources when it comes to finding 

support for first principles [or “first premises“  as Mill calls them].  In chapter 4 Mill 

states, 

…being matters of fact, [the first premises of knowledge and conduct] 
may be the subject of a direct appraisal to the faculties which judge of 
fact – namely, our senses and our internal consciousness.  Can an 
appeal be made to the same faculties on questions of practical ends? Or 
by what other faculty is cognizance taken of them? 

 

That is, in the case of first principles we can appeal to whatever faculty it is that judges 

such principles to be true.  This point can be made best by making an analogy with 

perception.  Just as I open the curtains to “prove“ to you that its raining, similarly, I prove 

to you that something is valuable by presenting it to you so you can “see“ the value.  



 
 

263 

Initially, this might sound like an appeal to intuition, but Mill avoids this by appealing 

instead to desire.  This brings us to the third point. 

 Mill’s attempt to find a rational proof for the principle of utility leads him to a 

discussion not just of what we desire, but to a discussion of the ultimate aim of desire.   

Mill states, 

Questions about ends are, in other words, questions about what 
things are desirable.  The utilitarian doctrine is that happiness is 
desirable, and the only thing desirable, as an end; all other things 
being only desirable as a means to that end.  (Uti 4.2) 

 
 
So a large part of Mill’s proof concerns showing us how it is that human happiness is the 

only desirable thing.  What will he accomplish by doing this?  Mill thinks that showing 

that human happiness is the only desirable thing entails that it is the sole end of human 

action.  If happiness is the sole end of human action, then it is an action‘s relationship to 

human happiness that determines its value.  Of course, that relationship will need to be 

explained thoroughly.  We will come back to that after a discussion of the proof. 

 To sum up, then, we can say that a large part of what Mill is trying to accomplish 

with the proof is to display to us (to our faculty of desire -- the faculty used to judge the 

value of human ends), that human happiness is the only desirable thing.  This gives us an 

answer to the question (posed on pg. 43 above) of how a proof that one commitment 

always trumps another is even possible.  Mill intends his proof to show us something 

about our human desires – that something more is going on in my desire for particular 

ends.   
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Take going on vacation, for example.  I do not desire to go for no reason.  I desire 

because it will be pleasant or because I deserve it after a long six months of work.  The 

point is that I desire particular ends because I see some value in them; and when asked to 

explain my desire I can do that.  The explanation might stop at things like“because its 

pleasurable“ or “because it makes me happy“ .  That there are reasonable stopping points 

in our explanations of why we are pursuing certain ends is an important fact for Mill and 

reveals something that human beings share in common.  It reveals that while we might 

pursue certain fairly generally specified ends (a career, a relationship, etc.), and so form 

commitments to them, there is a reasonable case to be made that there is an overarching 

aim that either encompasses or stands above these other ends.272  This is the end of 

happiness and Mill thinks it is the focus of human lives and activities.  In addition, in 

showing this Mill takes himself to be revealing the idea that underwrites common sense 

morality and justifies many of our most fundamental doctrines and practices.  

 So, what is the proof of the principle of utility?  The proof is often thought to 

come in three steps.273  Step one is aimed at showing that happiness is desirable.  Step 

two aims to show that the general happiness is desirable.  Finally, step three aims to show 
                                                
272 Notice that Mill argues for this conclusion in a way different from Aristotle.  Aristotle argues that there 
must be one final end because, in short, we can reasonably ask “Why aim for (insert “higher end” here – 
e.g. ‘having a  family’)?”, but the question “Why aim for happiness (eudaimonia)?”  does not make sense. 
So, happiness puts a stop to our deliberation. I do not have a good explanation for this difference, especially 
given the fact that Mill surely knew Aristotle’s argument.  Perhaps this reflects the fact that Mill and 
Aristotle had different notions of reason in play in their respective arguments.  Mill’s, and not Aristotle’s, 
conception has it that the main operation of reason is to give things like “proofs”.  This is what Annette 
Baier has referred to as the notion of “sovereign reason”, which authoritatively formulates and voices 
completely universal laws or rules which can be unproblematically applied to give practical guidance, make 
predictions and give practical criticism in particular cases. 
273 Good discussions of the proof can be found in Geoffrey Sayre-McCord’s “Mill’s ‘Proof’ of the Principle 
of Utility:  A More than Half Hearted Defense”, in Social Philosophy and Policy, vol. 18, number 2 Spring 
2001, 330-360; and in Roger Crisp’s Mill on Utilitarianism, Routledge 1997. Pgs 67-94.  See also, Elijah 
Millgram, “Mill’s Proof of the Principle of Utility”, Ethics, 110, no. 2 (2000): 282-310. 
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that happiness is the only desirable thing.  These steps are all made within the first eight 

paragraphs of chapter four.  There is, of course, another important final step in 

paragraphs nine and ten, which could be considered the culmination of the proof.  

However, it is the defense of the first three claims that seems to spark the most interest.  I 

will briefly state the proof and then explain why the points in paragraphs nine and ten are 

important for my purposes. 

 Mill’s defense that happiness is desirable (step 1) relies on the analogy between 

the visible and the desirable.  Mill famously stated, 

                     The only proof capable of being given that something is visible, is 
that people actually see it.  The only proof that a sound is audible, 
is that people hear it: and so of the other sources of our 
experience.  In like manner, I apprehend, the sole evidence it is 
possible to produce that anything is desirable is that people 
actually do desire it. (Ut. 4.3) 

 
As I said above, this point is informed by Mill’s empiricism.  As Roger Crisp has pointed 

out, this does not need to be read as committing the naturalistic fallacy274, for Mill  quite 

clearly claims only that the fact that something is desired is the only evidence for 

something’s being desirable/valuable/good.275  Further, if we add that not only is 

happiness actually desired, but that it also seems to be almost universally desired (unlike 

anything else), Mill’s appeal to our experience of desiring happiness to show that it is in 

fact worthwhile seems to be on stonger footing.  In any case, it does not seem to be 

controversial (even if step 1 were taken as an assumption) that happiness is desirable.             

                                                
274 See Moore’s Principia Ethica.  Whether one construes the naturalistic fallacy to be supplying a 
definition of x that still leaves an open question as to whether the definiens is an x or as inferring an ‘ought’ 
from an ‘is’, I think Crisp is right that to charge Mill with the naturalistic fallacy and so reject the proof on 
these grounds is to miss the point Mill is making. 
275 See Crisp, pg. 74. 
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  Step two is more controversial and the focus of a great deal of criticism.  In step 

two Mill infers from the fact that each person’s happiness is a good for them that “the 

general happiness, therefore, [is] a good to the aggregate of all persons.276  Mill has often 

been charged with committing another fallacy in this step, the fallacy of composition.  

From the fact that each individual A, in a collection of A’s, has the property, p, it does 

not follow that the collection of A’s has the property p.   Again, though, I think this is a 

superficial reading of Mill’s claim.  On this point Mill later stated,277 

                When I said that the general happiness is a good to the aggregate 
of all persons I did not mean that every human being’s happiness 
is a good to every other human being; though, I think, in a good 
state of society and education it would be so.  I merely meant in 
this particular sentence that since A’s happiness is a good, B’s is a 
good, C’s is a good, &c, the sum of all of these goods must be a 
good. 

 

So, Mill can be taken to be saying not that the general happiness is a good for each 

individual person, but rather that there is some objective sense in which each person’s 

happiness is good278; possibly in the sense that it provides a reason for other people to 

consider it in acting, even if it is not a good for them.   I will come back to this step 

because it is very similar to what Mill says in paragraphs nine and ten. 

 Finally, the third step comes in paragraphs four through eight where Mill tries to 

establish that happiness is the only desirable thing.  Here is where we see Mill’s 

                                                
276 Ut. 4.3 
277 See Dale Miller’s helpful commentary on Mill’s Utilitarianism, in The Basic Writings of John Stuart 
Mill, The Modern Library, 2002, pgs. 346-47. 
278 See Miller, pg. 347. 
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recognition that happiness is an all encompassing (as opposed to an overarching, but 

separate) aim of human action and it forms the basis of my objection to Mill. 

 A natural objection to make to the claim that happiness is the only desirable thing, 

is to say that there are many other desirable things.  Mill considers this objection and, in 

particular, the case of virtue.  Virtue is something that seems desirable for itself and Mill 

admits that this is so.  However, he does not think this represents a problem for his claim 

that happiness is the only desirable thing, because happiness is a diverse and complex 

thing.  Mill states, 

                   This opinion [about the desirability of virtue] is not, in the smallest 
degree, a departure from the Happiness principle.  The ingredients 
of happiness are very various, and each of them is desirable in 
itself, and not merely when considered as swelling an aggregate.  
The principle of utility does not mean that any given pleasure, as 
music, for instance, or any given exemption from pain, as for 
example health, are to be looked upon as a means to a collective 
something termed happiness, and to be desired on that account.  
They are desired and desirable in and for themselves; besides being 
means, they are a part of the end.  Virtue, according to the 
utilitarian doctrine, is not naturally and originally part of the end, 
but it is capable of becoming so; and in those who love it 
disinterestedly it has become so, and is desired and cherished, not 
as a means to happiness, but as a part of their happiness.279  

 
Happiness is an end that encompasses or incoporates our other ends, according Mill.  As 

such, a happy life is varied and diverse, involving many parts.  Here Mill is stating in a 

fairly clear way the value of happiness.  Happiness is valuable because of this diversity; 

because “happiness“  refers to the types of lives containing these various parts which, 

together, constitute the sort of lives that all of us (or nearly all of us) are trying to lead.   

                                                
279 Ut. 4.5 
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 Mill’s robust conception of happiness can be overlooked if we focus on what he 

says about pleasure and his claim that happiness consists in pleasant experiences.  While 

Mill does think that the value of a happy life comes down to pleasure, the pleasure he 

talks about can include things like engaging in virtuous activity or activities with 

aesthetic value, etc.  So, the pleasant life, for Mill, does not have the connotation of a life 

that gives virtue, or the arts, or religion a secondary, instrumental role.  But this brings us 

to paragraphs nine and ten, which create the important tension for Mill’s version of 

utilitarianism. 

 

The Problem With Mill 

 The proof of the principle of utility is intended to provide a strong rational footing 

for the claim that, 

…Actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote 
happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of 
happiness.  By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence 
of pain; by unhappiness, pain, and the privation of pleasure.280 

 

What is odd is that in the three steps of the proof, Mill does not seem to provide an 

argument about right and wrong action, but rather about what is of value.  The 

considerations about right and wrong action resurface after all three steps have been 

discussed and the final argument is given in paragraphs nine and ten.  However, in these 

paragraphs we do not get an argument for a theory of right action, we get a claim about 

what right action must be given what Mill established in steps 1-3 about the value of 

human happiness.  Mill states, 
                                                
280 Ut. 2.2 
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                    We have now an answer to the question, of what sort of proof 
the principle of utility is susceptible.  If the opinion which I 
have now stated is psychologically true – if human nature is so 
constituted as to desire nothing which is not either a part of 
happiness or a means of happiness, we can have no other proof, 
and we require no other, that these are the only things desirable.  
If so, happiness is the sole end of human action, and the 
promotion of it the test by which to judge of all human conduct; 
from whence it necessarily follows that it must be the criterion 
of morality, since a part is included in the whole.281 

 

What creates the problem for Mill here is what he seems to think is involved in 

promoting human happiness.  “Promoting“ for Mill means “producing“ or “bringing 

about“, as in “causing something to come about.“  However, nowhere in Utilitarianism 

does Mill provide a defense for this view.  As Geoffrey Sayre McCord states, 

“Mill pretty much just takes the consequentialist theory of right action for granted (as did 

Henry Sidgwick and G.E. Moore after him).“282  Indeed in Mill’s work on Bentham, he 

states, 

                   That the morality of actions depends on the consequences 
which they tend to produce, is the doctrine of rational persons 
of all schools; that the good or evil of those consequences is 
measured solely by pleasure or pain, is all of the doctrine of 
the school of utility, which is peculiar to it.283 

 

So the reason Mill thinks he can infer the principle of utility from what he claims to have 

established in steps 1-3 is that he assumes that promoting value amounts to producing as 

much of it as possible.   

                                                
281 Ut. 4.9 
282 McCord pg. 3 
283 Mill, Bentham in The Collected Works of John Stuart Mill 
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 This really amounts to two assumptions.  The first is that whatever is of value is 

such that it ought to be maximized.  The second is that whatever is of value is such that it 

is additive.284  If something is such that it ought to be maximized then the more of it there 

is, the better.  If something is additive, then it comes in amounts, there can be more or 

less of it.  So what is wrong with these two assumptions and what does this have to do 

with“livability“? 

 Call a conception of happiness on which happiness can be maximized and is 

additive a “Maximizing Conception of Happiness“ and one which denies that happiness 

has these two features a “Non-Maximizing Conception of Happiness“.  The problem with 

Mill can be stated using these terms.  Mill’s problem amounts to an internal tension and it 

stems from the fact that he wants to retain our view of the diverse and complex nature of 

happiness (and so tie his theory of value to what makes for characteristically human 

lives), but incorporate it into a maximizing conception of happiness.  But this cannot be 

done, because in his discussion of step 3 of the proof Mill invokes a non-maximizing 

conception of happiness.  That is why it should strike us as odd that two paragraphs later 

he tells us we should promote it, in the sense of producing as much of it as we can. 

 Mill has good reason to resist embracing a maximizing conception of happiness.  

Consider what Joseph Raz says about happiness. 

Having had a happy childhood does not assure one of a 
happy adolescence.  But a happy childhood, even if happy 
through the pleasures experienced during it only, can be 
perfectly happy.  It can be so happy that adding pleasures to 
it would not make it happier.285 

                                                
284 McCord briefly discusses these two assumptions in McCord 2001, pg. 3 
285 The Morality of Freedom, Oxford Press, 1988, pg. 242. 
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Raz is here arguing that happiness is not what he calls “insatiable”.  That is, meeting the 

demands of happiness does not amount to trying to satisfy one’s desire for happiness to a 

higher and higher degree.  In the above quote, though, it is interesting that Raz uses the 

term happiness to apply to a person’s life or parts of a person’s life.  This reveals that 

happiness is often discussed as a quality a life has over a period of time.  This may 

amount to the accumulation of certain experiences or it may involve more than that.  

Either way, spoken of as Raz does, happiness does not seem to be the sort of thing that 

can be measured in the way necessary for the principle of utility to figure in our decision-

making as Mill suggests it should.     

 I should be clear, the problem is not that it is difficult to “add things up” this way 

or that we will always be lacking important knowledge.  Rather, the problem is that when 

we look at happiness in the world (lives we think of as worth living) – or even as Mill at 

times describes happiness – and then we look at the attitude Mill asks us to adopt (or the 

one he says we are rationally required to adopt) towards happiness, things do not seem to 

connect.  The theory seems “infinitely remote from us”.286 

 So, in the end, Mill’s theory cannot be livable.  However, the way in which it fails 

to be livable is interesting.  It is because of his goal of giving a more nuanced account of 

happiness and virtue that he runs into his problems.  This is because, on the one hand, he 

wants to give us a systematic theory that is action guiding in a strong sense (the principle 

                                                
286 Julia Annas pointed out to me the story of Zell Kravinsky (See “The Gift”, by Ian Parker,  The New 
Yorker , Aug. 2 2004).  I think it is a good example of how odd it is to see others’ (and one’s own) 
happiness in this way.  In addition, it shows how odd a life seriously led by similar principles Mill suggests 
here actually looks in real life. 
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of utility can come in to decide between conflicting principles).  On the other hand, he 

also wants us to recognize in his theory what we take to be valuable.   

 A defender of Mill has two options at this point.  The first is to deny that Mill 

suggests, anywhere in Utilitarianism, a non-maximizing conception of happiness.  This 

would involve a debate about the text, but it would surely be important.  However, this 

option would lessen the importance of Mill’s arguments in Utilitarianism, since it would 

essentially involve simply overlooking many important views about happiness that seem 

best captured by a non-maximizing conception.   

 The second option would be to reject non-maximizing conceptions of happiness.  

This would be to argue that, whether Mill tries to or not, he does not have to 

accommodate any aspect of non-maximizing conceptions.  This is the direction that many 

contemporary consequentialist writers have gone and it forms the background of the 

arguments I will discuss in the next chapter.287 

 So, how does discussing Mill help us understand livability?  Mill’s discussions of 

human happiness take as a starting point the variety and diversity of human happiness.  In 

doing this, Mill seems concerned with understanding these sources of human value.  This 

project is very much in line with many recent philosophers’ concerns with livability in 

that it recognizes the need for moral theories to help us understand many of our common 

attitudes and practices.  To gain this understanding, though, we must use as our starting 

points how we (pre-theoretically) engage in those practices and refine our views from 

there.  By trying to incorporate his insights about the value of human happiness into a 

                                                
287 See for example  Peter Railton  Facts, Values and Norms and Philip Pettit in Three Methods of Ethics 
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maximizing conception of happiness and conjoin it with a consequentialist theory of right 

action, Mill draws moral theory away from the kind of understanding I just described and 

more towards a moral theory which takes the details of human happiness for granted.  

Mill’s moral theory moves more toward arguing for and applying a criterion of right 

action and away from understanding the value that seemed to motivate him in the first 

place.  We had to wait until the second half of the twentieth century for moral theorists to 

recognize that this had happened and it is with this background that we can see why their 

arguments are so important.288  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
288 See chapter 2. 
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