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ABSTRACT 

HUMAN FORM, PHRONESIS, AND EUBOULIA 

Tiger Zheng 
University of Guelph, 2018

Advisor(s): 
Prof. John Hacker-Wright 

In this thesis I answer the question of how claims about human form can play a role in 

the deliberation of agents within the framework of neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics. As 

raised by both Jennifer Frey and Matthias Haase, the central tension that I address is 

one between the first personal nature of deliberation and the third personal nature of 

claims about human form. In response, I develop and advance the view that moral 

development entails the acquisition of experience with which agents come to 

understand the third personal claims about human form in the first person, and that, 

ultimately, the development of the intellectual virtue of good deliberation (euboulia), on 

this view, entails a component of interpretation.  
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Introduction 
In this thesis, I aim to contribute to the existing body of literature of Neo-Aristotelian 

virtue ethics by providing an account of the role of claims about human form in 

deliberation. Or, put in another way, I provide an account of the relationship between 

third person claims about human form, on one hand, and the first person motivational 

claims of agents, on the other. I will do this by advancing an account of the moral 

development of deliberation as a process self-interpretation. That is, as I will argue, the 

perfection of the faculty of practical reason inescapably occurs on a foundation of a set 

of human experiences interpreted from a distinctly human perspective. As such, we 

cannot help but act without giving content to our view or interpretation of human form in 

the first person. Thus, third person claims about human form play a role in motivation 

when they are taken up in the first person by agents integrating the content of these 

claims into their self-understanding.  

When one hears the phrase “virtue ethics,” it typically calls to mind the traits that 

Aristotle would call the virtues of character: bravery, honesty, magnanimity, and so 

forth.1 And Aristotle is right, I think, to consider these as the traits that we typically 

ascribe to those we deem to be good agents; yet there is something more beneath the 

surface. Indeed, preceding Aristotle’s discussion of specific moral virtues is the 

assertion that there are two different species of virtue, one pertaining primarily to the 

part of the soul receptive to (and in relation to) reason, and another primarily to the 

intellect itself. Yet, this does not lead to a tension for Aristotle: the two species of virtue 

do not come into conflict, nor do they result in a fragmented view of an agent. Rather, 

the apparent duality is reconciled in Aristotle’s discussion of phronesis or practical 

wisdom, which involves both the intellect and the appetitive components of his human 

form. Consequently, full virtue consists not merely of the desires being oriented towards 

action in accordance with virtue, but also involves a practical and self-conscious 

understanding our actions. Consistently, the end of eudaimonia, or flourishing, on 
                                            

1 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics. 
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Aristotle’s view, consists of activity which actualizes both the rational in us as well as the 

animalistic or spirited. This is a particular application of his famous function argument, 

on which the good of a thing is related to the function of said thing.  

In contemporary philosophy, this view is taken up in Philippa Foot’s discussion of 

natural goodness, according to which when we describe something as good, we are, in 

fact, describing it as possessing traits characteristic of the natural kind to which it 

belongs.2 A good tree, for example, is one which possesses the traits that allow it to 

flourish in a way that is characteristic of a tree; and a bad tree is one that fails to 

actualize this potentiality through natural defects such as underdeveloped roots or 

misshapen leaves. The story, of course, is much more complicated when we describe 

humans. Harkening back to Aristotle, as rational animals, our ends are not so 

substantively set in stone. Where a fire must travel up, and a non-human animal (on 

Aristotle’s view) is beholden to the immediate non-rational appetites, this is not the case 

for humans: we have the ability to resist eating that extra slice of chocolate cake or 

choose a more prudent option. Yet, the structure of the evaluation remains the same: as 

rational animals, part of our characteristic life form activity involves acting for reasons, 

and, stronger still, to mediate between different reasons and possibilities: to deliberate, 

or act in a way that bears the structure of deliberation. Thus, it is of prime importance to 

fill in our picture of what, exactly, constitutes good deliberation.  

Part of the difficulty this project however, as identified by Frey and Haase in two 

forthcoming papers, is that there seems to be an internal tension to the project.3 On one 

hand, if the evaluation of moral goodness—which is just an evaluation of natural 

goodness as applied to humans—retains the same sort of structure as the sorts of 

natural-historical judgments of other plants and animals, then it must be in the third 

person. As Frey writes: “On [Foot’s] view, natural historical judgments register third 

                                            

2 Foot, Natural Goodness. 
3 Frey, “How to Be an Ethical Naturalist”; Haase, “Practically Self-Conscious Life.” 
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personal, theoretical facts about the life form which falls under the subject term.”4 And 

yet, if moral judgments are practical judgments that produce action in some way, they 

must enter into the agent’s deliberation in a practical mode: that is, in the first person. In 

what follows, through the consideration of the characteristic deliberative structure of the 

fully virtuous agent, and how agents come to become fully virtuous, I respond to the 

challenge by suggesting that for claims about human form to motivate action, they must 

be taken up in the first person through an interpretation of the agent’s own experiences.  

Towards this aim, in the first chapter, I set out the context of my work and the 

question that motivates the present project. To do this, the first major section is devoted 

to elucidating the notion of ‘goodness’ that undergirds Philippa Foot’s Natural Goodness 

and the project of Neo-Aristotelian naturalism more generally. Through a consideration 

of some of the major figures in the school of thought, I give an account of the trajectory 

of thought that leads to two crucial positions held by Neo-Aristotelian naturalists about 

goodness: that it is 1) primarily attributive; and 2) descriptive. I then turn towards living 

things, and, drawing heavily from Michael Thompson’s “Representations of Life”5; 

describe how the schema of natural goodness applies to, and is necessarily implicated 

in, the identification of a particular organism qua the member of the species. I then 

consider the notion of moral goodness qua human natural goodness and situate the 

notion of deliberation within this context. Concluding, I describe the aforementioned 

problem for Neo-Aristotelian naturalism in more detail. 

 In the second chapter, I turn to addressing the problem at hand. I begin by 

examining what, in particular, is so special about the deliberative structure of the fully 

virtuous; and demonstrate that the intellectual virtue of good deliberation (euboulia) is 

characterized by an ordered desire for eudaimonia, which, reflexively, consists of 

rational activity in accordance with virtue. If this is the case, then, in conjunction with the 

claim that the fully virtuous have complete knowledge of human form, we may come to 

                                            

4 Frey, “How to Be an Ethical Naturalist,” 17. 
5 Thompson, Life and Action. 
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understand how knowledge about human form can play a role in deliberation by 

understanding how it is that the fully virtuous come to possess full virtue. Drawing from 

Hursthouse’s work on the special knowledge of the phronimos, I suggest that this 

comes as a result of a process of interpretation. I then return to the original question at 

hand and suggest that precisely what has happened in this sort of interpretation is an 

interpretation of ‘the life form I bear’ and so is analytically equivalent, if all goes well, 

with human form. Thus, conversely, third person claims about human form get taken up 

in deliberation when an agent identifies with them, and so understands them in the first 

person. 

 I follow up my account with a brief third chapter considering an argument against 

what I take to be the lynchpin to my view: the nebulous concept of interpretation. I 

conclude with some preliminary defenses of what I have advanced to demonstrate the 

prima facie value of the research trajectory. 
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Chapter 1  
Moral Goodness as Natural Goodness 
The central topic of this project is practical reasoning, and, more precisely, the role 

of human form in practical reasoning. That is, I am interested in how generic statements 

about humans can ultimately guide the action of an agent. An adequate resolution will 

require an explanation of how objective claims about human nature carry any 

motivational force. What is at stake in this problem can be cashed out in various ways. 

As Matthias Hasse frames it, the tension is between that of the apparent univocity of 

natural goodness across forms of life, on one hand, and Philippa Foot’s explicit claim 

that human goodness is sui generis on the other.6 That is, on one hand, the schema of 

natural goodness ought to seemingly apply in the same way to all life; while, on the 

other, there is something distinctive about human natural goodness. Jennifer Frey 

describes the problem in terms of an “irrelevancy objection” against virtue ethics on 

which what must be answered is why claims about human form are germane to actual 

actions.7 Both of these views will be discussed at length later on, but, framed in another 

way, what is at stake in the question I am considering is the very feature that defines 

Aristotelian ethical naturalism. As Michael Thompson writes in the introduction to Life 

and Action, “[o]ne mark of Aristotelianism is the special position it gives to the concept 

human in practical philosophy […] over the concepts person and rational being. It is an 

essential characteristic of the Kantian approach that it makes these latter concepts 

central.”8 That is, Kant, contra Aristotelian views, suggests that that will evaluated in 

morality is not something distinctive to humans, but plausibly shared by any rational 

being—whether they be Martians, angels, God, or some being to whom we can attribute 

rationality. Thus, if it should turn out that the role of human form in deliberation is 

minimal—or to be transcended—then it would appear as though there is very little at 
                                            

6 Haase, “Practically Self-Conscious Life.” 
7 Frey, “How to Be an Ethical Naturalist.” 
8 Thompson, Life and Action, 7. 
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stake in practical philosophy that remains distinctly Aristotelian. The lacuna that must be 

addressed, in short, is firmly establishing the connection between claims about human 

form with a deliberating human agent.  

In this chapter, I aim to provide a brief overview of the Neo-Aristotelian tradition of 

ethics following Philippa Foot and Michael Thompson, and the general commitments it 

entails. In doing so, I will gloss over many of the debates concerning this position that, 

however important, are not relevant to the task at hand. Having laid this groundwork, I 

will then return to the problem of practical rationality and human form to describe in 

more precise detail the challenge that is to be met in the following chapters. 

1.1 The Grammar of Natural Goodness 

In this section, I aim to provide a brief reconstruction of the philosophical 

underpinnings of the project of natural goodness in general. I begin with a discussion of 

the late Wittgensteinian approach to philosophy as adopted by Anscombe and Foot and 

demonstrate how it motivates two central theses of Neo-Aristotelian naturalism: 1) that 

goodness is primarily attributive; and 2) that goodness is descriptive. I then turn to living 

organisms and discuss how this conceptual structure is adapted to give an account of 

natural normativity.  

Crucial to an adequate construal of Neo-Aristotelian naturalism is an 

understanding of its distinctive deployment of ‘goodness’. At the heart of this approach, 

following Foot and Thompson, is an investigation of the philosophical grammar, in the 

Wittgensteinian sense, of this notion. According to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later view, 

understanding words requires a grasp of their roles within the context of practices in 

which they are deployed.9 Thus, we run into problems in philosophy through a confusion 

that results from the “uniform appearance of words when we hear them spoken or meet 

them in script and print. For their application is not presented to us so clearly.”10 The 

                                            

9 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §43. 
10 Wittgenstein, §11. 
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idea here is that abstracting words from their ordinary usage in language-games, as so 

frequently occurs in philosophy, ultimately obfuscates the meanings as belied in the 

common usage in human practices. In short, much of our conceptual confusions and 

philosophical debates are misguided and simply the result of grammatical illusions.11 

The excavation of these meanings, conversely, requires attentive consideration of these 

ordinary usages. Thus, part of the task of Foot’s philosophical project, as she conceived 

it, was to “clear away confusions about how we operate using our moral concepts”12  

It is on these grounds that Foot rejects once dominant views of goodness, such as 

that of G.E. Moore, that see it as logically predicative. On the predicative usage of 

‘good’, the assertion ‘x is good’ is one in which ‘good’ denotes a particular property—

which Moore takes to be simple and unanalyzable—shared by good things, persons, 

and states of affairs. Yet, this would be a peculiar and unfamiliar use of the term on 

Foot’s view. As she writes, “If in everyday life someone said to us ‘Pleasure is good’, we 

should ask, ‘How do you mean?’—indicating that as it stands the proposition seems 

void for uncertainty as a lawyer would say.”13 What Foot is suggesting in this passage is 

that the predicative use of good is woefully vague because its meaning shifts depending 

on the context of its deployment. In other words, it causes precisely the sort of 

confusion that philosophy should seek to dispel on the aforementioned Wittgensteinian 

view. Foot suggests that the employment of ‘good’ in this way makes sense only in the 

context of objectivist views of ethics, such as those of G. E. Moore, but ultimately 

“makes it hard to see the real logical grammar of evaluations, in which, in most 

contexts, ‘good’ requires to be complemented by a noun that plays an essential role in 

determining whether we are able to speak of goodness and badness, or indeed of 

goodness or badness at all.”14 On these views, broadly construed, goodness denotes a 

property shared by all things that are described as good. Against this, Foot’s point is 

                                            

11 Wittgenstein, §110. 
12 Hacker-Wright, Philippa Foot’s Moral Thought, 149. 
13 Foot, Natural Goodness, 2. 
14 Foot, 2. 



 

 

8 

 

that, in practice, what we mean by good is affected by its context—namely, the noun to 

which it is attached. In other words, her point is that the predication of goodness is one 

that is at odds with our common, ordinary language uses of the word in which 

evaluations of goodness are premised upon criteria set out by the sort of thing to which 

the evaluated belongs.  

Against Moore, Foot appeals to an argument from Peter Geach in “Good and Evil”. 

According to Geach, the appeal of the view that ‘good’ is a simple predicate arises from 

an assumption that “either all things called ‘good’ must satisfy some one condition, or 

the term ‘good’ is hopelessly ambiguous.”15 That is, on one horn of the dilemma, the 

assumption claims, we cannot meaningfully talk about goodness if it can refer to a host 

of various properties. Yet, on the other horn of the dilemma, goodness cannot 

seemingly be reduced to any particular natural property. If ‘good’ were to be reduced to 

some natural property (say, desire-satisfaction, or pleasurableness), then they would fall 

prey to the naturalistic fallacy. That is, following Moore, if good were to be equivalent to 

some natural property, P, then the question ‘is P good?’ would be a closed question (the 

answer would be, tautologically, yes; the question would be rendered meaningless). 

Yet, because ‘is P good?’ is an open question, by modus tollens, goodness cannot be 

reduced to P.16  

One way of avoiding the dilemma is, as Moore proposes, to accept an account of 

goodness that is non-natural, simple and unanalyzable.17 Geach, however, correctly 

notes that such accounts seem to demand a peculiar philosophical usage of the word 

accompanied with the demand to “Forget the uses of ‘good’ in ordinary language” while 

                                            

15 Geach, “Good and Evil,” 35. 
16 Moore, Principia Ethica, §13. 
17 There are, of course, contemporary developments that do not quite fit the mold. 
Paradigmatically, Richard Boyd, amongst others in the Cornell Realist tradition, advances a 
natural non-reductionist account of goodness, on which goodness refers to a cluster of natural 
properties. As my present aim, however, is to present an exegesis of Foot’s thought, I pass over 
such approaches without further discussion. See Boyd, “How To Be a Moral Realist.” 
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denying the possible further explanation of what ‘good’ actually means.18 In setting 

‘good’ as a simple and unanalyzable property, we might say that non-natural objectivists 

shirk the obligation to provide an explanation by positing a sort of moral phlogiston. 

Thus, far from the resolution of linguistic confusions that Wittgenstein calls for, Moore’s 

deployment of ‘goodness’ makes precisely the sort of error that Wittgenstein cautions 

against by further obscuring its usage to something inarticulable.  

Yet, neither does Geach cede that the rejection of predicative goodness 

necessitates, on the other hand, the prescriptivism of those he calls the “British 

Moralists” such as R.M. Hare. On these views ‘goodness’ expresses a commendatory 

function, where “‘that is a good book’ means [only] something like ‘I recommend that 

book’ or ‘choose that book’.”19 Against this, Geach points out that goodness attributions 

occur even when no such commendations exist. A good thief, a good cutthroat, a good 

capitalist: all are viable and philosophically grammatical usages of ‘good’ that, save in 

some very dire circumstances—circumstances which are “rare and cannot give the 

primary sense of the descriptions”—do not necessitate or even indicate 

choiceworthiness generally, much less commendation.20 In this way, Geach establishes 

that goodness does not imply choiceworthiness. And, Foot, even in her early works, is 

sympathetic to this view, albeit from the converse direction: that choiceworthiness does 

not make something good. In “Goodness and Choice”, she writes: “No matter what [an 

agent] may do in the way of choosing knives which are M he cannot say ‘M knives are 

good knives’ unless M is a relevant characteristic, or unless he is prepared to show that 

M knives are also N knives, and N is a characteristic of the right kind.”21 The point here 

is that the good making feature does not rest on the feature for which something is 

chosen, but rather requires a further argumentative step connecting the choice-

motivating property with another property relevant to goodness. As Foot explains, even 

                                            

18 Geach, “Good and Evil,” 36. 
19 Geach, 36. 
20 Geach, 37. 
21 Foot, “Goodness and Choice *,” 133. 
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if one were to find a knife prone to rust choiceworthy (say, in the context of 

demonstrating the process of corrosion in the context of a classroom), it would be 

absurd to call it a good knife simply virtue of it having this feature that renders it 

choiceworthy in the particular scenario.  

Still, if good is truly descriptive rather than commendatory, it must be a property of 

a particular thing. The trouble with this is that good making properties vary based on the 

sort of thing something is: while a good knife might possess sharpness (amongst other 

properties), those same properties would not be found in a good rubber mallet. Thus, 

Geach’s challenge is to provide a descriptive account of the property of goodness that is 

simultaneously not a univocal quality and resists the charge of hopeless ambiguity. 

Geach, though, does not take this to be a difficult challenge, but rather sees its apparent 

difficulty as tied to the intuition that that goodness must be understood in the same way 

in all cases to be clear. Yet, if this were a necessary criterion for the clarity of words, to 

use his examples, we would likewise be unable to clearly articulate notions like ‘square 

of’, without equating it to ‘the double of’, just because they happen to express the same 

thing in the number two.22 Rather, these two concepts are equivalent only accidentally 

because of their application to a particular subject: the number two, in this case. But this 

is plainly false, and that the meaning of ‘the square of’ derives in part from its subject is 

no great source of ambiguity. Goodness, contends Geach, operates in an analogous 

way: all usages of ‘good’ are logically attributive, wherein the evaluation of the adjectival 

phrase must be understood as a whole: what properties are good-making properties 

depend upon the modificand of the adjective ‘good’.23 In short, the proposition ‘x is a 

good F’ refers to x as bearing something that makes it good qua being a particular F.  

                                            

22 Geach, “Good and Evil,” 38. 
23 To further clarify and distinguish the meaning of logically attributive adjectives from 
predicative ones, consider the paradigmatic attributive examples of ‘big’ and ‘small’. The two 
assertions ‘x is a big flea’ and ‘y is a small elephant’ may both hold; however, if ‘big’ and ‘small’ 
were to hold independently of the sort of thing referenced—that is, separable from the 
modificands ‘flea’ and ‘elephant’, respectively—we would face a contradiction if we wanted to 
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Foot and the ensuing tradition in virtue ethics largely preserves and builds upon 

these two insights: ) that goodness is primarily attributive (though, as we shall see, with 

the proviso that natural goodness entails further conditions); and 2) that goodness 

carries a primarily descriptive function and bears no necessary connection to pro-

attitudes or choiceworthiness. Whether a particular thing is a good thing is dependent 

on the sort of thing it is, and what counts as a virtue is that which enables it to carry on 

the characteristic function of its kind. Such assessments are relatively straightforward 

for artifacts and things for which the function is a constitutive component of the name. A 

good knife, inasmuch as the meaning of the name ‘knife’ is determined by the function 

of cutting, points to a knife with the characteristics that allow for it to perform this 

function: namely, sharpness. Goodness, in this way, is independent of the choices and 

contexts of particular agents. As Foot writes, “where a thing has a function the primary 

(but by no means only) criterion for the goodness of that thing will be that it fulfills the 

function well.”24 When one requests a good knife, they are searching for something that 

cuts well insofar as to ask for a knife is to ask for something that entails the very 

function of cutting. Foot holds that this relationship between function in artifacts and 

goodness is analytic in nature since to know what constitutes a good particular artifact—

or, in fact, the very meaning of the name of the artifact—is also to know what that kind 

of artifact is meant to perform. If one were to call a dull knife a good knife, one would 

really not know what a knife is. Thus, the ascription of goodness onto an artifact qua the 

type of artifact that it is exists independently of any sort of choice to be made on the 

matter.  

The account is complicated, however, when we consider living beings (and, later, 

complicated again, human beings qua rational animals). Though certain parts of living 

things—the eyes of a hawk, the roots of plants, leaves and so on—have constitutive 

                                                                                                                                             

proclaim that ‘x is a small animal’ and ‘y is a big animal’. The point is, as logically attributive 
adjectives, the meaning of big and small varies on the basis of the kind of thing to which they are 
being applied. Geach, 33. 
24 Foot, “Goodness and Choice *,” 135. 
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functional definitions, it does not seem to be the case that living beings as a whole have 

the same have the same sort of criterion. Evaluations of living things, rather, have a 

unique structure or logic to them because they have what Foot describes as “natural 

goodness” that “ha[s] nothing to do with the needs or wants of the members of any 

other species of living thing […].”25 That is, living beings bear a form of goodness that 

can be evaluated in relation to their own species, or vis-à-vis their own species-specific 

‘life form’, and independently of their relationship to other species. This is in contrast to 

the account of goodness cited earlier from Virtues and Vices, where the ascription of 

good primarily comes from without: the creators of the artifacts, as it were, are the 

determinants of function. What Foot is after, in distinguishing natural or primary 

goodness from the secondary goodness of artifacts, is a “closed cycle” on the basis of 

which the goodness of things is not contingent upon the relationship of the thing with 

external entities.   

Here, Foot is drawing from the insight of Michael Thompson’s paper “The 

Representation of Life”26, in which he defends the view that how we describe the 

physical events of an organism depends upon the species, in a logical sense of the 

word, to which it belongs.27 In other words, before we can even make sense of empirical 

data about a member of a particular species, we must have, in the first place, 

presupposed the existence of a species against the backdrop of which we can ascribe 

certain descriptions to brute facts associated with life. For example, eating is not an 

empirical description but rather one that attaches to activities conceptually or logically 

associated with nourishment. Note that the connection between a particular description 

of the activity and the species is not an empirical matter; but rather implies a conceptual 

connection. The logical notion of a species and its characteristic life form activities is 

required to make sense of empirical content in the first place. To point, as Thompson 

                                            

25 Foot, Natural Goodness, 26. 
26 This paper was later reproduced as the first part of Life and Action, cited here.  
27 How Thompson arrives at this conclusion, and its implications for empiricism are taken up in 
the following section.  
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suggests, we might imagine a novel species of filter shark that, nonetheless, hunts and 

incorporates smaller fish for the sake of making some “hideous brew” to frighten 

predators. In this scenario, even if the brute processes of making the concoction entails 

brute acts that appear to resemble eating, it would be false to describe what the animal 

does as actually eating. Or, to use a less hypothetical and commonly cited example 

suggested by Thompson, while a unicellular organism undergoing the process of 

mitosis would be rightfully called reproduction; the very same activity on the part of a 

cell that is a constituent part of a human or animal is likely more fittingly described as 

growth or maintenance.28 This is because notions such as eating, reproduction, growth, 

and so on—the sort of concepts involved in the vital descriptions of the individual—only 

bear meaning in relation to the species. The extent to which certain life activities can be 

identified, much less evaluated, in living things depends logically upon the 

presupposition of a species to which the individual belongs in the first place: to use 

Thompson’s phrase, the evaluation of an individual necessitates a look to a wider 

context of the species or life-form.  

Yet, if this is true, then the assertion that some particular individual is eating, 

reproducing, or growing when they are involved in such and such sets of activities 

necessitates a further claim about what, generally, the members of the species are 

doing vis-à-vis their life form (that is, eating, growing, reproducing, and so forth) when 

they engage in certain activities. That is, to say that some brute facts about what is 

occurring can be ascribed a life form activity description is to consider it against the 

broader picture of the life form—the species—in general, and its characteristic way of 

going about things. These are what Thompson calls natural historical or ‘Aristotelian 

Categorical’ statements of the about the species. Paradigmatically, they may appear in 

the form “‘S’s are/have/do F’ or ‘It belongs to an S to be/have/do F’ or ‘S’s 

characteristically (or typically) are/have/do F’ or […] a hundred others.”29 The point of 

such sentences is that they express something about the species that is brought into 
                                            

28 Thompson, Life and Action, 54–55. Foot, Natural Goodness, 28–29.  
29 Thompson, Life and Action, 65. 
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view when we ascribe certain descriptions to the activities of a particular individual. Yet 

this is not to say that claims of this type are reducible to any other sort of assertion. As 

Thompson notes, part of the peculiarity of such general claims is that they don’t quite fit 

together with the individual and are logically unquantifiable: they are non-Fregean 

generalities. For example, the Aristotelian Categorical statement “humans shed their 

deciduous teeth”, does not mean that all humans do it (some certainly retain their baby 

teeth); nor does it count as shedding “if they are kicked out in a fight.”30 In fact, it’s not 

clear that quantity has anything to do with the matter: to use Thompson’s example, 

though it is true that mayflies breed shortly before dying, most will die long before they 

breed. More macabre, even should it be the case that some freak accident causes 

every member of some quadrupedal species to simultaneously lose a limb (i.e. at a 

certain moment in time the empirical proposition ‘no members of species S have four 

limbs’ is true), the Aristotelian Categorical statement ‘Ss have four limbs’ would still hold 

true.31 Nor do these statements denote something done in ‘normal’ circumstances since 

the conditions that constitute ‘normal’ will, likewise, depend upon the life-form in 

question. “Polar bears normally live in the northern hemisphere” retains the same 

structure of the non-Fregean generality.  In other words, any attempt to reduce “Ss are 

F” to something like “for all x, if x is an S, it will be F, absent any defeaters” only passes 

the buck to the question of what constitutes an acceptable defeater, for which any 

acceptable answer will refer to further Aristotelian Categorical statements that face the 

same challenge.  

Yet, the relationship between such statements and particular individuals is also 

normative. This takes inspiration from Anscombe’s reflections on Hume’s is-ought 

distinction as brought out in “Modern Moral Philosophy”, where she claims: “But in the 

                                            

30 Thompson, 68. 
31 While this example might initially appear to be far-fetched, consider the northern white 
rhinoceros. As of March 2018, the last male of the species died, leaving only two female 
specimens and rendering the species functionally extinct. If natural historical judgments 
necessitated predication or application to individuals, then it would be the case that any sort of 
claim about the reproduction of such animals would have to be false—an absurd conclusion.  
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case of a plant, let us say, the inference from "is" to "needs" is certainly not in the least 

dubious.”32 Anscombe’s claim is that inasmuch as the life form being discussed is the 

sort of thing that it is, it follows, logically, that it needs water.33 Again, the source of 

goodness pertains intrinsically to the thing qua the thing that it is: a particular species 

that is a part of the kingdom plantae. The sort of concept that gives content to the 

‘ought’—or as Thompson writes, poetically, “to control the shapeless ‘ought’”—is a 

common noun, a life-form concept, F, that is applicable to the individual organism, S, 

just in case it is grammatical to say of the particular “S is an F”. And in relating the 

particular to a kind in this way, the calls for deeper explanations for Aristotelian 

categorical claims—the “Whys?”, “Hows?”, and “What fors?” about particular 

questions—form a closed-cycle. We need not refer to anything beyond the sort of thing 

something is to evaluate its goodness.34 

It is against this backdrop that Foot develops the notion of natural normativity. That 

is, in identifying a particular organism as a member of some species, we implicitly and 

necessarily make a judgment of the extent to which the organism lives up to the 

characteristic life form activity of the species—the sort of truths contained in Aristotelian 

categorical statements. As John Hacker-Wright puts it, “to situate an organism against 

the background of the characteristic function of its species is to look at it from a 

normative perspective.”35 This is because to say an organism belongs to some species 

is to say what is normal for the organism qua its species—or how it would go about 

things if everything were in order. Consequently, this identification allows for the 

                                            

32 Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” 7. 
33 Anscombe, like above, notes that this is extricated from considerations choiceworthiness: 
whether we then choose to give the plant water will depend on whether we want it to flourish qua 
plant (rather than, say, some pretentious conceptual art piece about the fragility of nature); but 
the important fact remains that there is a normative ought internal to the plant itself. Here, the 
sense in which ‘normativity’ is used is not that which was rejected earlier in the discussion of 
Foot’s “Goodness and Choice”, whereby normativity expresses something about 
choiceworthiness of the evaluated thing to ends of the evaluator; but rather primary goodness. 
34 Haase, “Practically Self-Conscious Life,” 6. 
35 Hacker-Wright, “What Is Natural About Foot’s Ethical Naturalism?,” 311. 
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possibility of natural normativity: that there are normative judgments of what counts as a 

good or defective trait of the organism qua the sort of thing the organism is. Much like 

the earlier example of a knife qua artifact, it is by virtue of the identification of something 

as the sort of thing it is that normative judgments apply.  

Foot amends Thompson’s account with a further distinction between teleological 

and non-teleological Aristotelian categorical statements to further specify the notion of 

natural normativity. The idea here is that many of the natural-historical judgments we 

make point to a further end involved in the sort of life characteristic to the life-form or 

species to which it is applied, while others seem to stand for no purpose at all. This sort 

of distinction is at play when we consider the colouration on the blue tit’s head and 

peacock’s plumage, respectively. Whereas the colouration of the peacock’s plumage 

plays an integral part in the reproductive cycle characteristic of the species, the blue tit’s 

colouring has no purpose. The former plays some part in the peacock’s life cycle. Thus, 

the statement regarding the colour of the peacock’s plumage is teleological in a way 

that the statement about the colour of the blue tit’s head spot is not: the former matters 

intrinsically for the peacock qua peacock insofar as it has a role to play in its 

characteristic life form activity, where the latter does not for the blue tit.36 Effectively, 

then, Foot’s supplement restricts the sort of attributes to which normativity is applied—

what matters for the goodness of the individual—to those that are teleological in nature. 

What matters for natural goodness are the sorts of characteristics that enable the 

particular organism to go about in life in the way characteristic of the species to which it 

belongs.  

Having established the general schema of natural goodness, we are now in a 

position to begin to speak about moral goodness which is specified, following 

Anscombe, simply by its subject matter, “namely that of human passions and (non-

technical) actions.”37 In one sense, Foot’s evaluative schema persists. But, as I will 

                                            

36 Foot, Natural Goodness, 30–33. 
37 Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” 5. 
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demonstrate in the following section, the presence of rationality calls for a particular life 

form activity that bears with it a unique set of challenges.  

1.2 The Characteristic Human Activity and Practical Syllogisms 

In the previous section, I provided an overview of the project of Neo-Aristotelian 

naturalism and its essential features. In shifting the object of analysis, the general 

conceptual structure of goodness remains the same: moral judgments are, as Hacker-

Wright puts it, just assessments of “human conduct from the standpoint of natural 

human goodness.”38 This is to say that what makes a particular organism a good 

human—that is, one who possesses the moral virtues—is dependent on the species-

characteristic (i.e. human) life form activity,just as it is the case for other forms of life. 

Moral virtue, in other words, just is human natural goodness. In this section, I will 

develop in more detail the adjustments required for applying the notion of natural 

normativity to the distinctively rational human life with the characteristic life form activity 

of deliberation which, in its perfected variant, takes the form of the intellectual virtue of 

euboulia (good deliberation).  

In terms of the general structure of natural goodness, the addition of human 

capacities does not pose any more difficulty for the general notions of function and 

teleology than the shift from flora to fauna does: inasmuch as animals have the capacity 

for desires and appetites in a way that plants do not, the explanations for their actions 

will require allusion to these sorts of considerations. But, just as with the shift from 

plants to animals, this shift requires a sea change, not about the conceptual structure, 

but as Rosalind Hursthouse puts it, “what goes into it.”39 That is, in the realm of non-

human animals, Aristotelian Categoricals might be something that bears a remarkable 

similarity to what is adduced from empirical examinations of ethology or evolutionary 

biology, but this is certainly not so in the case of humans.  

                                            

38 Hacker-Wright, “What Is Natural About Foot’s Ethical Naturalism?,” 309. 
39 Hursthouse, “The Grammar of Goodness in Foot’s Ethical Naturalism,” 15. 
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This is because, owing to our capacity for reason, human survival, reproduction, 

and so forth can be understood in a wide variety of ways. Here, we may take loose 

inspiration from Diotima’s speech as told by Socrates in Plato’s Symposium, where she 

suggests that reproduction is a form of striving for immortality which we might choose to 

read in a metaphorical way. Because human beings are both mind and body, 

reproduction, for humans, instantiates both as a physical begetting of offspring as well 

as the psychical act of artistic creation (Symposium 207d). Of course, the Neo-

Aristotelian naturalist need not invoke the otherworldly Platonic metaphysics required 

for Diotima’s position. We can, instead, simply gesture at the ways in which worldly 

human practices allow for particular individuals to enable and encourage the human 

mode of life through means aside from biological reproduction. That is, human survival 

is something radically different than the brute survival of the individual, or even the 

preservation of one’s offspring.40 What effects this change is the uniquely human 

characteristic of reason which finds is developed at length Aristotle’s account of what 

constitutes the good for humans.41 

On Aristotle’s famous function argument—which is, no doubt, the inspiration for 

much of what has been said—the unique function of a thing is the evaluative yard stick 

by which we come to grasp the goodness of a thing, and so: “For just as for a flute 

player, a sculptor, every craftsman, and in whatever has some function and action, the 

good—the doing well—seems to lie in the function, the same also seems to hold of a 

human being, if indeed there is some function that is his” (EN I.7.1097b24-27). Note, 

however, that function (ergon), in the Aristotelian sense applies to a broader context 

than Foot speaks of in her early work in “Goodness and Choice” as restricted to 

                                            

40 We might also think of artists such as William Blake or Frida Kahlo whose ‘spirits live on in 
their work’, as we might colloquially say--despite their having no children. 
41 I am, here, taking on the general Aristotelian view that what is special about human form is 
that we are rational animals. Note that this does not entail that animals do not reason in the 
instrumental sense of the word, but rather that there is a distinctly human mode of reasoning 
which entails reason receptivity and acting on reasons in a way that is characteristic of our 
species. 
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goodness and choice. Ergon, on the Aristotelian view, is related to that which makes a 

thing what it is: the form or essence. In this way, what constitutes a function or virtue is 

still, in anachronistic terms alien to Aristotle, analytically related to that which a thing 

is.42 Yet, unlike tools and artifacts, all things bear some form—not in the sense of some 

preordained purpose requiring a creator as with our relationship to artifacts,43 but rather 

that bears a certain mode of being. In the case of living things, as I have detailed in the 

previous section, this entails a certain way of living characteristic of the sort of thing that 

it is. Yet, if this is right, then the function or essence of a human is equivalent to that 

which makes a particular thing a human (rather than any other sort of thing), and so 

must be something that is distinct from that of all other life-forms. This is to say, 

translating Aristotle’s insights into contemporary terminology, that human or moral 

goodness requires an account of the distinctly human mode of life; thus, ruling out the 

merely nutritive or perceptive ways of life which we share with flora and fauna, 

respectively. What is characteristic of our human life is our capacity to respond to, 

evaluate, and, ultimately, act according to reasons: our capacity for practical rationality. 

A virtuous agent just is, on this view, a good human in the sense of natural goodness. 

Thus, what features of a particular human make for a good human are precisely what 

constitutes the virtues. 

Note, though, that practical rationality, on the Neo-Aristotelian account, does not 

refer to something that can be separated from human form, but rather is constitutive of it 

in the same way that the function of cutting—regardless of whether it is actually 

actualized or even capable of being actualized—is an analytically constitutive criterion 

                                            

42 Korsgaard, “Aristotle’s Function Argument.” 
43 See, for example, Hanke, “Teleology: The Explanation That Bedevils Biology.”, for a 
particularly egregiously shallow misreading and unfortunately paradigmatic dismissal of 
teleology. A quick search in google scholar of “teleology” in conjunction with “biology” will 
demonstrate the prevalence of this misreading. See Lott, “Have Elephant Seals Refuted 
Aristotle?”, Hacker-Wright, “What Is Natural About Foot’s Ethical Naturalism?”, and 
Thompson, Life and Action, esp. chapters 2,3 for responses to this general species of views. 
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of something being a knife in the first place: even before any normative evaluative 

criterion of what constitutes a good knife can be applied to the object.   

But what might this mean? If human life is characterized by practical rationality, 

then a good human—one that actualizes human form, and, in doing so, is morally 

good—is one that lives a life characterized by perfected practical rationality, and so 

involves knowing and acting for the right sorts of reasons. Yet, if we wish to hold onto 

the view that practical rationality just is constitutive of human life, such a response says 

very little without further development of what a characteristically human life is. We have 

just stated an analytic tautology. Here, Foot echoes Aristotle’s and Aquinas’ view that 

what distinguishes paradigmatic humans, on one hand, from children and non-human 

animals, on the other, is that the former act on a rational principle. This is not to say that 

other non-rational beings do not act voluntarily—even in these cases, the principle of an 

action can be internal. The wolf does not act involuntarily in chasing down a rabbit 

because it does so out of its own immediate appetite for the rabbit. Rather, the 

distinguishing feature is that even “in doing something for an end[,] animals cannot 

apprehend it as an end.”44 In being able to conceive of things as ends, we can also 

conceive of their relational order to things that we conceive as means to these ends. In 

doing so, we are afforded a unique capacity for deliberate choice: the ends towards 

which means are directed give us a referent from which we can find reasons or grounds 

to act. We are, more colloquially, able to conceive of and consider different possibilities, 

and, consequently, can deliberately choose an action in our seeing it as being towards 

some end. As Foot puts it: “For it can be said that while animals go for the good (thing) 

that they see, human beings go for what they see as good […].”45 Whereas non-human 

animal locomotion is immediately determined by their perceptions generating appetitive 

desires and carried out absent any overriding appetites, we can deliberate about and 

                                            

44 Foot, Natural Goodness, 54. 
45 Foot, 56. 
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consider actions in relation to ends (which may not even be presently sensible), and ask 

“what should I do?”46 

It is for this reason that human action can be represented or explained in the form 

of a practical syllogism which begins with a desire for some end to be realized, which, in 

conjunction with a belief, in a loose sense of the word, about what action will actualize 

the end, results in an action.  

1.2.1 General Practical Syllogism 

Major Premise: End 

Minor Premise: F->End 

Conclusion: F  

But to leave it as such would be misleading: the structure of the syllogism as such is 

one that can be shared with even non-rational animals. As Aristotle writes in De Anima 

III.10, locomotion, even in non-human animals, is always the effect of an object of 

desire (as an external cause) on the faculty of desire (as an internal cause).47 In the 

case of non-human animals, what presents the minor premise is just simply the 

imagined perception of the end—the wolf experiences pleasure in magining of the 

immediately perceived prey in its mouth being eaten. But a further piece is required to 

complete the puzzle for human action. On Aristotle’s view, the failure of non-human 

animals to see ends qua ends entails that desire and perception are one and the same, 

and so, locomotion immediately results and could not be otherwise.  

But the distinctive mark of a human is that the minor premise can, for us, entail 

any number of things because it involves a rational or deliberative imagination.48 Instead 

                                            

46 C.f. Aristotle’s assertion in the Eudemian Ethics that good deliberation is “above all else the 
function of the wise person” (EE 1141b10-12).  
47 See Corcilius, “Two Jobs for Aristotle’s Practical Syllogism?” 
48 For a more detailed discussion of this topic, see Moss, Aristotle on the Apparent Good. 
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of being strictly determined by our natures, we can, for example, employ stopping 

modals, to use Anscombe’s terminology, in our thought and decision-making the form of 

something like “I can’t do that!” Rationality, in other words, enables us to move in a way 

that is not determined by the immediate perceptions. Again, this is characterised by the 

agent asking herself the question: “What should I do?” Thus, to really tease out the 

insight of the practical syllogism as it relates to characteristically human activity we must 

understand it in relation to the aforementioned concept of deliberation.  

On Hursthouse’s reading of Aristotle’s view, deliberation begins with “a clockable 

moment when agents establish an end and […] ‘then go on to think about how and by 

what means it is to be achieved’” which involves “selecting the easiest and ‘most fine’ 

(kallistos) means from those available […].”49  That is, agents already possess a desire 

before deliberation comes onto the scene at all: it forms the major premise that the 

agent considers how to attain. The outcome of the deliberation is some claim about the 

best way to attain this—presumably selected out of various candidate minor premises 

on the criterion of efficacy and goodness—and, insofar as the agent desires the end to 

be attained in the best way, immediately, follows through with the action.50 The idea 

here is that deliberation is the work of rational faculty—the logistikon—because it 

calculates how to achieve the end that is already desired. Yet, on the Aristotelian view, 

and parsimoniously enough, the intellect, by itself, moves nothing. The hallmark of 

practical wisdom, as distinct from mere comprehension, is that it moves rather than 

merely judges. The issue here is ostensibly one about the practical nature of deliberated 

action. For this reason, the internal source of action is still the desire: the force of the 

will’s intent to actualize what is desired carries through the act of deliberation. And it is 

only through this force that action results from the practical syllogism. If one were to, for 

example, realize that they did not desire the end they were considering in a protracted 

session of deliberation, the conclusion they reach would not result in any action. Good 

                                            

49 Hursthouse, “Practical Wisdom,” 301. 
50 Contrast this with the theoretical syllogism, which, insofar as it is not initiated by a movement 
of the will, does not result in action.   
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deliberation, as the perfected intellectual virtue governing this process, entails getting all 

the steps right. 

Complicating matters, moreover, because the major premise is the thing for the 

sake of which an action is undertaken, the consideration of the practical syllogism 

considered reveals something about the character of the agent: namely, the sorts of 

reasons for acting that the agent is receptive to. The answer is not always final: 

sometimes we perform actions for the sake of performing other actions. When asked 

why I am grabbing the electric kettle, the answer ‘to boil some water’ is an explanation, 

but it explains my taking the action only insofar as I actually want to boil water, without 

explanation of why I might want to do this. The major premise that called for the 

deliberated choice, at each level is both the reason for, and source of motivation of, 

actually performing the chosen action. And, should we ask ‘why?’ a sufficient number of 

times, at the bottom of all of our actions is an end with a property Anscombe calls a 

desirability characteristic—as the name suggests, some feature of the end that makes it 

what it is that the deliberating agent is “trying to get”.51,52 Each temporally subsequent 

action draws both reason and motivation from the initial desire: for example, to make 

some tea. As such, examining particular actions in the context of practical syllogism 

reveals both the desires of an agent and the sort of reasons they are responsive to.  

1.2.2 Practical Syllogism Revised with Orders of Action 

Major Premise: Desire (End with Desirability Characteristic) 

Minor Premise: Belief(F1->End) 

 Embedded major premise: Desire(F1) 

                                            

51 Anscombe, Intention, §36-37. 
52 Here, it is likely that Anscombe has in mind Aristotle’s position in Book I of the Nicomachean 
Ethics that all humans desire eudaimonia, or happiness, and go wrong in what they think it 
consists of. However, the restricted subject matter of Intention (i.e. intentional action) though, 
does not touch on this topic.   
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 Embedded minor premise: Belief(F2-> F1) 

 Embedded major premise: Desire(F2) 

 Embedded minor premise: Belief(F3-> F2) 

 Embedded major premise: Desire(F3) 

 Embedded minor premise: Belief(F4-> F3) 

    … 

Embedded Conclusion: F4   

Embedded Conclusion: F3 

Embedded Conclusion: F2 

Conclusion: F1 

What I want to emphasize from this formalization is that deliberation often has an 

embedded structure, terminating with a desirability characteristic; and that it is this 

particular desirability characteristic that is the cause of all actions that follow after.53  

So much can be said of human actions. Yet, if we are after the sort of actions 

that are performed by the fully virtuous, the practical syllogism as developed as such 

still leaves much to be filled in. It tells us, for instance, very little about what makes a 

certain embedded major syllogism a genuine account of what is the ‘most fine’ means 

                                            

53 This does not mean, however, that the reason provided by desirability characteristics cannot 
over-determine particular actions, or that they may not be overridden. I think it is uncontroversial 
that we often must give up certain things we desire to pursue other courses of action. We might 
view this as something like the intersection of two practical syllogisms resulting from competing 
desirability characteristics. When one path is chosen over the other, the desirability characteristic 
at the bottom of the overruling practical syllogism becomes the reason for which the action for 
the sake of the rejected end is not taken.  
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from what is available. Nor does it suggest what the sort of ends that ought to be 

desired. What this development of the practical syllogism captures, rather, is a 

minimalist account of our ability to stop and think about how an end is to be achieved—

i.e. calculation—which, incomplete as it is, is a constitutive element of human rationality 

nonetheless. As Anscombe writes in Intention the characteristic mark of practical 

reasoning is just that the desired thing is “at a distance”.54  

I will return to filling in the picture of the practical syllogism in the following 

chapter, but what I would like to emphasize, for now, is that the intellectual virtue of 

good deliberation, which, again, is a crucial component of what makes for a naturally 

good human, entails embodying the correct practical syllogism in one’s actions. 

 Before proceeding, I would like to make one final clarification owing to the 

connotations our modern sensibilities might attach to the notion of deliberation. Though 

I have been speaking of deliberation and calculation in ways that appear synonymous 

with a notion of stopping and thinking about a state of affairs—as John McDowell’s 

analogy goes, to bridge the gap between a desired end and the action that is required to 

actualize it instrumentally or technically—deliberation should not be restricted to such 

an account. Rather, ‘good deliberation’ is an intellectual virtue about which Aristotle 

writes: “Further, one person may deliberate a long time to reach it, while another does 

so quickly. So the former is not yet a case of good deliberation […]” (EN VI.9.1143b25-

28). What I think this passage emphasizes is that at least one metric of evaluation of 

deliberation is temporally oriented, spanning from actively planning out meticulously a 

particular course of action to acting with an immediacy that embodies the exact same 

and precise reasons. Consistent with more commonsensical intuitions, Aristotle, here, is 

unambiguous that all things being equal (most importantly, presumably, the reason that 

leads to the chosen action), the less time deliberation takes, the more perfected the 

intellectual virtue of good deliberation is. Taken to its logical conclusion, the perfected 

virtue of euboulia would have very little in common with how we understand deliberation 
                                            

54 Anscombe, Intention, §41. 
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in the stop-and-think sense. McDowell, in this vein, generalizes Aristotle’s claim about 

emergency situations being the best indicators of virtue to defend a view of deliberation 

on which it is a perceptual sensitivity that gets at a “correct reading of the situation”.55 

On this view, how the agent views the situation reflects their character or the sort of 

reasons that they are responsive to because the clear-eyed perception of the right sort 

of reasons is precisely the characteristic feature of the virtuous agent in possession of 

practical wisdom.56  So even if a particular agent is not aware, at the moment of choice, 

of their reasoning, upon reflection and assent to a particular explanation of their action, 

we can say they acted for the right reason if the practical syllogism is a correct one.  

1.3 The Problem with Rationality: Why Should I?  

If I have been successful so far, the centrality of the notion of practical reasoning 

to our moral evaluations is clear. Practical reasoning is the defining feature of a 

characteristically human life form, and moral evaluation is just a matter of evaluating 

natural goodness in humans vis-à-vis the human life form. Let us change tack, now, to 

the task filling in our picture of what good practical reasoning entails, and the difficulty of 

such a task. More specifically, the question that I am presently interested in is what role, 

precisely, human form plays in the process of practical reasoning, and, more narrowly, 

deliberation. In this section, I set out the problem that I will be concerned with 

addressing. The challenge to be developed is this: to speak of rationality necessarily 

entails the freedom to choose, and does not seem restricted to humans, but rather 

applies to all rational beings. Yet, the entire scaffold that allows us to make natural 

normative judgments about humans qua moral agents is based on the relation of an 

individual to the stepped-back broad view of the human life form. And so practical 

rationality seems to be pulled in two directions: on one hand necessarily tethered to our 

characteristic way of life qua humans if we want to preserve Foot’s notion of natural 

goodness; and, on the other, pulled towards non-specific norms that allow us to ask 

                                            

55 McDowell, “Deliberation and Moral Development in Aristotle’s Ethics,” 49. 
56 McDowell, 49–50. 
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ourselves why human life forms are at all relevant to us qua particular agents. In 

practical terms, the challenge might be framed similarly to what is asked by McDowell’s 

rational wolf: “I understand that humans do such and such, but why should I, as a 

rational agent, care for what humans do?” That is, Foot’s account seems to preserve 

the objectivity of moral norms and natural goodness; but, paradoxically, at the cost of 

the normative force of the approach. 

Jennifer Frey develops this difficulty for Neo-Aristotelian naturalism in what she 

calls the “irrelevancy objection”. As she understands the charge in its strongest form, it 

can be expressed as the following line of argumentation: 

1. Moral judgments must be practical judgments, essentially such as to produce or 

prevent voluntary action.  

2. Judgments of natural goodness do not have the function of producing or 

preventing voluntary actions. 

3.  So, judgments of natural goodness are not moral judgments or practical 

judgments. 

4.  Only moral or practical judgments are relevant to moral theory. 

5. Therefore, judgments of natural goodness are irrelevant to moral theory.57 

As Frey correctly identifies, the trouble is that Foot’s assent to first two propositions is 

that it commits her to the conclusion that the Aristotelian Categorical statements are not 

moral judgments.   

Foot, for her part, relies on a bit of a leap to address this tension: that we are 

humans means we necessarily take a practical interest in the human. Foot’s account, 

that is, relies upon the view that practical reason necessarily recognizes and is 

motivated by the good as instanced or prescribed in correct judgments about human 

form. That is, Frey’s interpretation of Foot places the emphasis on the interplay between 

                                            

57 Frey, “How to Be an Ethical Naturalist,” 14. 
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practical reason and the propositional content of practical judgments. Frey, however, 

finds this account unconvincing. Her first, ostensibly phenomenological, response is to 

point out that practical reasoning is not just simply turning theoretical reason inwards—

or at least not any more so than knowledge of our own thoughts is just directing our own 

thoughts inwards. Nor is it the content (i.e. humans) alone that necessitates a particular 

sort of reasoning any more than meat pie syllogisms do—those syllogisms that merely 

have, as their subject matter, meat pies. Finally, she rightly notes that judgments about 

human good are not intrinsically motivating, as phenomena such as clear-eyed akrasia, 

speculative thought, or simple supposing would demonstrate.58  

Nor is an appeal to what the phronetic virtuous agent knows—what she calls 

second-nature naturalism—adequate either, on Frey’s view. The challenge she raises 

against this view is on the grounds of epistemic access. If human form were knowable 

to only the virtuous, it would appear that alien anthropologists would necessarily be 

barred from access to human form: as Frey writes “although the possession of good of 

the life form is internal to that form of life, knowledge of it isn’t.”59 More damningly, the 

trouble with second nature naturalism is that even we wretched agents who are merely 

aspiringly virtuous would seemingly be barred from epistemic access to human form. 

Thus, the adopter of second-naturalism “can neither explain how the knowledge fits in 

the framework of natural normativity, nor how the appeal to nature is doing any 

meaningful justificatory work.”60 

The disconnect between natural goodness and practical reasoning on the ground 

derives from the third personal nature of the former and the first personal character of 

the latter. As Frey sees it, there are two horns to the dilemma. On one hand, if natural 

normativity remains objective, then it fails to be practical in satisfying the practical 

desiderata of moral philosophy. On the other, to suggest that knowledge of correct 

                                            

58 Frey, 15–16. 
59 Frey, 18. 
60 Frey, 20. 
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practical norms comes from possessing actualized virtue would be to alienate the 

objective considerations of natural normativity. 

Haase points out a similar concern in his forthcoming work. On his view, 

consistent with what has been set out in the previous sections, Footian naturalists are 

committed to both the claims that (1) ethical goodness is just a form of natural 

goodness; and (2) that ethical goodness is sui generis “in that it is practically self-

conscious.”61 The trouble is that, on this view, Foot is committed to the univocity of 

natural goodness: that the notions of ‘good’ and ‘ought’ are used in the same sense 

regardless of the context in which they are applied. Like Frey, Haase sees the culprit to 

lie in this third assertion on the basis that natural goodness in sub-rational lives are not 

action-guiding, and so there is a tension that must be resolved between ethical 

goodness as bearing practical content, on one hand, and its situation as just another 

sort of natural goodness, on the other. 

In both ways of formulating the problem, what is missing in Foot’s project is an 

account of how human agents actually take on claims about human form as a crucial 

part of prohairesis or choice in moral action. In other words, what is left to be done is to 

fill in the picture of how knowledge of human form fits into living a characteristically 

human life.  

1.4 Conclusion 

To reiterate, the central point that must be addressed in advancing Neo-

Aristotelian ethical naturalism, then, is whether human form features in what we 

consider to be correct practical reasoning; and, if so, how. Or, given what I have 

advanced in the previous section, the challenge that must be met is to find a place for 

human form in the practical syllogism. In the current project, I aim to meet this challenge 

through an examination of both the characteristic good deliberation of the fully virtuous 

and how we come to possess full virtue. Coming to full virtue, as I will suggest, involves 
                                            

61 Haase, “Practically Self-Conscious Life,” 6–8. 
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coming to grasp a wide range of concepts from within a human life; and so occurs in the 

first person. 

In other words, I think we can respond to this question constitutively. That is, 

practical rationality is inescapably developed from the foundation of a set of experiences 

interpreted from a distinctly human perspective. As such, in deliberating we cannot help 

but act without, in a way, giving content to our view or interpretation of human form qua 

‘the life form I bear’. Thus, knowledge of human form, as developed and understood in 

the first person, plays an inescapable role in our deliberation; and third person claims 

about human form do work by becoming integrated into how an agent views 

themselves. 
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Chapter 2  
Self-Interpretation and Human Form 
In the previous chapter, I endeavoured to give an overview of the project of neo-

Aristotelian naturalism, its central commitments, and its motivations. On this view, 

evaluations of the goodness of living things are internal to the identification of the 

particular kind of organism it is. That is, to assert that a living thing belongs to a certain 

kind situates it against a background of norms for that kind; and, consequently, brings 

into view what constitutes a good or defect for it. This logical structure of natural 

goodness applies to humans as well; and, on the natural goodness view, moral 

goodness just is human natural goodness with regard to exercise of the will. At the 

conclusion of the chapter, I articulated a potential difficulty of this view. Namely, it is 

unclear how claims about natural human goodness—claims made in the third person—

can ultimately relate to moral action as something undertaken in the first person. In 

other words, an explanation must be provided for how claims about human form are 

integrated into deliberation.  

What I want to argue in this chapter is that human form is implicitly the object of our 

self-understanding, and that, in conceptualizing human form as such, we can 

understand how seemingly inert third personal claims about human nature become 

motivationally dynamic, so to speak. That is, in responding to the question “what should 

I do?”, so long as we have a settled character, we cannot help but act with an 

understanding of human form qua a “self-interpretation” of the concept of “the life form I 

bear”. As such, in the process of self-interpretation, we inescapably take on third person 

claims in the first person by understanding ourselves as the subjects of the claims that 

we assent to.   

To set the grounds for my inquiry in this chapter, I avail myself of two general 

assumptions. In the first place, I want to suggest that there are different degrees of 
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knowledge of human form. This, I think, is true in several different senses. In the first 

place, while claims about human form ought not to be inaccessible to alien 

anthropologists, insofar as such aliens, ex hypothesi, view themselves as something 

fundamentally different from humans, they cannot take up claims about humans as first 

personal truths. Second, as Frey describes, our understanding of our own nature may 

be “abstract, confused, imperfect and incomplete”.62 If this is right, then presumably, we 

have some knowledge about human form without possessing the totality of knowledge 

about human form. As an example, I can clearly know something about a particular 

plant—say, that a Boston ivy requires water—without possessing the whole of the 

knowledge about that particular life form. If this is true, then we can preserve Aquinas’ 

insight that we come to grasp the first principles of human form through living human 

lives, and still maintain that there is something different about the knowledge possessed 

by the perfected moral agent.  

Secondly, I assume that the phronimos, or fully virtuous agent, is one who acts with 

an implicit complete understanding of human form. Briefly, a sketch of the defense of 

this claim might go something like as what follows:  

1. A good human is simply one that actualizes human form which consists of activity 

in accordance with reason.  

2. Practical wisdom is practically self-conscious; and so activity in accordance with 

reason requires complete knowledge of human form. 

3. Therefore, a good human is one who has complete knowledge of human form. 

Of course, a robust defense of the claim would require spelling out in more detail, but I 

think the general point stands—or is, at least, prima facie plausible enough to function 

as a premise for the argument I want to advance presently.  

                                            

62 Frey, “How to Be an Ethical Naturalist,” 33. 
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In what follows, I begin by isolating what distinguishes good deliberation—the 

intellectual virtue of euboulia—as instantiated by the fully virtuous from just any general 

account of deliberation, colloquially understood. Through an examination of the practical 

syllogism and what it leaves unsaid in the general form, the claim I want to demonstrate 

is that the fully virtuous agent is one who both acts for the sake of ends under the 

heading of flourishing and correctly specifies what this consists of by correctly 

deliberating. In other words, euboulia, as the intellectual virtue of good deliberation is 

uniquely capable of is the correct specification of eudaimonia. Having established this, I 

then consider how it is we come to possess euboulia. Drawing upon the insights of 

Rosalind Hursthouse, I will show that this sort of deliberation will involve the possession 

and correct deployment of a wide range of concepts. Taken in conjunction with 

Aristotle’s insight that virtue requires experience, I want to suggest that how we come to 

grasp these concepts is through the interpretation of our own life experiences.  

Concluding, I return to the question of human form, and argue that the sort of self-

interpretation involved in the acquisition of concepts has involved human form all along. 

That is, the moral development described occurs against the backdrop of the I-

concept—agents must necessarily think about the life form that they bear, i.e. human 

form, in order to make intelligible the very concepts they are aiming to grasp. And, 

through the grasping of these concepts from the interpretation of first personal 

experience, the agent invariably comes to grasp human form from within, and in a way 

that implies motivation.  

2.1 The Practical Syllogism Revisited – The Ingredients for Good 
Deliberation 

As I suggested above, what we need is to set out is the special features of good 

deliberation as undertaken by the fully virtuous. In this section, I suggest that what sets 

apart this particular sort of perfected deliberation from deliberation generally is just the 

end to which the deliberation is directed. The fully virtuous are set apart by the particular 

end they aim to actualize. The answer, I think, will become clear when we consider the 
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peculiarities of the practical syllogism that explains or represents such actions of these 

agents.  

 Insofar as good deliberation is a perfected human activity, deliberate actions of 

the best sort will still preserve the structure of human action. As I suggested in the 

previous chapter, all such characteristically human (perfected or not) actions can be 

represented as follows: 

1.2.2: Practical Syllogism Revised with Orders of Action 

Major Premise: Desire(End with Desirability Characteristic) 

Minor Premise: Belief(F1->End) 

 Embedded major premise: Desire(F1) 

 Embedded minor premise: Belief(F2-> F1) 

 Embedded major premise: Desire(F2) 

 Embedded minor premise: Belief(F3-> F2) 

 Embedded major premise: Desire(F3) 

 Embedded minor premise: Belief(F4-> F3) 

   … 

Embedded Conclusion: F4   

Embedded Conclusion: F3 

Embedded Conclusion: F2 

Conclusion: F1 
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To reiterate briefly, contra the sub-rational forms of life, instead of our actions being 

determined by our immediate perceptual states, the presence of rationality allows us to 

consider what we should do in order to attain some particular end. The mark of practical 

reasoning, as Anscombe says, is just that what is wanted is “at a distance”.63 And in 

bearing the capacity for practical reasoning, we are able to conceive of our actions in 

orders of relations to one another: we can think about doing such and such for the sake 

of such and such. But, even if human action can be represented as such, the practical 

syllogism as such is insufficient if what we are after is perfected human action.   

That is, characterising human action in this way runs the risk of relegating 

deliberation and reason to a purely instrumental role, on which deliberation is good 

deliberation just in case it actualizes the end—regardless of content—about which the 

agent is practically reasoning. It ignores that not just any sort of desirability 

characteristic will do if one is engaging in good deliberation. To use Anscombe’s own 

example, a Nazi might develop a practical syllogism from the premise that “it is fitting for 

a Nazi to do such type of actions”, and reason to a particular action of the sort. Given 

the premise of what is wanted, however, it’s very hard to deny the validity of the Nazi’s 

practical syllogism. Thus, in pursuit of the unique feature of good deliberation, we have 

exhausted the usefulness of Intention at this juncture. Anscombe’s point in this work, 

after all, is that the practical syllogism is not just ethical, it just entails an order of action. 

Any sort of desire will do for this, so long as the end apprehended is seen under some 

aspect of the good (i.e. good qua some desirability characteristic).64  

But Anscombe’s example of the Nazi was deliberately chosen—she employed 

what was clearly a morally repugnant example to clear away the confusion that the 

practical syllogism in its rudimentary form demands any specific content. Yet, this is not 

true of perfected virtue. Speaking colloquially, however, leaving the actions of a Nazi 

uncontested is gravely at odds with both the common-sense intuition that good moral 
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deliberation (in the colloquial sense of the word ‘moral’) aims at ends that Nazism is 

generally at odds with, as well as some basic insights of Aristotle’s practical corpus. On 

the first front, it is a gross abuse of the language of goodness to call a vicious dictator a 

good person just because they happened to be capable of consistently finding the most 

efficacious means of bringing about their every whim and fancy—no matter how 

horrible. Such a view might be part and parcel on the Humean instrumental view of 

practical reasoning, on which reason finds its role strictly in determining how something 

to be achieved causally. As Hume famously remarks: “’Tis not contrary to reason to 

prefer the destruction of the whole world to the scratching of my finger. ‘Tis not contrary 

to reason for me to choose my total ruin, to prevent the least uneasiness of an Indian or 

person wholly unknown to me. ‘Tis as little contrary to reason to prefer even my own 

acknowledg'd lesser good to my greater, and have a more ardent affection for the 

former than for the latter.”65 On this view, reason is wholly silent about ends. 

Yet, Aristotle makes two very strong claims to the contrary. First, deliberation is 

not just that which brings about ends of any sort, “[f]or the incontinent person or the bad 

person will reach what he proposes should be done as a result of calculation and so will 

have deliberated correctly but will have got hold of something very bad” (EN 

VI.9.1142b17-19). Good deliberation—contrasted with “correct deliberation”, on Reeve’s 

translations of the terms—“furthers the unconditional end” (EN VI.9.1142b29-31). Thus, 

though the ruthless dictator certainly employs some aspect of rationality in calculating 

how to attain the ends he desires, the dictator is not actualizing good deliberation so 

long as these ends do not fit into the picture of a good human life. Second, and 

similarly, Aristotle differentiates good deliberation from mere cleverness which, though 

involved in and necessary for good deliberation, does not discriminate between the 

ends towards which it aims (EN VI.12.1144a22-23).  

More contemporaneously, Foot, likewise, echoes Warren Quinn in asking “what, 

in general would be so important about practical rationality if it were rational to seek to 
                                            

65 Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 2.3.3.6. 
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fulfil any, even a despicable, desire?”66 As Quinn argues in “Putting Rationality in its 

Place”, what is lacking about such an instrumental notion of practical rationality is that it 

“[leaves] out precisely that element of desire that does the rationalizing.”67 The point he 

raises is that what does the work in setting practical rationality apart is that it requires an 

account of the sorts of values that a cognitivist account of ethics can provide; else we 

find ourselves defending absurd pleasures like simply turning on radios.  

In other words, to imbue the practical syllogism with conventional ethical import, 

what must be demonstrated is how good deliberation excludes the desirability of both 

vicious major premises, such as those based on what is fitting for a Nazi, on one hand, 

and vicious means of attaining otherwise good ends, on the other.68 The question is 

how this is to be accomplished if deliberation is towards the achievement of ends. 

Presumably, there must be some way in which deliberation can alter the ends such as 

to rule out plainly vicious ends antithetical to the human good. The tension here, then, is 

one between the fact that deliberation is for the sake of ends, on one hand, and that 

deliberation qua virtue can only be about good ends, on the other. 

A resolution comes in the form of the dictum that “[character] virtue makes the 

target right, and practical wisdom makes what furthers it so” (EN VI.12.1144a7-9).69 

Surely, after all, a virtuous person, could never find the ends desired by Nazis worth 

pursuing. If this is right, then it would initially appear that what sets apart good 
                                            

66 Foot, Natural Goodness, 10. 
67 Quinn and Foot, Morality and Action, 246. 
68 Aristotle rules out as unqualifiedly good the deliberation that “reach[es] the thing that should 
be done, but not by the means one should, the middle term being false” (EN VI.9.1142b23-24). 
Aristotle doesn’t go into detail about why this is undesirable, but his characterization this 
incidental reaching of the correct ends as “false syllogism” indicates that there is something 
lacking reason about this sort of accidental attainment of the end. See also Aristotle’s claims that 
virtue requires doing things in the right way, full virtue as involving a deliberate knowledge of 
what one is doing (EN II.4). 
69 See Moss, “‘Virtue Makes the Goal Right.’” for a defense of the literal reading of this passage; 
which I will not get into here. My interest lies not in her, albeit excellent, classics scholarship, 
but rather how a literal reading does not reduce to a Humean instrumentalist view of reason that 
is behind the instrumentalism I have been discussing.   
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deliberation from the merely effective variant is just the character of the agent, leading 

to the following version of the practical syllogism: 

2.1.1 Virtuous Practical Syllogism 

Major premise: Desire (End set out by the virtues) 

Minor premise: Belief (F->End) 

Conclusion: F 

Such an account might seem a little unsatisfying: at first glance, it seems that the end is 

a mere black box that reason, in calculating, takes as an input but cannot penetrate. 

Having the correct end is simply reduced to a matter of having the correct character 

virtues, whatever they may be, habituated. The trouble that comes with this view without 

further elaboration is that it would appear that good deliberation and clever deliberation 

really are no different at all: they differ only with respect to the ends that are fed into 

them. Good deliberation would not be able to rule out vicious means to ends. As Moss 

points out, however, this would reduce the difference between phronesis (and, by 

intension, its deliberative element of euboulia) and cleverness to a merely terminological 

difference, thus failing to capture the superiority of phronesis and its necessary co-

instantiation with the virtues of character.70 In other words, to adopt this instrumental 

understanding of virtuous practical reasoning fails to capture crucial components of 

what the virtues are, what they call for, and how they interact with the process of 

deliberation.  

 To develop this line of thought, recall that moral virtues, insomuch as they are 

distinctively human, must relate to the distinctively human feature of rationality. Aristotle, 

for his part, in putting forth the doctrine of the mean that defines what constitutes a 

virtue, notes that what makes something the mean is “defined by reason and the one by 

which a practically-wise person would define it” (EN II.6.1106b35-1107a1) and, later 
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that what possessing virtues calls for is following “[…] as the correct reason says” (EN 

VI.1.1138b19-20). Furthermore, as Foot teaches us, the virtues are correctives for 

irrational desires. As she argues in “Virtues and Vices”, being human entails being 

tempted by certain apparent goods. The virtues exist only in those cases where there 

are some desires or motivations that must be resisted in order to do the right thing: 

courage comes into play when an agent might be motivated by fear or self-preservation; 

temperance requires for its existence, the temptation of pleasure; and “if people cared 

about the rights of others as they care about their own rights no virtue of justice would 

be needed to look after the matter […].”71 As such, the virtues are correctives in the 

sense that they circumscribe these desires under the yoke of reason. Finally, as 

Aristotle suggests, the ends dictated by the moral virtues are not just of anything, but 

rather the rational wish (boulesis), which entails a correct supposition of what is actually 

good (EN III.4.1113a25-30). It is clear, then, that reason plays a crucial role in setting 

out what the desire consists of.  

 Yet, again, the trouble here is that the intellect (and its reasoning or calculating 

component), does not move. Consequently, the intellect cannot set out the contents of 

the major premise of a practical syllogism independently of some movement of the will.  

But this tension is an easy one to resolve if we recall that, on the Aristotelian 

picture, what sets apart the virtuous is their having the correct specification of the end 

as a correct conception of eudaimonia.72 That is, the operative force in the actions of 

virtuous agents—the content of the aforementioned black box of boulesis and what 

makes something fall under the aspect of an end for the virtuous—is just the desire for 

good activity. Put in another way, any particular end that is deliberated about is done so 

under the description of eudaimonia. Or, in more Anscombean terms, the end of 

eudaimonia is what bears the desirability characteristic. What virtue means is just 

having the appetites ordered to take pleasure in the exercise of the intellect. If this is 

                                            

71 Foot, Virtues and Vices, 15–17. 
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right, then we can more accurately depict the practical syllogism of the virtuous as 

something like what follows: 

2.1.2 Virtuous Practical Syllogism Revised 

Major premise: Desire (Eudaimonia) 

Minor premise: Belief (F->Eudaimonia) 

Conclusion: F 

The major premise of such a practical syllogism can be formalized in a non-rational 

desire with the content “it is fitting/pleasurable for me qua rational animal to try to aim at 

X”—or, perhaps in more brutish terms fitting for the non-rational “Want X qua 

eudaimonia!” Note that everything that was said of motivation in the previous chapter 

applies here just as well. If it should turn out that X is not an instance of eudaimonia, 

then the impetus for any subsequent actions to make X attainable would cease to exist 

for the virtuous deliberator. Thus, the first part of what makes the practical syllogism 

representing good deliberation special is just the ends to which it is directed. The 

‘necessity’ of the practical inference is just the necessity of the compulsion to follow 

through with the act.73 

But even still, our picture of what the intellectual virtue of good deliberation calls 

for is incomplete. In its present iteration, we still run the risk of reducing good 

deliberation to something that is merely causal—that is, it still might be the case that 

good deliberation simply calls for thinking about how to bring about concrete scenarios. 

This does the disservice of reducing the intellectual virtue of euboulia to a merely 

nominal distinction where the only actual defining feature of the virtue is its object. If this 

were the case, then Aristotle’s distinction would not be doing much work at all, and the 

connection between moral goodness and natural goodness would still be lost. But this 

cannot be so since the intellectual virtue is part of what sets apart the fully virtuous from 
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the merely naturally virtuous. More importantly, full virtue is self-conscious: it acts with 

full awareness of what it is doing. We can ask ourselves if an end really ought to be 

pursued or whether it genuinely is a component of a good life.  What needs to be 

represented in an account of deliberated action of the best sort, then, is how the 

realization that some particular end fails to instantiate genuine flourishing enables an 

agent to jettison said end. The difficulty involved in making room for this kind of activity 

is that the reflective consideration required is deliberation, which, in the case of the 

virtuous, has already been fixed as the end. There seems to be a circularity here! 

David Wiggins provides for us a resolution to this challenge in the form of 

“constitutive means”. That is, on Wiggins’ reading, the Aristotelian view of deliberation 

being towards ends also entails those instances where the deliberation is of means that 

are constituent of the ends: those means for which “what is toward the end is that of 

something whose existence counts in itself as the partial or total realization of the 

end.”74,75 In other words, a constitutive mean is simultaneously a mean towards some 

end and, itself, part of the end towards that which it aims at. As he goes on to say, with 

respect of the end of a good life (i.e. rational activity in accordance with virtue), 

deliberating about constituents to ends would involve deliberating about what 

constitutes a good life in the here and now or which course of action “would conform 

most closely to some ideal he holds before himself”. The reached upon conclusions are 

constituents—they are part of the picture—of the end about which the agent was 

deliberating. But note, these were not clearly part of the end at the outset of 

deliberation, but rather uncovered in the process of deliberation. Put in more basic 

terms, and more generally, deliberating about what constitutes ends involves filling in 

the picture of, or specifying, what some end consists of in the here and now.76  

                                            

74 Wiggins, “Deliberation and Practical Reason,” 224. 
75 See Wiggins, “Deliberation and Practical Reason.” for his defense of this reading of Aristotle’s 
account of deliberation. 
76 Moss distinguishes her view from Wiggins on grounds that are not fully clear to me. While 
acknowledging the similarity between the constitutive-means view of deliberation and her own, 
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It is important to note, that consideration of good deliberation qua specification, 

however, rules out the possibility of the codifiability of this sort of deliberation. As 

Wiggins writes: “Deliberation is still a zetesis, a search, but it is not primarily a search 

for means. It is a search for the best specification. Until the specification is available 

there is no room for means. When this specification is reached, means-end deliberation 

can start, […]. It is here that the analogy with the geometer’s search, or the search of 

the inadequately clothed man, goes lame.”77 That is, good deliberation is in part 

differentiated from mere means end deliberation because it does not begin with a 

clearly defined endpoint. To borrow Hacker-Wright’s analogy, there can be no “recipe” 

that guides an agent to actualize an antecedent end because there is no set out end 

prior to deliberation: if anything, the recipe is written as one deliberates.78  

Applying the notion of constitutive means to 2.1.2, then, it is clear that good 

deliberation, as an actualization of the perfected practical rationality is itself constitutive 

of the desired end of eudaimonia as the actual content of the major premise. This takes 

care of how the desire for rationality fits into the practical syllogism both as the end and 

as the deliberative task, but what of the content of the desire reflected upon? That is, 

2.1.2. is preserved insofar as the desire really is just for eudaimonia. Accordingly, 

whatever the action is chosen through deliberation, if everything is in order, will be a 

rational act. But if this is right, it might initially appear that content of the specific desire 

appears to fall out of the picture. It is not merely incidental that an agent considers, for 

example, chocolate cake, but rather a consequence of the non-rational desire that the 

rational intellect considers it in the first place. 

                                                                                                                                             

she suggests that these views “obliterate the distinction […] between being right about the end 
and being right about the end toward it.” (Moss, “‘Virtue Makes the Goal Right,’” 250.). My 
inclination is that the disagreement is one of Aristotle exegesis and the extent to which Wiggins’ 
work emphasizes the constraint of deliberation as being towards the end. Regardless, 
substantively, the exegetical account that I advance takes it both that virtue quite literally pins in 
place the end, as rational activity, but requires guidance from reason to specify what rational 
activity consists of.  
77 Wiggins, “Deliberation and Practical Reason,” 228. 
78 Hacker-Wright, “Skill, Practical Wisdom, and Ethical Naturalism,” 986. 
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Of course, this is not so if we recall that rationality and virtue are corrective of the 

desires. If this is true, then the non-rational desires are needed, in the first place, to 

provide the content that is to be corrected (or assented to) by reason. Moss outlines this 

relation:  

But an Aristotelian virtuous person’s nonrational part is different. It is 

well habituated and so wants the fine and the intermediate, but it also 

knows that this means waiting to hear what reason prescribes. Thus it 

obeys reason in the much more substantive way that someone obeys 

another when she says “I want F things, but I don’t know what kinds of 

things really are F, and so I don’t know if I want x, y, or z, therefore, I 

will defer to the counsel of my wise parent, friend, or teacher.”79  

Bracketing discussions of silencing by the virtues, the idea here is that the 

desiring faculties defer to, and wait for, the verdict of reason. But, again, reason is 

corrective only because the agent desires, in the first place, eudaimonia, which consists 

of rational activity in accordance with reason. It is only through the virtuous desire for 

rational activity that the intellect and reason can be corrective in the first place. So, in 

having a first-order desire for eudaimonia; the agent desires to deliberate well about any 

other desires they have. Moreover, insofar as the first-order deliberation governs the 

correct-making features of the second-order desire, it sets limits on how this can be 

achieved—i.e. it must be achieved in accordance with eudaimonia, and so is not merely 

concerned with efficacious deliberation. In this sense, it doesn’t matter what the 

particularities of the second-order desire are; they are deliberated about under the 

heading of good deliberation. If this is right, we can expand the practical syllogism so 

that it illuminates where particular non-rational desires fit into the picture as follows: 
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2.1.3 Expanded Virtuous Practical Syllogism 

Major premise: Desire (eudaimonia) 

Minor premise: Acting in accordance with good deliberation->eudaimonia 

Embedded major premise: Desire(Acting in accordance with good 

deliberation with respect to some state of affairs, S)  

Embedded minor premise: F-ing in S will actualize eudaimonia  

Embedded conclusion: F-ing -> Acting in accordance with good 

deliberation 

Conclusion: F 

Here, again, seeing particular ends as (potential) ends is important because this 

is what makes the practical syllogism a practical one, rather than an idly held theoretical 

syllogism with no necessary connection to motivation. Much like in 1.2.2, the 

motivational force, or desirability characteristic of the embedded syllogism derives from 

the end in the syllogism in which it is embedded. What makes the end special, in the 

case of moral virtue, however, is that the unified desirability characteristic is the end of 

eudaimonia. Viewing the practical syllogism in this way preserves that all deliberation is 

towards ends (namely, eudaimonia in the case of the virtuous), but, more importantly, 

captures the reason-responsive aspects our moral psychology, wherein, to adapt Moss’ 

passage cited above, the agent desires eudaimonia and so requires the exercise of 

reason as a constitutive mean towards eudaimonia. That is, deliberation is required for 

eudaimonia both as an act of rational activity in accordance with reason, and as the 

mode of determining the concrete correct action in its conclusion.   

 In effect, what I am suggesting in the embedded syllogism is similar to what 

Anscombe advances in “Practical Inference”. On her view, the objective is given even 

before a particular act. The reading of a particular situation reveals some feature which, 
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in conjunction with a particular action that is reached upon in deliberation, will result in 

the desired objective.80 Yet, to imbue the practical syllogism with an ethical dimension 

requires for it to fall under the general aim of eudaimonia as desired by the agent.  

 In more experiential terms, what this formalization captures is that the process of 

actualizing our potential as bearers of the human life form—that is, growing up—entails 

a move from acting from our feelings to acting from well-ordered and reflective reason. 

We, as Lawrence says, “take control of our lives” by changing “from living by natural 

prompt to living by rational design, from merely behaving— responding, acting, and 

reacting—in certain ways to taking it that we should so behave, that that is the fine or 

appropriate, or called for, way to go on.”81 In transcending the juvenile impetus to act 

according to immediate pleasures and pains, we distance ourselves from our merely 

non-rational sentient counterparts (non-rational animals) as we grow up because we 

come to see the rational order our actions have both in relation to one another and in 

relation to our individual instantiations of the human life activity as a whole. And it is 

from this connection between particular suggested ends (i.e. 2.1.3) and the unqualified 

end of eudaimonia that stopping modals derive their force. Reason, given the reins, is 

authoritative when it suggests “I shouldn’t do such and such, because it would not be 

right. Again, the substantive content of specific ends is taken up as constitutive means 

to eudaimonia.   

 Note, however, that this does not mean that the reasoning faculty speaks the 

language of rationality or even virtue. As I suggested near the end of 1.2., deliberation 

does not necessarily entail a stop-and-think sort of process, but rather consists of a 

structure of action that is reason-responsive. Rather, as Hursthouse understands the 

commitment to choosing virtue for its own sake, reason-giving can take the form of a 

host of various reasons applicable to the particular state of affairs.82 Reason 
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responsiveness in the sense of euboulia as I have presented it involves an entwining of 

reason and desire. Thus, unlike the Humean instrumentalist view, reason does play a 

part in setting the ends insofar as the correct end, on the Aristotelian view, is to be 

reason-responsive.  

We might explain the discrepancy between the merely virtuous and fully virtuous 

by considering Nussbaum’s reading of Aristotle, on which “what he does, in each case 

[of a particular virtue], is to isolate a sphere of human experience that figures in more or 

less any human life, and in which more or less any human being will have to make 

some choices rather than others, and act in some way rather than some other.”83 The 

former, bearing the kata pathos—right feeling or right desire—will act in a way that will 

aim to instantiate the moral virtue; but may run aground when, for instance, they cannot 

discern what the correct course of action is or act badly. The fault of the merely naturally 

virtuous lies in their narrow conception of the virtues as independent spheres of 

consideration divorced from (or at least not fully integrated with) reason which has the 

backdrop of the totalizing end of eudaimonia. In contrast, what the fully virtuous 

possesses is the self-conscious recognition of how specific considerations fit into the 

picture of a good human life as a whole. In lacking the self-reflective element of 

phronesis, they have not yet come to possess the unified conception of a good life of 

the fully virtuous, which correctly stipulates, for instance, that a courageous act is 

genuinely courageous just in case it is directed at a good life.  

 In short, then, what characterises the particular sort of motivations for the 

virtuous agent is precisely their desire for eudaimonia. And agents must act with this in 

mind as what differentiates the fully virtuous from the merely naturally virtuous is just 

that the fully virtuous has this complete grasp. Acting bravely is correctly conceived as 

bravery qua eudaimonia, and, in doing so, hits the mark of what genuinely constitutes 

bravery as something in accordance with reason, rather than the sort of malformed and 

incomplete grasping that natural virtue engages in by failing to see the further end—
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eudaimonia—which validates and forms the desirability characteristic of any specific act 

of acting bravely. Consequently, deliberation of the best and unqualified sort is just 

simply getting at the right answer of what, in the particular instance of practical 

reasoning, constitutes rational activity in accordance with virtue.  

2.2 Growing Up and Experiencing Life 

So now we have a detailed picture of what changes when an agent acquires full 

virtue. The fully virtuous, instead of acting for the sake of some non-rational desire, act 

under the heading of eudaimonia. The deliberator considers whether a certain means to 

an end is the best specification of rational activity in accordance with reason. Or, in 

another way, action structured in accordance with good deliberation entails the 

actualization of a correctly specified good life qua rational activity in accordance with 

virtue, in the here and now. The fully virtuous do not act for the sake of perceived 

courage, honesty, magnanimity, and so on, per se, but rather what is called for as 

correct specifications of eudaimonia.  

But still, what we require is a clearer account of what it means to specify 

eudaimonia. One way of making clearer what I mean by this is to consider one of the 

defining features of early virtue ethics: its rejection of what Hursthouse calls the ‘strong 

codifiability thesis’. This thesis holds that the aim of normative ethics is to come up with 

a list of rules such that: 

(a) they would amount to a decision procedure for determining what the 

right action [is] in any particular case;  

(b) they would be stated in such terms that any non-virtuous person 

could understand and apply them correctly.84 

As argued by John McDowell, on a codifiable view of ethics, the practical syllogism 

would amount to little more than applying the rules called for in the major premise of the 
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syllogism to the particular perception of the present state of affairs by the particular 

agent. Yet, we have reason to believe the futility of the completeness of such a task: “If 

one attempted to reduce one's conception of what virtue requires to a set of rules, then, 

however subtle and thoughtful one was in drawing up the code, cases would inevitably 

turn up in which a mechanical application of the rules would strike one as wrong-and not 

necessarily because one had changed one's mind; rather, one's mind on the matter was 

not susceptible of capture in any universal form.”85  

 And this issue becomes more convoluted with the consideration of the concepts 

that are involved with acting well—virtue concepts such as bravery, generosity, honesty, 

and so forth. As Hursthouse puts it, rather colourfully: “The Devil, after all, can quote 

scripture to serve his own purposes; one can conform to the letter of a rule while 

violating its spirit.”86 That is, for any sort of procedural guideline for acting virtuously, 

there will be situations in which it will produce the wrong actions. Generosity, for 

example, is not simply giving some fraction of one’s wealth, but doing so when 

appropriate, in the right way, with the right emotions. Consider an agent who, following 

such a rule, indiscriminately spent their wealth enabling a deeply akratic friend’s 

addiction. There would be something amiss if the agent could simply wash their hands 

of the situation and say: “well, I followed the rule to a tee!” Moral virtues are those that 

only hold, to use Aristotle’s phrase, for the most part. Part of McDowell’s and 

Hursthouse’s point, of course, is that virtue entails a dispositional element—one cannot 

simply will acting correctly. Rather, doing so requires bearing the correct dispositions, 

which is something that falls under the purview of habituation. More important for my 

present purpose of developing an understanding of good deliberation is that this 

suggests that full virtue entails both is being able to correctly call upon and employ a 

wide set of rules as they apply to the particular situation at hand. That is, the virtuous 

agent knows, in the moment of deliberation, what actions constitute integrity, 

temperance, or any other number of virtue terms. 
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 This is not to say that the fully virtuous agent comes to the possession of a broad 

grasp of what we might call enumerative virtue concepts. As Hursthouse suggests, any 

‘minimally decent’ person knows that they should be kind—or, in the terms that I have 

been speaking in, follow the rule “be kind”. Rather what is unique about the virtuous 

agent is that, when thinking about how to be kind, she is able to properly conceive of it 

under the order of eudaimonia. She possesses a “unique mastery of the concepts 

involved.”87 To deliberate well and correctly specify the good life, then, is just to be able 

to correctly reflect upon and apply concepts—including those associated with the 

virtues.  

So then, in order to provide an account of how agents become fully virtuous, 

what we must really describe is how we might acquire the necessary concepts. But it 

should go without saying, at this point, that these concepts are not learned the way one 

might, say, memorize words and their meanings in preparation for standardized tests. 

To do so would be to restrict oneself to the codifiable decision making that I have been 

seeking to reject. Rather, as Wittgenstein teaches us—not unlike to the Aristotelian 

emphasis on praxis—obeying rules, such as those governing the employment of 

concepts, is a practice; and so, acting appropriately results from one’s upbringing within 

a set of communal practices.88 The correct grasping of what virtue concepts call for 

arises from living in the context of human life.  

It should come to no surprise, then, that that the missing piece of the puzzle is 

empeiria, or experience. In fact, per Aristotle, what precludes adolescents from 

possessing full virtue is just that they lack experience: “The explanation is that practical 

wisdom is concerned also with particulars, knowledge of which comes from experience. 

But there is no young person who is experienced, since it is quantity of time that 

produces experience” (EN VI.8.1142a13-16). So the idea is that even if a young person 
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has their appetites ordered towards eudaimonia; their lack of experience generates 

some possibility for erring in actualizing this end. One in possession of mere character 

virtue rightfully desires acting bravely, but, erring to see it as what it ought to be—a 

specification of eudaimonia in a localized sphere—becomes lost while searching for 

what to do. They are easily misled by false theory, and “that just as a heavy body 

moving around without sight suffers a heavy fall because it has no sight, so it happens 

in this case too” (EN VI.13.1144b9-11). 

Part of what experience does is provide the basis of how we come to grasp 

certain concepts, and, indeed, whether or not we are exposed to them in the first place. 

Someone who has never faced serious a risk of harm, for instance, might have an ill-

conceived account of their own vulnerability, and so miss the mark when they try and 

sort out what sort of action would fittingly be called bravery. And, in such a situation, no 

general rule will suffice since, even if they were to perform the correct action, their lack 

of habituation precludes their performance of the action in the right way, with the right 

affect, and so forth. As such, though the agent may instantiate natural virtue in 

genuinely searching for the brave act, he is limited by his lack of experience.  

But it is not any experience that will do if we are searching for empeiria as the 

technical element of what is required for developing the good deliberation required for 

full virtue. As Hursthouse highlights, natural virtue will colour how one reacts to the 

brute facts of a situation. As she notes, an agent who fails to save a drowning child 

owing to a miscalculation will feel it for the rest of their life, and likely never repeat the 

same error again; while one seeking the glory that would have accompanied success 

will perhaps shrug off the loss since what had occurred was just a missed opportunity. 

And she concludes, “’the experience’ will not be of much use unless one recognizes it 

for what it is (incompetence or effectiveness rather than good or bad luck) and takes it 

to heart.”89 The point is, if an experience is to count as the genuine sort required for 

                                            

89 Hursthouse, “Practical Wisdom,” 305. 



 

 

51 

 

moral development, the brute facts about the state of affairs must be apprehended in a 

certain way.  

What I want to suggest is that this sort of more involved experience involves an 

interpretive act. That is, an agent interprets themselves in how they understand their 

past experiences. The gist of what I mean by this is that the sort of experience that is 

useful for agents’ grasping virtue concepts does not arise through their being able to 

provide physical or brute descriptive facts of an occurrence, but rather through their 

understanding of particular states of affairs qua instances of these concepts. While it 

would be foolhardy to attempt to give an entire account of the process here, I think two 

points will serve to show the central role of interpretation in our moral development in 

developing experience towards the acquisition of concepts: 1) that what one gains from 

a particular experience will depend upon the way one interprets a particular event; and 

2) that the uptake of these concepts into the motivations for agents’ actions will depend 

upon self-interpretation. 

In the first place, as Anscombe astutely notes, there is no single determining 

description of an action—“the action” as she calls it.90 Rather, any description of an 

action, so long as it is a description of what has actually occurred, is a correct 

description the action. So Anscombe remarks: “The proper answer to ‘What is the 

action, which has all these descriptions?’ is to give one of the descriptions. Any one, it 

does not matter which; or perhaps it would be best to offer a choice, saying ‘Take 

whichever you prefer.’”91 Her remarks here are in reference to an earlier example 

provided in Intention, in which a man, pumping water from a—unbeknownst to him—

poisoned well, kills a house full of Nazis. Her point there was that how we come to 

understand the action qua intentionality is based on the description of the action we are 

examining. Consequently, whether an action is intentional or not depends on the 

description under which we are examining it. For example, understood under the 
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description of moving his arm up and down, or pumping water, there is no doubt the 

action is intentional. Yet, the same is not true of the very same act under the description 

of “killing the men in the house”.92 And so an action can be both intentional and 

unintentional, predicated on the relation of the particular description of the action 

evaluated and the agent.  

And how we conceive of these descriptions will matter when it comes to 

discerning what, precisely, is a matter from which we can derive experience of the right 

sort. To draw from Anscombe’s well-pumper example again, to conceive of the action 

only under the description of moving one’s arm up and down would not produce any 

reflection of the moral sort, where we might think the descriptions of “thwarting a Nazi 

plot” or “murdering a house full of men” should. The example need not be so extreme 

either. Exceedingly commonly, those who unwittingly commit morally questionable acts 

wash their hands of the situation and proclaim their innocence on the basis of correct 

intentions. I have in mind, here, an example relayed to me by a friend with mobility 

difficulties. One day, upon visiting a bank, they were greeted by an overly eager bank 

employee who had attempted to come to their aid. Upon being told that no help was 

required, the bank employee responded with an air of slight indignation—as if her so-

called good intentions had been rebuffed due to the ungratefulness of the client. In this 

scenario, the employee, narrowly conceiving of the action under the description of her 

actions under the intended presumable kindness, did not countenance the possibility 

that the act could also have fallen under the description of condescending, patronizing, 

or dehumanizing; much less the autonomy of the client. At least part of the issue here is 

that the employee narrowly interpreted the state of affairs. Part of moral development, 

then, requires our being able to consider various different descriptions of the same act.  

The same can be said about attaching concepts to an action. An agent standing 

up against the face of grave physical danger in defense of his state might appear to fall 

under the description of a courageous act, but if his actions are against an oppressed 
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group fighting for their liberation, then the very same act might rightfully be described as 

callous. The point I want to emphasize here is that while virtue concepts function much 

like the concept of intentional—whether an action is apprehended as courageous or not 

is at least partially determined by the description of the action evaluated. However, the 

crucial difference is that where the determination of intentionality terminates with the 

description, virtue concepts cannot be so restricted: the attachment of such moral 

concepts can be, all things considered, correct or incorrect. Inasmuch as the true 

description of an act of bravery must fall under the heading of rational activity, the fully 

virtuous would recognize that the former description is not accurate after all. The agent 

cannot delude himself into thinking that what he did was courageous in the full-blooded 

sense of the concept; else he misses the important lesson that what sort of things we 

are standing in defense of matters. We should not, for example, throw our lives away 

over a brash argument on which nothing serious hinges. This would, rather, be an 

instantiation of the corresponding vice of rashness. Rather, the following the rules of 

bravery, so to speak, call for when it is appropriate. Thus, the correct grasp of the 

concepts requires a reflective interpretation of the different kinds of descriptions applied 

to the action.  

What has been said so far has concerned the role of interpretation in how we 

come to grasp concepts, and I now want to turn to the question of the application of 

concepts. The gist of what I want to suggest regarding this is that the application of 

concepts ultimately depends on the objective of the agent—her intentions. This is to say 

that the mastery of concepts is good and all, but, as far as morality is concerned, it will 

mean very little unless the agent actually acts on what she knows. As Aristotle writes in 

one of his more beautiful passages: “And just as in the Olympic Games it is not the 

noblest and strongest who get the victory crown but the competitors (since it is among 

these that the ones who win are found), so also among the noble and good aspects of 

life it is those who act correctly who win the prizes” (EN I.8.1099a2-5).  

This is to say that how an agent comes to instantiate concepts reveals something 

about the intentions and character of the agent. One who correctly exhibits a grasp of 
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kindness in her actions is just a kind person. She bears the intention to act kindly. In 

contrast, another agent may come to know what kindness consists of, but, ultimately, 

choose to deliberately avoid acting as such. The agent must possess a dispositional 

‘backbone’, as Gavin Lawrence calls it, that renders them capable of controlling their 

desires.93 But this is just the precursor to the development of good deliberation and full 

virtue. In not actually grasping the concepts themselves, the merely naturally virtuous 

can deviate from the path of right reason because though they are capable of 

restraining their desires to some extent, they have no guidance when presented with 

hard cases that call for active reflection and addressing of the rules of conduct. In 

contrast, the fully virtuous, possesses a stable character which cannot be misled 

through false theory. This results from a solidification of their natural virtue by their 

coming to understand why something is right or wrong. As Lawrence rights, “as one's 

experience widens and deepens one moves from accepting that one should do such 

and such to seeing and appreciating more of its point— of why it is correct so to go 

on.”94  

So, the explanation that must be provided is how an agent goes from the thats of 

what the right action is to the becauses of what makes the right action right. And, again, 

we find the importance of experience: “That is, habituation seems like an externally 

driven, or guided, transition (agoge), or ‘induction’ (epagoge), from one thing to a similar 

(‘same again’); experience like one that is driven or guided internally by the agent now 

prepared and inclined to notice similarities—and differences—for themselves.”95 The 

point here is that our experiences in life colour in the specificities of the right making 

features of the that. Our characters become firmed up because we associate them with 

tangible experiences of pleasure and pain as an outcome of our actions. This requires 

an interpretive element. For example, when one hits a stumbling block in their pursuits, 

they may attribute it to a host of external factors—and, indeed, moral luck might be at 
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fault—or they might take a long hard look inwards and wonder how they might have 

done better. And in responding to the experiences, the agent is confronted with a choice 

about the agent they want to be; the decision of which is revealed in their future 

deployments of the same relevant concepts. 

It is important to note, though, that the object of this interpretation is the agent’s 

own character, and so the outcomes are, likewise, in the first person. Experience is, 

after all, in the first person—and it is this feature that renders it so important for an 

agent’s internalization of the because of their actions. She personally identifies with how 

she employs the concepts precisely because it is how she has interpreted her own 

experiences, and so they bear the requisite conative element that commits her to a 

certain way of applying the concepts germane to the situation she finds herself in. This, 

in turn, reveals what she conceives of as a good life: her (self-conscious) thought 

implicitly bears the structure of something like: “to live the life I want, I should employ 

the concepts in such and such ways”. And, inasmuch as, as I have developed in the first 

chapter, the concept of ‘a good life’ requires an account of generality, the claim can be 

reframed as “the concepts, x, y, z, hold this particular relation to the life form I bear”. In 

other words, put in a concrete example, “in view of the life that I want to live, I should act 

kindly”, indirectly expresses something of the form “the life form I bear requires 

kindness”.  

2.3 Human Form Again 

At this point, I wish to take a moment to recap what has been accomplished in this 

chapter. At the outset, we were confronted with the question of how third personal 

claims about human form can do any work in moral deliberation. And because practical 

wisdom is self-conscious, I suggested that the best way to determine the answer was to 

identify what, precisely, makes the deliberation of the fully virtuous good deliberation. 

The special feature, I argued, was that the fully virtuous specify rational activity in their 

deliberation; which involves a unique practical mastery of concepts—that is, they both 

possess and are able to correctly deploy a wide range of concepts—that are untethered 
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to hard action-guiding principles. And by examining how agents come to reach this point 

is at least partially constituted by a process of self-interpretation. We now have, I think, 

almost all the pieces of the puzzle in place to arrive at what I want to say about how 

third personal statements ultimately bear motivational force in deliberation.  

The last missing piece of the puzzle is how to connect all that has been said to the 

notion of human form. The move that is required, then, is to show how the concepts 

possessed by the fully virtuous bear relevance to human form. The move, I think, is a 

relatively easy one. Consider, for instance, what distinguishes the virtue of courage from 

its colloquial understanding. It should be abundantly clear, by now, that what the former 

possesses, and the latter lacks, is its connection to rational activity, and, by extension, 

the good life of a human. If this is right, a proper conception of bravery must be made 

against the general backdrop of a human life. To identify an action with any virtue-term, 

properly conceived, is no different from the fact that we need to recognize something 

about the organism’s form to refer to a particular set of brute occurrences as 

‘reproduction’ or ‘nutrition’. For example, to use Anscombe’s favourite example of the 

necessity of promising, it is only because the non-accidental feature of human life—that 

we need to be able to have some indication of others performing the way we expect 

them to without the usage of force—that the commitment of acting in accordance with 

some utterance, “I promise such and such”, falls under the heading of, and is correctly 

described as, an act of justice.96 And this move also impacts non-morally loaded 

concepts. What I have in mind are terms such as efficiently, expediently, leisurely, or 

any other number of ways we can perform actions. All that is required is to remember 

that, much like the role of crafts on the Aristotelian picture, the unqualifiedly correct 

deployment of these concepts is for the sake of the unqualifiedly good human life; and 

so true Aristotelian categorical claims about the human uses of these terms will be 

claims against the backdrop of human form.  
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But again, knowledge of these concepts is not solely accessible to humans. 

Consider the alien anthropologist who aims to learn everything he can about the odd 

little featherless bipeds they have encountered on their travels. In coming to examine 

members of the human species, the alien comes to grasp the idea of an individuated 

form of life. And our alien anthropologist’s findings necessitate reciprocal dependence 

between how they interpret their observations, and the very concept of human form. 

This satisfies the objective desiderata of Neo-Aristotelian naturalism, but still, as from 

without, does not carry the motivational force. After all, why should an alien do what is 

good for a human to do any more than we should do what is good for a houseplant to 

do? But then, we need not be aliens to engage in this sort of inquiry; indeed, this is 

precisely the sort of examination undertaken by some human anthropologists and 

perhaps also Neo-Aristotelian naturalists in their attempts to respond to substantive 

problems. Doing so necessarily requires self-alienation on the part of the theorist. 

“Humans do so and so, and such and such is good,” the theorist thinks but does not act 

on, perhaps without any sense of irony of the reflexive object of the assertion.  

But, such investigations would be strictly theoretical, and if there is one thing that 

we should take from Aristotle it is that the aim of moral philosophy is not just to know 

what is good, but to ourselves become good. This sort of observation is different from 

the account of moral development I have provided based in practice, on which we 

understand the specific facts themselves from within. This is because the moral 

development entails a necessarily first personal apprehension and interpretation of 

one’s own experiences. We do not come to grasp facts about human form in the first 

person, but rather, as they bear on ‘my life form’, or simply ‘me’. From within, the 

motivating claim is not simply that ‘humans need justice’, but ‘I need justice’.  

Moreover, note that the individual cannot coherently think ‘the life form I bear is sui 

generis’ because, again, the concepts that constitute this self-understanding require the 

backdrop of human practices. Just as the notion of an acorn is incoherent without the 

entire life form of an oak tree in mind; one cannot consistently think deliberate about 

how to instantiate bravery or justice without the general view of the human life form 
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insofar as these concepts qua ethical notions deal with how humans live. That is, 

inasmuch as it is a human understanding the concepts against the backdrop of human 

life who understands the latter claim, the two statements are analytically equivalent: ‘the 

life form I bear’ is just ‘human form’. It follows, then, that an operant understanding of 

human form underlies every instance of deliberation, and good deliberation is just that 

which employs a correct apprehension of human form, which correctly specifies the 

relevant concepts qua rational activity. 

If this is right, then the role of third personal claims about human form can play a 

role similar to what Hursthouse has in mind about generalist claims: as a way of 

shortening our path to virtue. That is, on the view of moral philosophy as offered by M.F. 

Burnyeat, the lessons that the discipline has to offer are only useful to those who 

already possesses the that of what acting well calls for; but lacks guidance as to why 

they are good, the because.97 Seemingly third personal statements about human form, 

on this view, give us the crude outlines of the wide range of concepts employed by the 

phronimos and in a way that we can use them and aid in our coming to a proper 

appreciation of our experiences because they connect these concepts to their proper 

subject: the human life form. And, in doing so, the third personal statements, properly 

apprehended, furnish the proper because: ‘because you are human’. 

In turn, the properly brought up agent adopts a first personal attitude towards 

these claims by integrating them into her own self-understanding and interpretation of 

her experiences. “That’s right! That claim has helped me to understand such and such 

experiences!” She thinks. “Humans do need justice; and so, I need justice.” To 

understand “humans should keep their promises” from within and from without are two 

quite radically different things. The latter cases express a general claim that holds for 

the most part, while the former plays a role in self-conscious activity as an element of 

how the agents come to understand themselves—and, in doing so, influences how the 

agent deliberates moving forward. What is doing the work here is the agent’s will. It is 
                                            

97 Burnyeat, “Aristotle on Learning to Be Good,” 78. 
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only because the particular student of moral philosophy wants to be good that she takes 

on and seriously considers the third personal Aristotelian Categorical statement she is 

presented with, employs it qua experience to enrich her own self-understanding, and 

ultimately, acts in accordance with what has been said when appropriate.  

Thus, when an agent accepts some claim Aristotelian categorical claim about 

humans but question why they should act in accordance with it; they are asking a trivial 

question. “Because you are a human!” we might respond, with no expectation that they 

actually act accordingly. The misstep here, in demanding that our response might 

change behaviour in some way, is the assumption that an intellectual answer alone can 

result in a change when a failure to recognize the implications of a true Aristotelian 

categorical claim signals a defect on the part of the agent: the fault rests in the 

questioner’s motivational dispositions and their lack of virtue. The propensity to treat the 

subject of naturalist claims about humans as separate from the questioner betrays a 

confusion. What is missed is the analytic equivalence of “humans” with “the life form I 

bear” that holds true of any person asking such a question; which signifies a defect or 

lack of unity of character in the questioner.  
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Chapter 3  
Conclusion 
In the previous chapter, I presented the view that knowledge about human form 

motivates agents when it is acquired or apprehended from a first personal view. I wish 

to now consider what I anticipate being a response to what I have articulated. 

Specifically, the challenge I have in mind deals with my usage of the deliberately vague 

notion of interpretation. An interlocutor, I imagine, could respond as follows: “if 

knowledge about human form is acquired through interpretation from within, then how 

do we come to arrive at objective truths? Part of the purported appeal of Neo-

Aristotelian naturalism derives from its claim to provide an objective standard of truth; 

and, yet, it’s hard to see how this could be so if moral development is predicated on an 

interpretation.” The charge is a strong one. The whole motivation for what I have set out 

in the first place was the desire to preserve both the objectivity of Neo-Aristotelian 

naturalism while proffering an explanation of its motivational force. If this rejoinder is to 

hit its mark, then it would appear that we have lost what made Neo-Aristotelian 

naturalism attractive in the first place. This response, I think, hinges upon the 

assumption that interpretation is something that is necessarily wholly subjective—and, 

on this assumption alone, there is a vast body of literature that may prove valuable to 

bring into dialogue with Neo-Aristotelian moral philosophy.98 What will be needed to 

tackle this question head on is a defense of some criterion of interpretation. In turn, this 

would ultimately provide normative guidance for how we would accomplish this task 

correctly. 

While I do not think I will be able to offer a complete and compelling account here, I 

wish to conclude by offering some hodgepodge comments loosely organized around 

two themes: 1) the role of interpretation in other so-called objective fields; and 2) the 
                                            

98 I have in mind here primarily Donald Davidson, Susan Hurley’s much neglected Natural 
Reasons, as well as the intersections of the works of John McDowell and Hans-Georg Gadamer 
(see for instance, McDowell’s contribution to Gadamer, Gadamer’s Century and lecture VI of 
Mind and World). 
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cognitivism of interpretive claims. My hope is that these very brief comments will make 

headway on the challenge or, at the very least, demonstrate the value of further 

exploration along this research trajectory.  

3.1 The Irreducibly Interpretive Task of Identifying Life Forms 

The first plausible method of defending against the aforementioned objection is 

just to recognize the relevance of interpretation in other fields we conventionally take to 

be objective. As Thompson makes clear in his description of how one comes to grasp 

the life form of a particular species of jellyfish, learning the complete natural history of a 

species depends in part upon, and is enriched by, particular observations of the 

species. Consistent with his early works, he remarks: natural historical judgments about 

the species “are not reports of what is always or mostly or even the case with jellies of 

this kind."99 And it is only in light of this knowledge that we can come to recognize a 

particular of this species and individuate it from its environment: that we could 

“intelligibly suppose, for example, that the tentacles are not parasites or cancerous 

excresences or undetached bits of waste.”100  

What I want to bring into focus about his account, though, is that the recognition of 

such particular Aristotelian categorical statements in part depends upon the 

interpretation of empirical facts that either validate or undermine the candidate 

Aristotelian categorical statements.101 For the jellyfish in question in Thompson’s 

parable, this might be a consequence of its striking resemblance to another species of 

jellyfish; or perhaps we observe a certain unity of action. The point is, the inclusion of 

empirical observations (and, I suspect, any evidence in general) in knowledge about a 
                                            

99 Thompson, “Apprehending Human Form,” 50. 
100 Thompson, 52. 
101 Thompson’s work provides an example of how the researcher was wrong in identifying a 
member of the new species as a particularly defective member of another species. Another 
example that may prove more convincing to natural scientists is the Portuguese man o’ war. The 
current consensus is that these animals are actually colonial organism made of specialized 
individuals; however, it was once thought to be a species of jellyfish—that is, an individual 
organism. 
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particular life form necessarily requires interpretive work to determine what is and is not 

involved into the actual life form activities—and extensionally, the criterial definition—of 

the species. To quote Hacker-Wright: “On Foot and Thompsons’s view, establishing 

what is normal for that species is an irreducibly interpretive task, and we are always 

employing some interpretation when we approach organisms, whether as armchair 

naturalists or evolutionary biologists.”102 Or in Thompson’s own words: “The attempt to 

produce a natural history, by contrast, expresses one’s interpretation or understanding 

of the life-form shared by the members of that class, if you like, and each judgment in it 

will bring the predicate-concept into direct connection with a representation of that 

‘form.’”103 That is, there is an interpretive judgment of what facts, empirical or otherwise, 

are relevant to the particular life form. We do the same work in identifying life forms and 

species as we do when discerning, for example, that ‘being human’ is a necessary 

property of Socrates, whereas his hair colour is not.      

Yet, I do not think this is all that compelling of an answer—at least not at its current 

level of development. At face value, it amounts to little more than a tu quoque. And it 

still might be the case that at the bottom of all the interpretative work is not a real logical 

foundation, but something more pragmatic. Besides, when it comes to the interpretation 

of human form, both the sea change brought on by rationality as well as the fact that we 

interpret human experiences from within may produce challenges for this sort of 

partner-in-crime type of argument.  

3.2 The Possibility of Incorrect Interpretations 

Yet another way of breaking ground on the broader project suggested by my 

present work is to demonstrate that interpretive claims are still cognitivist ones. That is, 

we can defend the assertion that when an agent expresses something about 

themselves, they are stating something that bears an evaluable truth-value, rather than 

a mere statement about their attitudes about the subject. In other words, what must be 
                                            

102 Hacker-Wright, “What Is Natural About Foot’s Ethical Naturalism?,” 317. 
103 Thompson, Life and Action, 75. 
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defended is that statements of the form “F is a brave act in this scenario” genuinely 

means something besides the mere expression of an attitude, “Yay! F!” I want to briefly 

demonstrate this feature of interpretation through an examination of how features of 

human life make their way into our moral thinking.  

 Consider an exceedingly lucky Zarathustrian agent. In our agent’s illustrious life, 

despite their acting irrationally—say, rashly, without proper forethought, and so forth—

as moral luck would have it, things turn out their way at every turn. They have 

accomplished what they have out of sheer dumb luck. Yet, suppose, the conclusion the 

agent reaches from these experiences is that every success was their own making: that 

they are invincible and can accomplish whatever it is they can. And consider what 

happens when the agent deliberates with this assumption as their first principle. 

Suppose, basking in his self-aggrandizement, he dives headfirst into a raging river as a 

part of some misguided show of superiority. Our agent finds himself washed down the 

rapids; yet, at the last moment, a burst of lightning strikes a tree upstream, cutting off 

enough of the current that the agent is able to swim safely to the side. Surely, even 

though everything has worked out in favour of the agent in this instance; there was be 

something amiss with their reasoning: they have happened upon the desirable outcome 

merely by chance. Even a broken clock is right twice a day.  

What I want to suggest is that this scenario demonstrates the plausibility of the 

existence of unquestionably false interpretations. One of the crucial elements that the 

agent did not take into consideration is the uncontroversial notion that human life 

necessarily entails vulnerability.104 All too briefly, the idea at play is that because 

humans are vulnerable creatures, we are fundamentally dependent on one another to 

survive in a way that is characteristically human. This can take many different forms. 

For example, newborn humans are utterly dependent on someone for survival, unlike, 

                                            

104 This is a subject that has been described in great detail by Alasdair Macintyre and in Erinn 
Gilson recently published book on the subject, amongst countless others. See MacIntyre, 
Dependent Rational Animals.; Gilson, The Ethics of Vulnerability.  
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say, sea turtles that bear an innate instinct to crawl for the ocean upon hatching. And 

the fact that we need to be able to secure the cooperation of others without force was 

what motivated much of Anscombe’s work on promising and justice. Less abstractly, the 

infirm or elderly are often dependent on the good will of others. There is no exhaustive 

ur-list of features of human life that detail our vulnerability; but suffice it to say that it is a 

necessary facet of human life. It should seem, then, that part of a correct apprehension 

of the human life form requires us to take this feature into account; and so vulnerability 

should influence our deliberation. If this is right, the aforementioned agent above has 

misinterpreted their experiences: in developing the way he did, he understood his 

experiences under false descriptions that emphasized his own volition and undervalued 

moral luck.  

The example might seem absurd at first, but any statistician will be able to point 

out that part of what has gone wrong in the scenario above is a sort of survivorship bias; 

and we only need look at the statements of the alleged self-made wealthy billionaires to 

see the relevance of these sorts of distortions in thinking. But, perhaps more 

importantly, what I think this example should emphasize is that the agents’ self-

conception was not simply a matter of their own self-directed attitudes. The propositions 

that were manifested in their action—“I am invincible” or “everything that I have 

accomplished was a consequence of my own agency”—were false because they were 

fundamentally at odds with the truth of the matter about humans: namely, that we are 

vulnerable creatures.  

Again, a protracted development of how this can inform our conception of norms 

cannot be accomplished presently; but, at the very least, it would appear that what an 

agent has warrant to believe must take into account and reconcile a broad range of 

information about human life. Here, we might employ something like Haack’s 

conception of epistemic warrant to reconcile between various first personal testimonials 
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about human life from within.105 But even such an account only goes part of the way. 

For example, to adequately deploy such strategies requires and reflective techniques 

we might call for something like an epistemic openness on the part of the agent about 

the weight of their own experiences. Moral development, moreover, is doubly fraught 

because it occurs from within. Not only do we require interpretation in the same sense 

that natural scientists do, but we must also begin from the starting point of our own 

experiences—a starting point which bears all the biases and distortions in thought that 

necessarily come bundled together with existence as culturally and historically situated 

beings. And, further complicating matters more, the countless projects associated with 

enumerating the virtues has shown that there is a plurality of possible ways that virtue 

can be instantiated—sometimes in ways that appear to be widely antithetical to one 

another in need of reconciliation. But I digress: most importantly, what this example 

serves to show, I think, is at least the prima facie plausibility of the existence of a robust 

realist account of human form and norms of correct interpretation to be explored in more 

detail. 

3.3 Moving Forward with Neo-Aristotelian Naturalism  

What has been said should, I hope, offer some guidance of how to proceed from 

what I have advanced in earlier. My solution and the way in which I have advanced it is, 

I believe, Footian in spirit. As she writes in the closing pages of Natural Goodness of 

particular moral propositions: “We are now, of course, in an area in which philosophy 

can claim no special voice: facts about human life are in question and so no philosopher 

has a special right to speak.”106 It is because of empeiria—the proper appreciation and 

interpretation of life experiences—that agents are moved to act well and, in doing so, 

actualize human form. Yet, unlike her, I do think there is still a role for philosophy to play 

because self-interpretation is, in a sense, a philosophical endeavour of understanding. 

As the imperative was written on the Delphic temple: Gnothi seauton! Know thyself!  

                                            

105 Haack, Evidence Matters. 
106 Foot, Natural Goodness, 108. 



 

 

66 

 

If I have succeeded in my present task, I will have demonstrated the importance of the 

notion of interpretation—as left deliberately vague—to the understanding both moral 

development and deliberation, but this is not to say that the aim of moral philosophy as 

such is settling what is right or wrong. As Foot characterizes her work in the postscript 

of Natural Goodness: “The account of vice as a natural defect merely gives a framework 

within which disputes are said to take place, and tries to get rid of some intruding 

philosophical theories and abstractions that tend to trip us up.”107 And while Natural 

Goodness does much of the work to set out the context of the disputes, where there 

remains more work to be done is with respect to the rules of engagement in the settling 

of the disputes.  

 

                                            

107 Foot, 116. 
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